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Airspace

Prelude -- "Where I Land"

My name is Robert Cross. I'm a pilot.

NYPD Aviation Division, call sign "Falcon." I fly the bird that shows up when the ground gets too hot or the ladder's too short. Smoke, storms, gunfire--doesn't matter. When the city calls, I get in the air.

It's not glamorous. Not really. People think it's like the movies--spotlights, hero shots, steel nerves. Truth is, it's mostly rotors and routines. Controlled chaos with a flight plan. But when it matters, when there's nothing left but smoke and seconds, I know what to do. Up there, things make sense. You follow the vectors. You hold your altitude. You don't flinch.

But what grounds me--what actually keeps me tethered--isn't on any map.

Her name's Helen. NYPD, like me. She was an MP in the Army before that--military police, boots on pavement, spine straight enough to intimidate brass. Puerto Rican, late thirties, just under five-six but walks like she's six-two. Dark hair usually twisted into a bun that softens when she's home, eyes that don't miss a damn thing, and a mouth that's fluent in sarcasm and truth. She's not loud--but when she speaks, the room listens. Especially me.

We met on the job. I was still trying to disappear into the city back then. She didn't ask questions I wasn't ready to answer. Just showed up--steady, smart, unapologetically herself--until I realized maybe I didn't have to keep running.

We've got a kid now--Nico. Two years old. Already obsessed with anything that spins. He chews on rotor blades like they're teething rings. I don't know what he's going to grow up to be, but if it's loud and fast, I won't be surprised.

And then there's Marcus "Sticks" Rivas.

My partner in the sky. Ex-Marine. Combat vet. Mouth like a stand-up comic with altitude clearance. He's the one who cracks the cockpit open when my silence gets too heavy. He talks enough for both of us, and that works. He handles the noise. I handle the sky.

I keep things close to the vest. Always have. Not because I don't trust the people around me--but because the things I've seen, the weight I've carried... they don't always land clean. Some ghosts are best kept in the rearview. And some scars don't look good in daylight.

I don't talk much about before NYC. The war. L.A. The motel parking lot where my previous life ended. Some days I pretend I left it all back in LA. Other days, I know better.

But this life--Helen, Nico, the sky--that's mine now.

I've got ghosts. I've got regrets. But I've also got a family that feels like home, and a job that still means something when the rotors start to spin.

I'm not flying to escape anymore.

I'm flying to stay.

*********

Chapter 1 -- "Two Floors Up"

(POV: Robert)

The smoke was thick enough to taste.

Bronx. Seven-story walk-up. The top two floors fully engulfed. I could see the heat signature before we were even cleared in. FDNY had two ladders up, both already pinned with evacuees. Radio chatter was chaos--overlapping units, missing names, broken commands. One call cut through it all: "We've got three on the roof. Repeat--three on the roof. Fire's punching through floor six."

I pushed the collective forward. The bird dipped. Sticks keyed in from the left seat, already adjusting the hoist rig. We didn't need a game plan. We'd done this before. He worked the cabin; I worked the sky.

We banked hard east over the street, rotors slicing through heat shimmer. A plume of black smoke exploded from a stairwell vent like a warning flare. I swung us over the roof, nose tilted just enough to maintain visual on the evac point. Flames were licking the edge of the door frame. Two kids--looked under ten--and a woman stood near the ledge, shielding them with her body. Brave. Desperate. The kind of stillness that only comes from panic at full saturation.

"Rooftop in sight," I said into comms. "Setting hover. Deploying rig."

Sticks was already at the hatch, cable clipped, harness on. He gave me one slap on the shoulder--our version of don't screw this up--and dropped out into smoke and chaos. I trimmed the tail rotor to counter gust shear and brought us down low--too low, some would say. The skids were maybe three feet off the roof's edge, heat distortion bending the horizon. But the ladder trucks were boxed in below and the stairwell was gone. This was it.

Sticks hit the roof and went straight for the smaller child. He moved fast--economical, practiced. No words wasted. The girl clung to him like she knew he was her only shot. He lifted her into the sling. I adjusted drift to keep the line vertical, compensating for rooftop convection and the destabilizing effect of open flame.

The second kid was next--boy, maybe eight. Eyes wide but not crying. That scared me more. Kids that quiet had seen too much. Sticks locked him in, gave me a thumbs up. I felt every inch of torque shifting under us as I held position.

Then came the mother. She hesitated--naturally. Watched her kids go up first. I saw her lips move: thank you. And then the roof cracked.

A burst of flame shot from the building's center, blowing out the vent behind her. The structure groaned under her feet. Sticks grabbed her by the wrist, yanked hard, and half-dragged her toward the line. Debris fell in slow motion around them as I dropped two more feet into the vortex, the rotors chopping through smoke like a blade through fabric.

She clung to Sticks, who clung to the sling, who clung to the rig--and I held all of them above the fire.

I pulled up only when I felt the heat licking at the floor pan.

From below, it probably looked heroic. From the inside? It was just noise and instinct. Wind shear. Weight distribution. Controlled chaos.

But when I looked in the rearview and saw the mother's arms wrapped tight around her kids, their hair singed, their faces soot-streaked but alive--I let out a breath I didn't know I'd been holding.

We cleared the roof. The flames kept climbing.

Below us, chaos raged on, but inside the cabin, order.

The line locked. The cabin door shut. The last body in and accounted for.

I leveled us out and pulled away from the smoke column. The flames clawed after us like they didn't want to let go, but we'd bought ourselves enough sky. Sticks moved past the mother and her kids, did a quick check--no blood, no visible fractures. Just soot, shock, and a hell of a story.

He dropped back into the co-pilot seat and yanked off his helmet with a long, dramatic exhale.

"Jesus," he muttered, wiping sweat off his brow. "You tryin' to land us in hell just for the cardio?"

"I like a challenge," I said, eyes still on the horizon. "Next time I'll let you hang from a drone."

"That's cute," he said, strapping in. "Remind me to order a coffin-sized GoPro rig for your birthday."

I let a thin smile crack through, barely. The kind that doesn't reach your eyes, but still says, we made it.

Behind us, the mother was quietly sobbing, both kids curled into her like they never wanted to let go. I gave her a glance through the rearview mirror. She saw me and nodded, still trembling. I nodded back.

"EMS still set up at Bennett?" I asked, already keying in the return vector.

"Yep," Sticks said. "Radio says they've cleared a pad. Vitals get first touch, press gets blocked off. Apparently the captain told 'em if one reporter steps foot past the barricade, she's throwing their mic in the East River."

"Sounds like her."

We flew low and quiet. The adrenaline started to fade, leaving behind a hum in my bones. Sticks leaned back, helmet in his lap.

"You ever gonna admit that was impressive?" he asked.

I banked left toward the helipad, engine smooth as silk.

"You ever gonna stop fishing for compliments?"

"Never," he said, grinning. "But you still flew that like a goddamn scalpel, Falcon."

We touched down light--barely a bounce. As soon as the skids hit concrete, ground crew ran in. EMTs pulled the door open. The mother didn't wait for a stretcher. She stepped out on her own, both kids still clinging to her.

Sticks watched her go. "That right there," he muttered, voice low now. "That's why we fly."

I didn't answer.

Because sometimes the truth's too heavy to say out loud when your hands still smell like smoke.

*********

Chapter 2 -- "Falcon and Sticks"

(POV: Sticks)

We hadn't even powered down before the crowd started forming.

The second those skids kissed the pavement, EMS was on us like hawks. Gurneys, oxygen masks, triage bags--everyone doing their job. The mom clutched her kids like she thought we might vanish if she blinked. Paramedics gently peeled them away, one at a time, murmuring soft words I couldn't hear over the rotors still winding down.

And just past the barricade, beyond the firetrucks and tape--reporters.

Phones, cameras, lenses long enough to spot emotion from half a city away. One guy had his phone out mid-broadcast: "Incredible rescue moments ago from NYPD Aviation--watch this--" and then some over-edited clip of us hovering in smoke like a movie trailer. I should've felt proud. Instead, I mostly felt sweaty.

Robert didn't say a word. He popped the door, grabbed the deck hose, and started wiping soot off the nose like it was just another Tuesday. Calm. Focused. The kind of quiet that people mistake for cold, but I've flown with the guy long enough to know better. That silence? That's where he stores everything he doesn't want leaking out mid-flight.

So I picked up the slack.

I gave a wave to the nearest camera. Said something like "Just another day in the sky" and "That was all my guy, Falcon--he threads the air like a needle." Someone laughed. A firefighter slapped my back and said we looked like something out of a Marvel flick. I gave him a double finger-gun and told him we were working on action figures.

Inside, though, I was still humming on adrenaline and relief. Because we'd pulled it off. We'd beat the clock, the wind, the heat--and no one died. That's not something you take for granted.

When we finally got the bird back to the hangar, the real fun started. Dispatch had already fielded three interview requests. Some media intern from Channel 6 was begging for a quote. One of the rookies swore he saw our flight clip posted with #SkySaviors trending.

Robert was in the corner, wiping down his visor like it personally offended him.

I leaned on the workbench and tossed a protein bar at him.

"Congrats, buddy. You're trending. And no, you can't stop it."

He caught the bar, didn't look up. Just said, "Didn't ask to start it."

And that's when I knew--this wasn't over.

Not by a long shot.

*********

Chapter 3 -- "Viral Altitude"

(POV: Helen)

Nico was chewing on a plastic helicopter when my phone started vibrating with notifications.

Group chat. Mamá. Dispatch thread. Even one of the rookie officers from my precinct. Every link was the same--"NYPD Aviation pulls off daring rooftop rescue in the Bronx." I tapped the first one and propped my feet up on the coffee table, Nico babbling softly beside me.

The video started with smoke. A lot of it. Cell phone angle, grainy, from the street. You could barely make out the rotors through the haze--just this black silhouette, low and steady, hovering like it belonged there. The camera panned up as the winch lowered. I recognized the stance. The rig. The precision.

Robert.

The clip jumped to a news anchor--Channel 6, big smile, dramatic voice: "Some are calling them the Angels Over the Bronx. NYPD pilots Robert 'Falcon' Cross and Sergeant Marcus 'Sticks' Rivas executed a flawless rooftop rescue today in a scene straight out of a movie..."

I laughed. Out loud. Not at the praise--they'd earned every second of it--but at how much Robert was going to hate this. He wasn't built for spotlight. Give him a full-throttle flight through chaos and he's as calm as stone. Give him a mic and he'll look like he's being held hostage.

I scrolled a bit and found it. The meme. A still shot of him mid-hover, visor down, jaw set, rotor wash kicking up smoke around him. Captioned in bold white letters:

"Steady Hands. Stone Face. Mood for 2025."

I snorted, saved it to my phone, and texted it to him with a single line:

"You're famous. Try not to throw your phone in the river."

Nico reached up and patted my leg, babbling something vaguely heroic. I ruffled his hair and leaned back on the couch, smiling.

Yeah... he's definitely going to hate this.

And I was going to enjoy every second of it.

*********

Chapter 4 -- "Questioning"

(POV: Robert)

The apartment was dark when I stepped inside--quiet except for the low hum of the fridge and the faint creak of the floor under my boots. The kind of quiet that usually meant Helen was asleep and Nico was out for the count. But the light was on in the bedroom--soft, steady.

I toed off my boots and hung up my flight jacket, still smelling faintly of smoke and adrenaline. My shoulders were tight, the kind of tight that didn't go away even after landing. I hadn't looked at my phone since the rescue. I didn't need to. Sticks had been grinning all day like we'd won an Oscar.

I pushed the bedroom door open.

Helen was standing at the foot of the bed, one eyebrow cocked, wearing her patrol cap slightly tilted and her NYPD uniform shirt--unbuttoned just enough to distract me from everything else. No pants. Just black panties and bare legs, and that smile she saved for nights when she knew I needed pulling back to earth.

"You're late," she said, voice smooth and mock-serious. "You were supposed to report in for questioning."

I leaned against the doorframe, just staring at her. "What kind of questioning?"

She didn't answer right away. Just reached behind her and pulled a pair of cuffs from the nightstand. Standard issue. Not mine. Hers. The metal glinted in the light like a challenge.

"The kind that requires full compliance," she said, walking toward me.

I didn't say a word. I didn't need to. I stepped forward, wrapped my hand around her waist, and kissed her--slow, deep, like I'd been holding my breath since the minute I left that rooftop. She pulled me with her, backwards onto the bed, laughter catching in her throat just before her mouth found mine again.

And for a little while, there was no fire, no sky, no Brandy, no cameras.

Just Helen.

And peace.

*********

Chapter 5 -- "Recognition Burn"

(POV: Brandy)

I wasn't looking for him.

Not really. Maybe in the way you walk past old places and expect to feel something. The way you scroll without meaning to. That restless itch in your gut when things go quiet for too long.

The video was trending under some ridiculous hashtag--#SkySaviors, #AngelsOverTheBronx. I almost scrolled past it. Almost. But something in the thumbnail stopped me. Smoke. A helicopter hovering just above a burning rooftop. It didn't look real--like something staged for a trailer.

I tapped it.

The footage was shaky, phone-recorded from the street below. Flames climbing the walls. People shouting offscreen. Then the chopper dipped into view--black and sharp against the gray sky. A man dropped from the side, harnessed, arms out, moving like he'd done it a hundred times.

But it wasn't the man in the harness that stopped me cold.

It was the pilot.

The footage jumped, then cut to a cleaner angle--news camera, closer. I froze the frame. Touched the screen and zoomed in.

The helmet was different. The visor was down. But I knew that posture. That jawline. That tension in the hands, knuckles white against the throttle like the whole machine was just an extension of him.

Robert.

I didn't breathe. I rewound it. Played it again. Slower.

My Robert hadn't changed--at least, not enough. A little older. A little more tired around the edges. But it was him. The man I hadn't seen since he left LA. Since he left me. The man who walked away from our marriage without a word more than "We're done."

And now he was flying through fire like some goddamn hero. On the news. In my feed. Trending.

I leaned back on the couch, heart pounding in a rhythm I hadn't heard in years.

A smile curled slowly at the corner of my mouth.

"Found you," I whispered.

*********

Chapter 6 -- "Married to the Sky"

(POV: Helen)

Roll call was barely five minutes in and already I was rethinking my seat choice.

Lieutenant Ortiz cleared his throat with a kind of theatrical gusto he usually saved for dressing-down rookies. "Before we dive into last night's circus, I think it's important we acknowledge a very special member of our team."

I didn't move. Didn't blink. But I already knew.

"Officer Cross," he said--real slow, real smug. "Congratulations on marrying the NYPD's very own caped crusader of the sky. I assume you now get a discount on flame-retardant lingerie?"

The room broke into laughter. I exhaled through my nose and didn't dignify it with a response.

"Seriously," Ortiz went on, waving his clipboard like it doubled as a microphone. "After that rooftop rescue, your husband is officially more popular than the Yankees. I heard someone's pitching a reality show--'Falcon and the Flame.'"

Ramirez, from the back: "More like Pilot Daddy: Airspace Confidential!"

More howls.

I crossed my arms and tilted my head. "You're all just jealous you'll never be half as smooth as he is behind a cyclic."

Tran called out, "That man could hover into anyone's heart!"

"I swear to God," I said, smiling despite myself, "if someone sends me another meme of him mid-rescue looking like Batman with a rotor wash, I'm reporting it as harassment."

Ortiz chuckled and shook his head. "Alright, Cross. Just don't forget us when you're rubbing elbows with the hero elite. You're riding solo today--Brooklyn Bridge patrol. Try not to autograph anything."

I rose from my chair, adjusted my belt, and offered a crisp, sarcastic salute. "If anyone asks, I'm the one who keeps him from flying into buildings."

"Hell yeah you are," someone said as the door swung shut behind me.

Let them have their fun.

He might hate the spotlight, but me?

I kind of liked being married to the legend no one else saw coming.

*********

Chapter 7 -- "Tarmac Ghosts"

(POV: Brandy)

I didn't expect the hangar to look this... plain.

For all the noise in the media--"Sky Saviors," "Angels Over the Bronx," whatever--they operated out of a quiet corner of Floyd Bennett Field, tucked behind chain-link and wind-scoured pavement. It looked like it hadn't been painted in a decade. No glamour. No red carpet.

Fine by me.

I walked up to the front desk--an old security station near the side gate. The man behind it was solid. Buzz cut, clipboard, zero patience. His eyes flicked up as I approached, then immediately went guarded.

"Can I help you?"

"Yes," I said, smoothing my coat and offering my best everything's-fine smile. "I'm here to see Officer Robert Cross. It's... personal."

He didn't blink. "Pilot Cross is on patrol."

"Do you know when he'll be back?"

"No, ma'am."

I nodded like I expected that. "I'll wait."

He shook his head once, firm. "This isn't a public space. You can leave a name and number, and if it's appropriate, someone will reach out."

Appropriate. Cute.

I wrote it down anyway. Neat and deliberate: Brandy Thompson. 213-555-1486. I even underlined it once. He barely glanced at it before sliding it into a folder that looked like it ate dozens of names a day and forgot most of them.

"Thanks," I said, more clipped now. "Just... tell him I stopped by."

He didn't respond. Just went back to his clipboard.

As I walked out, the cold air hit harder. The sky above the tarmac was wide and bright, but it didn't feel like freedom. It felt like distance. Like I'd been gone too long.

But now I knew where he was.



And I wasn't leaving again without answers.

*********

Chapter 8 -- "Inbox Overflow"

(POV: Robert)

The hangar smelled like burnt coffee and paper. Which, frankly, summed up the day.

I walked in just after sunrise, hoping for a clean shift--maybe even some silence. Instead, I found a stack of folders, padded envelopes, and handwritten notes dumped on my desk like a trash pile with good intentions.

"Fan mail," said McHenry from admin, barely looking up from her monitor. "Most of it's from people who want you to know you're an inspiration. Or sexy. Or both. Congratulations, you're a helicopter thirst trap now."

I stared at the stack. Didn't touch it. Just nodded once and kept moving toward my locker.

Sticks walked in two minutes later with a bag of jelly donuts and a look that said he'd already watched the viral clip five more times. "You check your inbox yet, Falcon?" he grinned, voice bouncing off metal walls. "Half the city wants to name their kid after you."

"Only if they want their kid to hate cameras," I muttered.

But eventually, I circled back to the desk. Not out of curiosity--just discipline. I sifted through the pile like it was standard paperwork. Cards. Notes. A few hand-drawn pictures from kids. One envelope had glitter on it. I didn't open that one. I'm not that dumb.

Then I saw it.

A plain slip of yellow paper, handwriting tilted left, tight and deliberate. No envelope. No fluff. Just a name and a number.

"Brandy Thompson. 213-555-1486."

The world didn't go silent--it just got narrower.

I held the note like it might catch fire. My fingers tensed. My jaw locked. She was supposed to be in the rearview--permanently. I never told anyone here her name. Not Helen. Not Sticks. Not even on paper. I buried it all in LA.

I stepped outside. The morning air bit through my shirt, sharp and necessary. I stood by the fence, wind off the bay cutting through the fog. Then I crumpled the note in my fist and tossed it into the trash barrel next to the service cart.

Sticks leaned against the railing nearby, sipping coffee. He watched me for a beat too long, then looked away. Didn't say a word. Just stared out at the runway like the ocean had answers.

He knew something was off. But not what.

Not yet.

*********

Chapter 9 -- "Lingering Smoke"

(POV: Sticks)

The bird was fueled, rig checked, and flight plan logged, but the second I opened the cockpit door, I nearly gagged.

"Damn," I muttered, waving a hand in front of my face like it'd do anything. "We seriously need to do something about this funk."

Robert was at the lockers behind me, silent as ever.

"I'm not even kidding, man," I called over my shoulder. "Still smells like scorched drywall and old adrenaline in here. Pretty sure my flight suit's starting to absorb trauma by osmosis."

He didn't respond.

I turned just in time to see him toss his duffel into the back seat of his car, door already swinging shut behind him. No wave. No grunt. No acknowledgment.

Just gone.

I stood there for a beat, still half-in the chopper, letting the silence settle like dust on a memory we weren't talking about.

"Cool," I muttered. "I'll just light a candle or something. Maybe summon a priest."

The rotors didn't even have time to spin down before the parking lot was empty.

Something was smoldering in him.

And it wasn't the damn cockpit.

*********

Chapter 10 -- "Smoke Residue"

(POV: Robert)

The shower didn't help.

Forty minutes under hot water, two rounds of scrubbing, and I still felt like I carried the smoke on my skin. Not the kind you smell--the kind that lingers behind your ribs. The kind that crawls up from the past and clings like guilt that refuses to rinse clean.

The apartment was dim. Evening had settled in like it owned the place. Helen was in the kitchen, stirring something in a pot that smelled like garlic and comfort. Nico sat at the table in his high chair, chewing determinedly on a plastic helicopter rotor like he was interrogating it for answers.

I dropped my flight bag by the door and hung up my jacket, silent. Just stood there for a second and listened to the clatter of wooden spoons and toddler babble. Normal sounds. Familiar. Steady.

Helen glanced over her shoulder. "Hey. You're late."

"Yeah." I forced my voice to sound neutral. "Ran long."

She turned the burner down and faced me. Hair pulled back, sleeves rolled, a smudge of flour on her cheek. Even after a long day, she looked like gravity bowed to her.

"You're quiet," she said. "Even for you."

"Long day," I lied, like it was a reflex.

Her eyes narrowed--not suspicious, just... tuned in. She could always read the static between my words better than anyone.

"You saved three lives on live television. Even Sticks managed to smile without combusting. You should be riding that high right now. But instead... you're stiff. Off."

"I'm just tired."

She nodded slowly, not pushing. She always gave me room to talk--never demanded it. That was part of what made it worse. The way she trusted I'd come to her when I was ready. The way she didn't deserve to be left in the dark just because I didn't want to shine a light on the wreckage behind me.

I sat on the edge of the couch and watched her scoop Nico from the chair. He lit up like she was the sun itself, little fingers tangling in her shirt collar as she kissed his forehead.

And I just sat there--watching this life I'd built with my bare hands and scar tissue. The warmth. The rhythm. The peace.

Everything I have is here, I thought. So why does the past still feel like it's circling overhead?

*********

Chapter 11 -- "Between Heartbeats"

(POV: Helen)

Robert was asleep.

Or pretending to be.

Either way, he hadn't moved in twenty minutes--just lay there on his side, facing the window, one arm tucked beneath the pillow, body wound tight like a spring.

I watched him from my side of the bed, the soft rise and fall of the sheets betraying little. The bedroom was quiet, save for the hum of the fridge down the hall and the occasional creak of old pipes stretching in the walls. Nico's toy helicopter blinked once in the corner before powering off. Even his dreams had quieted.

But Robert's mind hadn't.

I knew that silence. I'd lived beside it long enough to tell the difference between sleep and shutdown. There were nights like this before--after rough calls, anniversaries he didn't mark on any calendar, or days when a ghost flew in under his skin and refused to leave. Tonight had that scent. A little smoke. A little static. Something unspoken clinging to the air between us.

I reached out slowly, fingers brushing the slope of his shoulder. "You're still awake."

He didn't answer right away. Then: "I'm here."

Not the same thing. Never was.

I slid closer, pressing my forehead to the back of his neck. He didn't flinch, but he didn't lean into it either.

"Talk to me," I said quietly.

"I'm tired."

"So am I," I said. "But that's not what this is."

He finally turned--just slightly. Just enough that I could see the outline of his face in the faint light bleeding through the curtain. His eyes weren't guarded. They were gone. Somewhere else entirely.

"You're not shutting me out again, are you?" I asked, keeping my voice soft.

His hand found mine beneath the blanket, fingers lacing with mine automatically--like muscle memory from a safer time. But that grip was firm. Not tender.

"No," he said. "I'm trying to keep the door shut on something that already got out."

That was the most he'd said all night. I let it sit. Let the words fill the space between our breaths.

"Whatever it is," I said, "you don't have to carry it alone."

He didn't answer.

Just pulled my hand to his chest and held it there, like that might anchor him through the rest of the night.

So I stayed quiet. Stayed close. Not because I had the right words. But because I could feel the weather shifting--and whatever storm was coming, I needed him to know he wasn't flying into it alone.

Even if he thought he was.

Funny how memory works.

The first time I saw him in daylight, he looked like a man carved from restraint.

It was after the rooftop call in East Harlem. He hovered above us like a ghost with rotor blades--smooth, precise, quiet in all the ways that made you trust him without needing to know his name. But later, when I saw him on the tarmac, standing beside that matte-black bird with a clipboard in one hand and silence in the other--I knew.

He was running from something.

And he wasn't done running yet.

He didn't flirt. Didn't small-talk. He just listened when I spoke, like he was studying the weight of my voice for signs of weakness or truth. When I asked if he got coffee, his answer was so neutral I almost laughed.

But that's what made me curious.

Not the mystery. Not the scars.

The control.

The kind that doesn't come from arrogance or ego--but from trying not to unravel. I knew that look. I'd worn it once or twice myself, back when I used to grip the steering wheel too tight after my rookie shift in the 9th. The look that said: I've seen something I can't unsee. Now I just need to survive it quietly.

He didn't tell me anything that first coffee. No big reveal. No cracks in the armor. But when I asked about his last city, he gave me a name I'd never heard, followed by a silence that told me not to ask more. I didn't.

Instead, I told him about the worst precinct coffee in Manhattan and how the vending machine at Midtown South sometimes spits out two drinks if you hit it just right. He cracked a smile--not a big one, just the corner of his mouth--but it was enough. Not for most people.

But it was enough for me.

Because I didn't need the full story to see the weight he carried.

And I wasn't afraid of it.

*********

Chapter 12 -- "Rotor Drift"

(POV: Sticks)

Some pilots fly with precision.

Robert Cross flies like a metronome on muscle memory. Every maneuver clean. Every adjustment dialed in two seconds before anyone else even blinks. He doesn't just fly the bird--he is the bird.

So when he's off, even a little, you feel it in your gut before you spot it on the console.

We were in the air over Flatbush, routine patrol. Nothing high-speed. No emergency calls. Just grid coverage and eyes from above. But Falcon--he was drifting. Subtle, but there. Banked a little too shallow during a sweep. Slipped a half second late on the correction when the wind shifted over the parkway. Nothing fatal. Nothing a rookie would even clock.

But I'm not a rookie.

"You still with me up there?" I asked, flipping through our sector notes like I wasn't watching him like a hawk.

"Yeah," he said--short, flat.

"You sure? 'Cause it feels like I'm riding shotgun with a ghost."

No answer.

I glanced over. His eyes were locked forward, hands steady on the controls, but his shoulders were tight. He always flew upright, like he was still strapped into an Apache somewhere over hell--but today he was more rigid than usual. Like he was trying to hold the bird together through sheer will.

"Alright," I said. "Just checking. 'Cause if this is what 'on your game' looks like, I'm starting to question everything I ever said about your smooth-ass flying."

Still nothing. No smirk. No crack in the armor. Not even an annoyed grunt.

That's when I knew it wasn't about the flight at all.

"You're usually smooth as hell," I muttered, not really expecting a response. "Today? You're flying like your mind's three thousand miles west."

His knuckles whitened on the cyclic--but he didn't say a word.

That was fine. I wasn't done watching.

*********

Chapter 13 -- "Descent Pattern"

(POV: Robert)

It always starts the same way.

Not with the motel. Not with Brandy. With the sound of the rotors.

There's something about the way memory plays back over engine noise--filtered, grainy, distorted like an old tape. But that day? It plays in full color.

It's funny, what your mind chooses to hold onto. Not the argument. Not the aftermath. Just the moment I spotted her car in that motel parking lot like it had every right to be there.

That was the beginning of the end.

Even if I didn't know it yet.

(Flashback -- 2015, LAPD)

It started like any other shift. Midday patrol, A-Star prepped and humming, sun already baking down on Van Nuys. I was in the rear seat, Jackson riding left. We'd been in the air twenty minutes, scanning the usual corridors--traffic congestion, known hot spots, a BOLO on a stolen Escalade out of South Central.

Routine. Just the way I liked it.

We were circling a stretch near Pico when Jackson rotated the FLIR and leaned forward. "Got a partial tag," he said. "Two off from the Escalade hit. Think we check it?"

I glanced at the screen. Not a match. But my eyes drifted to the corner of the frame.

Pearl white Lexus. Custom tint. Rear plates ending in 7XL.

Brandy's car.

My gut twisted, just a little. I didn't say her name. Just murmured, "Yeah. Sweep the lot. Couldn't hurt."

We passed low and wide--non-threatening. The kind of pass you make when you don't want anyone to know you're watching. The Lexus pulled into the Sunset View Motel, a run-down stretch of faded stucco and broken dreams.

She stepped out first.

Big sunglasses. Tight jeans. That long tan coat I hadn't seen in weeks. The one she only wore when she didn't want to be noticed.

A man got out on the passenger side. Taller than me. Confident gait. Walked next to her like he'd done it before. No hesitation. No nerves.

They didn't look up.

I didn't say a word. Just made a slow turn out of the grid and kept flying like I hadn't just watched my wife check in to a cheap motel with another man.

The next day, I adjusted our patrol pattern. Didn't tell Jackson why. We cut across that same block three more times that week. Nothing. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe it was a fluke.

But the following Wednesday--same lot. Same time. Same man. Different car.

She was laughing when they walked inside.

I didn't follow them with the camera. I didn't descend. I just kept us hovering, quietly orbiting the truth I already knew.

When we got back to base, I filed the report, closed the log, and submitted a personal leave request.

No reason given.

Just time to land.

And when I did, I knew exactly what I needed to do next.

I didn't wear my uniform that day.

Didn't want to give her the dignity of seeing me in it. I threw on jeans, a black T-shirt, and sunglasses--plain enough to disappear in. Then I parked across the street from the Sunset View Inn with a half-drunk coffee and a full tank of silence.

She showed up right on time.

2:37 p.m.

Like clockwork.

Same coat. Same man. Different car. He drove this time. I watched them from the rearview mirror as they laughed, leaned in close, shared a private world I hadn't been invited to in a long time. She used to smile like that with me. Now it looked rehearsed.

I waited until they disappeared into the room--214 again. Then I got out of my truck, walked across the lot, and sat on the hood of her Lexus like I owned it.

I didn't move. Just waited.

The door creaked open thirty-two minutes later.

She stepped out first--laughing, phone in hand--until she saw me. The color drained from her face so fast I thought she might pass out.

Her purse slipped from her shoulder, hit the pavement. Her knees followed.

She dropped hard, hands trembling, mouth working without sound.

Then the whisper: "This can't be happening... This can't be happening."

The guy came out behind her, half-buttoned shirt and swagger. He saw me, squared up, tried to puff himself into a problem.

"You got a problem, man?"

I didn't flinch. Didn't even blink.

I looked at her.

Then I said it--calm, clear, no anger left in the tank.

"We're done."

Then I turned, walked across the lot, and never looked back.

By nightfall, I was standing at Jackson's door.

Jackson didn't ask questions when I knocked.

He just opened the door, nodded once, and gestured toward the couch. That was enough. We'd flown together long enough to understand each other in silence. I didn't need sympathy. I needed stillness.

I lay there most of the night staring at the ceiling, listening to the whir of the box fan in the corner and the low hum of traffic outside. I thought about a thousand things and felt none of them. Not anger. Not grief. Just the weight of knowing that nothing I'd built in LA was worth staying for anymore.

In the morning, I made two calls.

The first was to a lawyer a buddy in Vice had recommended a year ago. Divorce paperwork. No kids. No house--just shared bank accounts and a short list of things I didn't care enough to fight over.

"Unless she contests," he said, "you don't have to show up for much. I'll file it. Handle the rest."

"Do it fast," I told him. "I won't be around long."

The second call was to personnel. NYPD Aviation had an opening--lateral transfer. Required military flight hours, police aviation experience, and the willingness to start over. I checked all three boxes and didn't ask about salary.

By noon, I was back at the hangar for one last sweep. I said my goodbyes with quiet handshakes and vague nods. A few guys cracked jokes, probably thinking I was just taking a break or ducking out after a bad call. No one knew. Not really. That was fine.

Before I left, Jackson handed me a marker and pointed to the corkboard we all signed when someone rotated out.

"Mark your exit," he said.

I didn't think. Just wrote one line under my name: Cleared airspace. Altitude stable.

Then I dropped the marker in the bin, walked out the hangar door, and didn't look back.

But you can only outrun ghosts for so long.

And the one that hurt the most didn't wear Brandy's face.

It was the one I left bleeding in the front seat of an Apache when I serving in Iraq all those years ago,

We were three minutes out from the end of a patrol loop near Fallujah--routine flight, clear skies, no ground movement. The kind of quiet that made you more nervous than noise. I was in the rear seat, hands steady on the cyclic. Burke, my gunner, was upfront, scanning sectors, cracking dumb jokes about MREs and whether his kid was going to be born before he got back.

Then the first shot hit the glass.

It cracked like a whip, just behind his seat. We dipped, reflexively. Second burst--closer, tighter grouping. Sounded like a string of metal teeth tearing through aluminum. Then Burke let out a noise I can't forget. Not a scream. Not a grunt. Just... a wet, startled exhale. The kind people make when they realize they've been hit and can't process it fast enough.

I called his name. He didn't answer.

Blood was splattering inside the canopy. He slumped forward, hands sliding off the controls. I couldn't see the wound--just red pooling fast around the harness straps and the slow slump of someone running out of fight.

There was nowhere to land. No cover. No backup. I had to keep us in the air.

So I flew. Straight. Fast. Silent.

I called in over the comms--dustoff inbound, one critically wounded. I remember my own voice being too calm. Like someone else was speaking through me. I kept one hand on the stick, the other adjusting pitch, throttling for speed. Burke was gurgling. Trying to breathe. Trying to talk. I think he said his wife's name, or maybe he was just choking on the last thing he'd never get to say.

I couldn't help him. I couldn't stop.

All I could do was fly.

The base came into view, blurry through sweat and cracked glass. I landed hard--harder than I should've--but the bird held together. Medics rushed in, pulled Burke's body out. I didn't follow.

I just sat there.





Helmet still on. Hands clenched around the cyclic like it was the only thing anchoring me to the world. My boots stayed planted. My back never left the seat. Because the second I moved, I'd have to admit he died while I was still flying.

That was the day I stopped trusting the air to carry anything except loss.

Whenever I think about my life before the NYPD, the thing that always surfaces isn't Brandy or LA--it's this memory of the Apache, and Burke's voice crackling through my headset like a ghost refusing to fade.

Some things never leave you. But they don't have to define where you're headed.

The thing about starting over is no one asks questions if you don't invite them. Especially in New York.

I landed at JFK just after 0600. No one waiting. No one expecting me. I rode the subway in silence with two duffel bags and a transfer file. The hangar at Floyd Bennett Field was colder than I expected, all concrete, chain-link, and salt-stained windows. No warmth, no welcome. Just procedure.

Perfect.

The guy who met me was all elbows and sarcasm, coffee in one hand and flight gloves stuffed in his back pocket. "You the new ghost they're dropping in from LA?" he asked.

"Cross," I said. "Robert."

"Rivas. Call me Sticks. Everyone else does." He stuck out a hand like we'd just been teamed up for a trust fall. "Try not to make me look bad up there. That's my only rule."

I nodded once. That was enough.

Nobody asked why I left. Nobody mentioned Brandy. No one pulled my military record or said the word "PTSD." The NYPD Aviation Unit only wanted to know if I could fly and if I showed up early. I did both.

So I settled in. Quietly. Built a rhythm. Wake. Run. Fly. File reports. Cook dinner. Sleep in a bed no one else had ever touched. No photos on the wall. No reminders of LA. Just peace through motion.

I didn't make friends. Didn't try to. I let Sticks handle the social stuff. He was good at noise, good at drawing fire. I was good at orbiting things from a safe distance.

Two months in, they rotated me into a precinct coordination drill--crowd control simulation with air support. We were there to provide recon and timing oversight. I stayed in the air, just above the rooftops, watching uniforms shift like puzzle pieces.

That's when I first heard her voice over the radio. Steady. Sharp. Patrol Officer Helen Santiago. Her tone was calm but direct, asking for updated overhead positions on the dispersal breach. I keyed in, gave her the coordinates. She responded like she'd been expecting the answer.

That was it. Just a voice. Just a name.

No spark. No pull. Just the quiet click of a wheel starting to turn.

Sometimes you don't spot the pattern until the second data point.

The call came mid-shift--rooftop jumper, East Harlem, six-story building, unknown age, unknown motive. Patrol was already on scene. Crowd gathering fast.

I was in the air within ninety seconds.

The building was a weathered old thing, corner brick, fire escape half-collapsed. She was standing close to the edge, arms crossed like she didn't want to be talked down--like she wanted the whole street to shut up and let her fall in peace.

ESU was still en route. I keyed into precinct comms, gave a quick assessment--wind speed, rooftop dimensions, thermal readout. Then I heard her again.

"Command, this is Officer Santiago. I'm at the stairwell exit. I need an angle from air support--where's our clean approach?"

Her voice didn't flinch. No tension. Just intent.

"This is Falcon. You've got one path--northeast corner, low wall, wind's light west. She's got peripheral on your team, but no direct eye contact yet. Move slow."

She didn't respond with thanks. Just, "Copy. Moving."

I hovered. Held steady. Watched the officers advance with the timing of people who'd trained for this, but rarely pulled it off clean. Santiago moved with purpose. She didn't rush. Didn't posture. Just stood five feet from the ledge and waited.

Eventually, the jumper turned. Just a few words between them. Then Santiago stepped forward--quick and clean--and grabbed her.

By the time ESU arrived, it was over.

I was back at the hangar by late afternoon, filing the usual reports. The adrenaline had already leveled off. I was halfway through a bad coffee when I saw her outside the security fence--off-duty now, hair tied back, wearing a hoodie and that kind of casual posture that says I'm not here for protocol.

I opened the side gate.

"You the pilot?" she asked.

"Yeah."

"I thought so. That was clean work today. You're not just flying--you're reading the city."

"Just part of the job."

She smiled a little, just one corner of her mouth. "You get coffee?"

"Sometimes."

"I'm buying. Least I can do."

We walked to a corner spot two blocks away. No fanfare. Just a cracked plastic table and the kind of quiet that doesn't feel heavy. She did most of the talking. I listened.

As we stood to leave, she looked at me and said, "You don't talk much."

I met her eyes. "I talk to people I trust."

She didn't say anything to that. Just nodded.

And for the first time in a long time... I didn't feel like I was orbiting alone.

After that, Helen started showing up in the quiet spaces--the ones I didn't even realize I'd left open.

A late-night text about a precinct screw-up turned into a shared beer on my fire escape. A lunch break coffee turned into a Sunday morning walk through Astoria Park. Nothing official. Nothing labeled. Just... moments. Stitched together by mutual silence and shared glances that didn't require translation.

She never asked about LA. Never poked at the scars. She let me come to her, piece by piece. The way she listened made it feel like my voice belonged somewhere again.

I didn't realize how much lighter I felt until Sticks called me out mid-flight.

"You smiling there, Falcon?" he said over the headset during a quiet patrol loop. "You didn't glare at the weather report this morning like it owed you money."

"Maybe I slept," I replied, dry as always.

"Nah," he said. "You're flying smoother. Cleaner. You've been sharp before--but now you're relaxed. Like someone gave you a reason to come down after landing."

I didn't say anything. But I heard it.

He wasn't wrong.

Later that night, Helen brought over dinner in a takeout bag and didn't even pretend it was a casual visit. She kicked off her shoes like she'd done it a hundred times and handed me a wrapped fortune cookie.

"What's this for?"

"Pilot tradition," she said, smirking. "You crack the cookie, I read the future."

I cracked it open.

The fortune read:

"Your past is not your definition. It's your launch pad."

I didn't say a word. Just looked at her.

She didn't look away.

The memory faded, but the weight lingered--like G-force that stayed in your bones long after the sky leveled out.

I blinked, back in the now.

Different air. Different uniform. Same scars.

*********

Chapter 14 -- "Hellcat"

(POV: Sticks)

We were barely two clicks off shift change when the call came through.

High-speed pursuit--Dodge Hellcat, jet black, last seen northbound on the BQE. Ground units were losing distance. Fast. The thing was built for stupid decisions, and the guy behind the wheel was doubling down on every one of them.

"Unit requesting air support, suspect weaving in and out--possible armed," came over comms.

Robert didn't hesitate. "Falcon en route."

We hit altitude hard, rotors whining as we banked over the East River and pushed southwest. Robert's hands were calm on the stick, but there was something in the way he leaned forward--like he wasn't just chasing a suspect. Like he was chasing distance.

We spotted the Hellcat near the Atlantic Avenue exit--moving fast, tearing down the freeway like it owed him blood. Ground units were four, maybe five seconds behind, eating his dust and praying for a red light that would never come.

"He's gonna blow the tunnel," I said, tracking the heat signature.

"Not if I take him now," Robert replied.

And then he dropped us low.

Way too low.

I barely had time to brace as we cut down between overpasses, the downdraft screaming off the concrete. Robert angled us sharp left, throttled back, then rotated right in a move I've only ever seen in training sims--and even those had kill switches.

He used the skids like a rolling wall--hovered so tight to the left lane that the suspect had no choice but to swerve into the divider.

The car clipped the barrier, spun once, twice--metal on concrete--before crashing to a halt just short of the tunnel entrance. The driver bailed and ran. NYPD swarmed in. Game over.

We didn't speak on the way back.

Robert kept his eyes forward the whole flight. No post-op chatter. No half-jokes. Just the soft whine of the engine and a whole lot of silence wedged between us like a second passenger.

I watched him out of the corner of my eye--jaw locked, shoulders tight, flying like he didn't care if we hit turbulence or the side of a building.

That maneuver wasn't instinct.

It was desperation.

I wasn't sure if Robert was flying to catch a criminal...

Or trying to outrun something else entirely.

That question was still hanging in the air when the skids touched down at Floyd Bennett and Robert killed the engines without a word.

The rotors slowed, whining against the morning chill as the two of us sat there, helmet visors up, eyes straight ahead. Robert's jaw was set so tight it looked carved in stone. He didn't look at me. Didn't need to. I could already feel the fallout brewing like storm pressure in the hangar walls.

"Tower to Falcon, report to Command immediately," crackled over comms.

Robert didn't acknowledge. Just popped the latch, stepped out, and headed toward the briefing room with the gait of a man going to war with something invisible.

I followed. Not because I had to. Because I wanted to see how bad this was going to get.

Captain Merrick was waiting. She didn't pace. She didn't yell. She didn't need to. Her voice was sharp enough to cut steel. The second Robert walked in, she started.

"You clipped a support beam, pilot. You dropped into freeway airspace below safe altitude clearance. You executed a combat-grade maneuver in a domestic corridor without air traffic alert."

Robert stood still. "We stopped the suspect. No casualties."

"You're not a goddamn combat pilot anymore, Cross." Her voice rose--not much, just enough. "This isn't Iraq. This isn't LAPD ASTRO. We don't fly like cowboys over Brooklyn."

He didn't flinch. Didn't defend it. Just stood there, quiet, taking it.

I leaned against the doorframe. Watching.

Merrick's tone dropped an octave, and that's when it really hit. "Until further notice, you're grounded. Effective immediately. Internal review pending. Leave the keys, and keep your hands off the stick."

She turned her eyes to me. "You're cleared to fly, Rivas. But keep your eyes open. And your partner's ego in check."

I didn't respond. Just nodded.

Robert walked out without saying a word. I followed, both of us moving through the hangar like ghosts in matching flight suits.

He didn't stop at his locker. Didn't vent. Didn't look pissed.

He looked... distant.

Like he'd already known this was coming.

Like maybe he'd hoped it would.

*********

Chapter 15 -- "Below Altitude"

(POV: Robert)

The apartment was quiet when I got home.

I dropped my keys in the bowl by the door and stood there for a while, still in my flight pants, boots unlaced, jacket folded over my arm like I couldn't let go of the job even when the job had let go of me.

I didn't sit. I didn't eat. I just stood in the living room, staring out the window at the empty sky, trying not to count how many days I'd be grounded.

I didn't hear the front door open. Just the soft click, the familiar shuffle of Helen's boots, the creak of her vest strap as she unbuckled it one-handed like always. She set her belt and sidearm on the counter. No questions. No why are you home early? No what happened?

She already knew.

Probably heard it over dispatch. Maybe caught the aftermath on precinct chatter. She always had better ears than I did.

She walked straight into the living room and dropped onto the couch beside me. Not facing me--just sitting close enough that our knees touched. Like she knew I wasn't ready to talk but couldn't afford to feel alone either.

"How bad?" she asked, voice soft.

"Grounded," I said. "Pending review."

She didn't say anything at first. Just nodded, her hand sliding across the cushion until her fingers found mine.

"You okay?"

I hesitated.

"No," I said.

She pulled me toward her--slow, patient, like she was reeling in something fragile. I sank into the hug before I realized how much I needed it.

We didn't say anything else. We didn't have to.

She didn't want explanations.

She wanted me--not the pilot, not the rank, not the steady hands in a falling sky. Just the man who'd come home bruised and silent, still trying to breathe through the wreckage.

And that was enough.

But the quiet didn't last.

Time moves differently when you're not in the air.

It drags. It pulses. It sticks in the wrong places and speeds up only when you're too tired to catch it. I filled the days with routines--runs before sunrise, dishes cleaned the moment they hit the sink, couch cushions straightened so often it became compulsive. None of it helped.

The sky was quiet. But my head wasn't.

I started waking up in the middle of the night. Not from dreams--those I could handle. It was the silence that did it. That thick, choking stillness that pressed on my chest like smoke had found its way back in.

I'd get up, walk the perimeter of the apartment like I was checking a landing zone, and watch Helen sleep from the hallway. She looked peaceful. Untouched. Like she still believed I had all my pieces together.

I didn't.

The edges were fraying in places I thought I'd stitched shut years ago. The doorways felt narrower. Every sound too sharp. Nico dropping a toy in the other room would make my pulse spike. Helen called my name once and I flinched--just enough that she noticed.

She didn't say anything that night. But the next day, she asked how I was doing.

I told her I was fine.

Lie.

She looked at me for a long moment. Then just said, "Okay," like she didn't believe me--but wasn't going to push. Not yet.

I sat on the balcony later, staring out over the rooftops, where the air was still and empty. The rotors weren't spinning. The map wasn't lit. I wasn't being asked to save anyone. And for the first time in years, I didn't know who I was without something falling apart around me.

I'm circling, I thought, and there's nowhere to land.

*********

Chapter 16 -- "Ghosts in Plain Sight"

(POV: Brandy)

The first trip didn't go the way I imagined.

I waited at that airfield longer than I should have, watching the gates, hoping he'd walk through like some old movie scene where everything rewinds with one look. He never showed. The desk sergeant wouldn't tell me anything. I left my name, my number. A perfect pen stroke under a broken decade.

A week passed. No call. No message.

So I flew back to LA. But I didn't stop.

I spent the next seven days pulling at every thread I could find. Old contacts in LAPD. Civilian records. Quiet messages sent to people who owed me favors or didn't remember why they shouldn't trust me. Most of them didn't respond. A few did, but short. One said only: "He left for a reason. Let it go."

I didn't.

I found news clippings--rescue footage, praise articles, a few local interviews he clearly hadn't agreed to. NYPD pilot, decorated military background, first name Robert, callsign Falcon. The rest was pieced together by instinct and years of knowing him better than he ever thought I did.

Eventually, I saw it.

A tagged photo from a community event, blurry but unmistakable--Robert standing behind a woman. Her smile wide. Her hair pulled back. A little boy in her arms, no older than two.

His son.

His wife.

I sat at my kitchen table and stared at the image for a long time. Not angry. Not broken. Just... calm.

He'd started over. Built something else. Something clean.

But I knew the truth.

He wasn't in love. He was surviving. The way he always did--by shutting off everything that hurt. Everything that reminded him of us. He thought distance would erase it. That another woman could replace what we had.

He was wrong.

This wasn't betrayal. This was fear. Denial. A man hiding behind duty and routine and a life that fit a little too neatly.

I closed the browser, pulled out my phone, and opened the flight app.

One ticket. JFK. Morning arrival.

He left LA thinking I wouldn't follow.

He forgot who I was.

*********

Chapter 17 -- "Helen, Watching"

(POV: Helen)

I wasn't snooping.

I was looking for Nico's birth certificate--our copy was somewhere in the accordion file Robert kept in the closet, under utility bills and medical forms we hadn't needed since the hospital sent us home with a bundle and a stack of warnings we promptly ignored.

The file was heavy. Labeled and ordered, like everything he touched. I was flipping through the back pocket when something slid loose from between folders.

A photo.

Worn edges. Faded ink. Military days--two people standing beside an Apache, helmets off, squinting in the sun. Robert looked younger. Tighter. That version of him had sharper corners, like he hadn't learned how to soften yet. The woman next to him had one arm draped over his shoulders like she'd done it a thousand times. Brown hair pulled back. Confident smile. Her eyes locked on the camera like she owned the world.

The back of the photo said:

Brandy Cross -- JBLM, 2006.

I held it a little too long.

I'd known Robert was married before. He told me once, early on. One line, like a line item on a report: "Didn't work out. Long time ago."

I didn't push. He wasn't the kind of man who let people see what broke him.

But now, sitting on the floor with our toddler asleep in the next room and the heat of that silence still fresh on my skin, I felt it differently.

This wasn't a secret. It was a shadow.

He hadn't lied. But he hadn't trusted me with the weight of the truth either. And it was starting to show--cracks in conversation, long pauses, the way he'd flinch at certain sounds or shut down mid-sentence when something brushed too close to the past.

The distance wasn't new. But it was growing.

And now that I could put a name to the shape of it--Brandy Cross--it was harder to pretend I didn't feel it settling between us like ash.

*********

Chapter 18 -- "Night Rotation"

(POV: Robert)

I don't remember falling asleep.

But I remember waking up.

It hit all at once--sound, heat, movement. The Apache was shaking. Alarms in my ears. My hand clutched the cyclic and it wasn't there. Then I saw Burke, slumped forward, blood on the glass, his voice crackling in my headset, asking for help I couldn't give.

I jerked awake, breath caught in my chest like it didn't know how to move.

The room was dark. The hum of the city low and distant outside the window. My skin was soaked. Shirt clinging to my back. My fists still clenched around the edge of the sheets like I'd been holding on for dear life.

Helen stirred beside me. Rolled halfway toward me in the dark.

"You okay?" she asked, her voice rough with sleep.

I hesitated. "Just a nightmare."

She waited a beat, but I didn't offer more.

She didn't push. Just reached over, let her fingers brush my arm, then turned back over and slipped under the covers.

I lay there for the rest of the night staring at the ceiling fan, feeling the weight of silence settle around me like armor. I didn't close my eyes again. Couldn't.



Not while Burke's voice was still ringing in my ears.

Not while I was still flying.

And when the sun came up, the weight hadn't lifted.

I thought about how to say it all day.

I played the words over in my head like a mission brief I couldn't quite memorize. No matter how I started, it felt wrong. Too clinical. Too vague. Too raw. The truth didn't come easy to me--not the parts that mattered.

Helen was in the kitchen, folding laundry on the table like she was grounding herself with something she could control. I stood near the hallway, back straight, arms crossed. Stiff. Useless.

"I need to tell you something," I said.

She paused--didn't look up. "Okay."

"It's... complicated." The worst beginning. I knew it, even as I said it.

She set a folded shirt down slowly, carefully. "Try me."

"I've had... things in my life I haven't talked about. Not because I don't trust you, just--because I don't want you carrying it."

That didn't land the way I hoped.

She turned to me now, leaning against the counter, arms crossed to match mine--only hers were sharper. "Then why do I feel like I already am?"

I didn't have an answer. Not one that wouldn't sound like a retreat.

"Look, it's not something I've been hiding, it's just... things happened. Before New York. Before us. Things I can't fix."

"You don't have to fix them," she said, quieter now. "You just have to stop pretending they don't exist."

The silence after that was long. Nico babbled from the other room, the only sound between us. I looked at her, but she wasn't looking back. Not really. Her eyes were somewhere just past me--watching something I didn't have the courage to name.

She stepped away from the table, walked to the bedroom, and paused at the door. Didn't shut it. Didn't invite me in either.

"I'm not mad you have a past," she said. "I'm mad you still won't let me into it."

Then she disappeared behind the frame, and the sound of the door clicking--not closed, not open--hit harder than anything she could've said.

I sat with that silence longer than I'd admit.

So when the call finally came, I didn't expect it--

But I didn't ignore it, either.

No buildup. No sit-down. Just a line from Command over dispatch:

"Pilot Cross, flight status reinstated. Report to Hangar Two for assignment briefing."

That was it.

I walked into the hangar fifteen minutes early. The scent of fuel and machine oil hit me like a memory I'd missed but never admitted out loud. The clipboard felt right in my hand. The preflight check was muscle memory--hydraulics, avionics, tail rotor tension. I moved through it in silence.

Sticks showed up halfway through. Gave me a nod. Nothing dramatic. No sarcasm. Just a quiet pat on the shoulder as he passed me the helmet.

Back in the seat, I pulled the harness tight, flipped the battery switch, and felt the turbine spool to life.

For the first time in weeks, something clicked into place.

Not healed. Not whole.

Just... airborne again.

*********

Chapter 19 -- "Setup"

(POV: Brandy)

It had to be perfect.

Not dramatic. Not chaotic. Just controlled enough to get what I needed--attention, sympathy, him. I picked the building two days before. Midtown. Private property. Helipad access. No flights logged for the afternoon. One of those places that used to be for VIPs and now mostly sat collecting dust and city grime.

I wore something simple--tight jeans, windbreaker, hair pulled back. Clean, presentable. Not enough to draw suspicion, just enough to look like someone who could've slipped past a distracted front desk.

The view from the roof was beautiful. Jagged skyline. Wind heavy but manageable. Just enough cloud cover to make it look cinematic on camera.

I stood near the edge and made the call.

"Emergency dispatch."

"I'm on the roof," I said, trembling just enough. "I--I think I'm going to jump. I'm scared."

"What's your name, ma'am?"

"I don't know. I don't know anymore."

"What's your location?"

I gave the address. Then, before they could ask more, I cut in--

"Can you send... the pilot?" My voice broke on purpose. "The one from the Bronx rescue. I saw the video. He saved that woman and her kids. I just--I want someone like him here."

I hung up before they could trace the call.

Then I waited.

Sirens echoed in the distance, climbing closer. I heard the faint pulse of a chopper somewhere out over the East River. I stepped back from the ledge, checked my reflection in the glass, and took one deep breath.

This wasn't a stunt.

It was course correction.

He walked away once, but this time--

This time the whole world was going to watch him look me in the eyes.

And if I played it right, they'd think it was love.

*********

Chapter 20 -- "The Rooftop Lie"

(POV: Robert)

They didn't tell me her name when the dispatch came through.

Just "possible jumper, female, late 30s, emotional distress, requesting specific unit for reassurance." The pilot from the Bronx rescue. Me.

I almost didn't take the call. I should've listened to the static in my gut.

The address came through mid-briefing. Midtown, high-rise helipad. I'd flown over it a dozen times--empty real estate, no active traffic for months. Civilian airspace cleared with unusual speed. That should've been my first warning.

The second came when we were five clicks out and I saw the figure on the roof.

She was standing at the edge. Still. Like she belonged there. One arm wrapped around her stomach, the other gripping her jacket tight across her chest. Her head lifted the moment we broke the skyline--and didn't flinch.

Not fear.

Recognition.

No.

I didn't say her name out loud. Not even in the cockpit. But my grip on the controls turned to stone.

Sticks glanced over. "Something wrong?"

"Stay in the seat," I said.

I brought us down smooth, nose angled forward, rotors clipping steady through the gusts. The skids touched concrete just a few feet from her. I powered down enough to speak over the wash.

She turned to face me as I stepped out.

Her eyes were already wet, but it wasn't panic. It was practiced. She took a step forward, arms out, trembling just enough to pass for camera-ready grief.

"Robert," she said, voice breaking like porcelain.

I didn't move.

She leaned in, close--too close--and whispered just loud enough to make my stomach twist.

"They're watching. Make it look like you care."

And then she touched my face.

Gentle. Intimate. Like we were the end of a story no one else had seen.

I didn't touch her back.

I didn't have to.

Because above us, two media choppers were circling--cameras already rolling.

From a distance, it looked like a reunion.

Like a man rescuing the one who got away.

And there was nothing I could do to stop what it would look like next.

But the second her fingers touched my face--I stepped back from her hand like it burned.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?" I asked, low, tight, just under the roar of the rotors.

Brandy blinked up at me, her eyes still glossy, voice delicate but sharp around the edges. "I'm here to rescue you, Robert. From her. From all this pretending."

I stared at her.

She took another step forward, brushing imaginary tears from her cheek. "You don't belong here. You never did. I've been waiting for you to remember who you were--who we were. And now the world's watching. Maybe now you'll finally listen."

"You staged this?" I growled. "Faked a suicide call just to get five minutes of press and a camera on my face?"

Her smile was slight, tragic--calculated. "I needed the world to see what you wouldn't say."

Behind me, sirens echoed upward--units arriving below. I keyed my comm.

"Falcon to dispatch, rooftop secure. Suspect non-suicidal, staged call. Request uniformed units to remove."

She tilted her head, not angry--expecting this. "You're just scared. You always were."

I didn't answer. I stepped away as two patrol officers emerged from the rooftop access. She didn't resist. She clutched her coat tighter and started crying harder as they approached--loud enough to be caught on mic. One camera from a nearby media chopper adjusted its angle.

I could already hear the voiceover: Tragic reunion. NYPD pilot consoles distraught woman on rooftop. Her identity remains unclear.

I turned back toward the bird.

Sticks was waiting in the open cabin doorway, headset still hanging around his neck, eyebrows raised so high they nearly hit his helmet line.

"What the actual hell was that?"

I paused. Clipped my harness back in place. Felt the seat tighten around me like armor.

"My past," I said. "It finally caught up."

Sticks didn't say anything.

Neither did I.

The rotors spun up again, slicing the air between memory and fallout.

*********

Chapter 21 -- "Fallout"

(POV: Helen)

It started like everything else these days--with a notification I didn't ask for.

We were in the precinct breakroom. Half-warm coffee. Paperwork in a loose pile next to my elbow. I was halfway through a write-up when Lopez walked in, holding out his phone.

"Hey. Isn't this your husband?"

I looked up.

The video was already mid-roll--footage from a rooftop in Midtown. Tight zoom. Shaky resolution. A woman clinging to Robert like she'd been pulled from the edge of the world. Her hand on his cheek. Her face buried in his shoulder. The camera caught him standing still. Saying nothing.

There was no sound.

No context.

Just... a moment.

I didn't say anything. I didn't react.

I watched it once.

Then I handed the phone back and stood up.

Lopez called after me--"Helen, wait--"--but I was already moving.

I didn't make a scene. I didn't storm home. I didn't even slam a drawer when I packed Nico's diaper bag. He was napping when I scooped him up, still warm, head heavy on my shoulder.

I texted dispatch that I needed the rest of the day off. No reason.

Then I drove to my parents' house.

No music. No phone calls. Just the sound of tires on asphalt and the silence of a woman who wasn't angry yet--just done waiting for an explanation that never came.

I didn't write a note.

Didn't leave a message.

Let him feel it instead.

I didn't cry in the car. Didn't flinch at a single red light.

Mamá had already put the kettle on when I walked through the door.

Nico was still asleep in my arms, drool on my shoulder, warm as a little sun. I hadn't cried. Not in the car. Not on the porch. But the second I stepped into the house I grew up in, something in me gave just a little.

"My darling," Mamá whispered, pulling me into a one-armed hug while guiding me toward the couch. "What happened?"

"Just... needed space," I managed. My throat burned.

Papá came in from the back room, quiet as always, his eyes scanning me like he already knew something was wrong but wouldn't ask until I was ready. He took Nico from me, held him with that patient, steady rhythm that used to rock me to sleep after bad dreams.

We didn't talk for a while.

Mamá poured chamomile into a mug with too much honey and pressed it into my hands. She didn't sit right away--just hovered, rubbing slow circles on my back the way she used to when I got sick as a kid. "What did he do to you, mija?"

"It's not what he did," I said. "It's what he didn't say."

She raised an eyebrow.

"There's a video," I said, breath hitching. "A rooftop call. Some woman clinging to Robert. It looked bad. But it wasn't just that. I found out who she was."

Mamá's expression sharpened, but she stayed silent.

"She's his ex-wife," I said. "Brandy. The woman he left LA to get away from. The one he never told me by name. Never told me... anything, really."

Papá finally spoke, voice low but steady. "Did you know since when?"

"Yesterday," I said.

Mamá sat beside me, pulled my hand into hers. "Oh my love... I'm so sorry."

"It's not that he had a past," I whispered. "It's that he didn't trust me with it."

She didn't offer excuses. She didn't defend him. She just kissed my temple and held on.

And I sat there in the house I'd grown up in, wondering how the man who'd built a life with me... still kept whole pieces of himself locked away.

*********

Chapter 22 -- "Ground Truth"

(POV: Robert)

The letter was sealed, but I already knew what it said.

I sat outside Captain Merrick's office, envelope unopened in one hand, resignation paperwork half-filled in the other. One clean signature and my wings would be off the patch, my name cleared from the roster. Just another burned-out veteran who flew too close to something and didn't come back right.

The irony wasn't lost on me--rescued a stranger, ruined my own landing.

The door behind me creaked open. Sticks walked in, no knock, no announcement. Just him, coffee in one hand, calm expression that always meant I was about to get read like a manual.

"You really gonna do it?" he asked.

I didn't answer.

"You gonna walk out of here because a woman from your past hijacked the present? That's the story now?"

"You don't get it."

"Try me."

I looked at him, jaw tight. "They ordered counseling. Like I'm unstable. Like I can't be trusted in the sky."

"You are unstable," he said, setting the coffee down. "We all are. That's what war and wreckage do. But you don't have to stay that way."

He pulled a chair across from me and sat.

"I was over there too. Afghanistan. Marine recon. Sniper." He paused. "You ever try coming home after spending a year staring through a scope at people you might have to shoot?"

I didn't respond.

"I couldn't sleep. Couldn't hear fireworks without my heart trying to claw out of my chest. I damn near shoved my fiancée through a wall once because she came up behind me too quiet. You know what changed that?"

I waited.

"Counseling. Real counseling. Not the checkbox crap. Someone who didn't flinch when I told the truth."

I looked down at the envelope again.

"You fly like you're trying to outrun something," Sticks said. "But altitude doesn't fix what's dragging under your skin. Stop hiding behind airspeed. Go talk to someone who can help you level out."

He stood and left me sitting there, chair creaking back into silence.

It took me two hours to open the letter.

Three more to walk into the counselor's office.

But I did.

And for the first time since meeting Helen...

I didn't feel like I had to be bulletproof to walk through a door.

Didn't mean I was comfortable on the other side of it.

The office was plain--soft colors, two chairs, a couch I wasn't about to touch, and one of those cheap water dispensers humming in the corner like it had secrets of its own.

I sat in the chair across from her--Dr. Melissa Kwan. Civilian contractor. Licensed trauma specialist. Recommended by both Command and Sticks. The only thing I knew about her going in was that she didn't write reports unless someone was bleeding.

She tapped her tablet once, set it aside, and looked at me.

"You want to start with now or before?"

I shrugged. "Now's easier."

She nodded. "Tell me about life in New York."

"Transferred from LAPD Aviation about five years ago. Took a lateral into NYPD Air Support. Got partnered with a guy who doesn't shut up." I smirked, just a little. "It's been good."

"Personal life?"

I hesitated. "Married. One kid. Boy--Nico. Two years old. He likes helicopters."

"Bet he does."

That got half a smile from me. Then she tilted her head.

"And before New York?"

"San Diego. Born and raised. Joined the Army in '01. Apache school was all I wanted."

"Why helicopters?"

"Fixed wing was too clean. Too distant. Helicopters... they're closer to the ground. Messier. More control when everything's coming apart."

She didn't write that down. Just nodded again.

"And Brandy?" she asked gently.

I blinked. "You read the file."

"Reading and hearing aren't the same."

I leaned back, arms folded tight. "Met her before I enlisted. Married just before deployment. She didn't wait."

"And how did that make you feel?"

I looked past her, toward the wall, at a diploma I didn't care about.

"I handled it," I said.

She didn't push. Just made a small note. Let the silence sit between us.

I didn't fill it.

Not yet.

*********

Chapter 23 -- "Live Feed, Dead Eyes"

(POV: Sticks)

I was three sips into a truly awful cup of breakroom coffee when Brandy Thompson's face lit up the TV like she owned the damn network.

Local morning show--one of those over-produced segments with fake skyline backdrops and anchor smiles polished to a weaponized shine. She was sitting straight-backed, hair just tousled enough to look tragic, eyes wide and perfectly misted.

"I just want Robert to know," she was saying, voice trembling, "that I've always believed in him. Even after everything. I just... wanted to remind him who he really is."

I nearly choked on my coffee.

"Bullshit," I muttered around the rim of the mug. "You remind him who he is by faking a jump call and hijacking a rescue op? Lady, please."

Behind me, someone cleared their throat.

I turned to see Captain Merrick standing in the doorway, arms crossed, one eyebrow raised.

"I take it you caught her Academy Award submission?" I asked.

Merrick stepped into the room, gave the screen a long, unimpressed glance. "That woman is poison with a press pass."

The segment cut to b-roll of the rooftop footage--no audio, just a slow zoom on Robert standing still while she reached for him like they were a headline reunion instead of a threat assessment. From a distance, it did look like something tender.

Perception. That's what this was about.

"So why the grounding?" I asked, knowing damn well it wasn't just about the stunt.

Merrick sighed. "Because brass is nervous. That car chase last month already had them questioning his risk profile. Now this? Two viral clips, one of them conveniently cut to look like he's comforting an unstable ex-wife on a rooftop? They're worried it reflects on the department."

I stared at the screen again. Robert's face unreadable. Brandy's hand mid-reach.

"This is why I hate cameras," I muttered.

Merrick nodded. "And this is why he's grounded. Not for what he did. But for how it looked."

I looked down into my coffee. It tasted like bad PR.

"He doesn't deserve this," I said.

"No," she agreed. "But right now? We're in damage control mode."

I shut the TV off with the remote and leaned against the counter.

"Perception's a bitch."

"Only when it gets ahead of the truth," Merrick said, then walked out.

And I stood there, watching the screen go dark, wondering how many times a good man had to land clean before someone finally believed he wasn't flying recklessly--he was just trying to stay above the wreckage.

*********

Chapter 24 -- "Altitude Loss"

(POV: Robert)

The second session started the same way--silence, then the gentle pressure of a question.

"What happens when you think about life before New York?"

I stared at the carpet for a long time before answering. "It always starts the same way."

"Tell me."

"I hear the rotors. I feel the vibration in the seat. And I see Burke." My voice dropped a register. "Every time."

Dr. Kwan didn't flinch. "Tell me what happened."

I didn't want to. But I did.

"Iraq. Patrol loop near Fallujah. Small arms fire lit up the cockpit--Burke took it to the chest, maybe neck. I couldn't see exactly. He was in the front seat, I was in the rear. He started choking before I could even call it in."

I rubbed my hands together like I could scrub off the sound.

"I flew us back. Fast as I could. Couldn't land. Couldn't stop. Just had to sit there and listen while my friend died two feet away."

Silence again. Heavy. But this time, I didn't try to escape it.



"That's where the nightmares come from," I said. "Not the blood. Not the noise. The helplessness. The fact that I was trained to keep the bird in the air, and all I wanted to do was set it down and hold pressure on his wounds."

She nodded slowly. "And when you got home?"

"That's when it got worse." I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. "Came back to LA. To Brandy. Thought at least something would feel like mine again. Instead..."

I let the breath out hard through my nose.

"She was cheating. Found her car at a motel during a patrol shift. Watched her walk out with someone else. Didn't even fight about it. Just looked her in the eye, told her we were done, and walked away."

Dr. Kwan didn't write. Didn't speak.

"And now?" I said, voice colder. "Now she's back. Popped up on a rooftop, pretending to jump, whispering things to make the media eat it up. She's trying to rewrite history. Trying to paint this picture like I was the one who left her."

"Have you let her back in?"

"No," I snapped. Then softer, "But I haven't figured out how to shut the door, either."

"And Helen?"

I closed my eyes.

"She's everything Brandy never was. But I didn't tell her any of this. I thought... if I left it in the past, it would stay there. But it's like no matter how far I fly, the moment I look down, it's always that day. Always Burke. Always the motel. Like time froze in both places and I never really walked away."

Dr. Kwan sat quietly with me.

I didn't feel like I had to fill the silence with strength. I just let it be quiet--and she did too.

Dr. Kwan sat with her legs crossed, tablet untouched on the table beside her. She let the silence hang just long enough to feel like something real was coming next.

"Tell me about Burke," she said.

I shifted in my chair. "He was a gunner. My front seat."

"I mean the man. Not the role."

I looked at the floor for a second. Tried to conjure his face not covered in blood or blur.

"He was funny," I said finally. "The kind of guy who made you feel like things weren't as bad as they were. Always had some dumb story about a busted generator or his sister's psycho parrot back home."

I exhaled through my nose. "He loved baseball. Dodgers fan. Me a Padres fan. We used to talk crap about each other's teams like it mattered in a war zone."

She gave a soft nod. "Did you two ever talk about what you'd do after?"

My mouth twitched. I leaned back and stared at the ceiling like the answer might be printed there.

"All the time," I said quietly. "We'd lie in the bunk after missions and just... make stuff up. I'd talk about flying commercial--he'd laugh and say I'd last five minutes in a tie. He wanted to open a body shop with his cousin. Work on bikes. Something with grease and noise."

I winced.

It came out too naturally--too normal--for something that ended in so much silence.

"He joked he'd name his first kid after me," I added, voice lower. "Said 'Cross' had a nice ring to it."

She didn't interrupt. Didn't write. Just let the room breathe around the weight of it.

"I haven't talked about that with anyone," I said, more to myself than to her. "Not once since I landed."

She finally spoke, voice gentle.

"Why not?"

I didn't answer.

But my chest ached in a place I'd forgotten how to reach.

The kind of ache that didn't need words to be noticed.

Dr. Kwan didn't look at her tablet. Didn't shift in her chair. Just watched me quietly, like she was waiting for me to stop dancing around the thing I didn't want to name.

"You said Burke used to joke about naming his kid after you," she said. "Do you remember the last conversation you had with him before that mission?"

My throat tightened.

I wanted to say no. Wanted to lie.

But I remembered.

"Yeah," I said.

She waited.

"It was the night before," I continued, voice low. "We were in the tent. One of those rare quiet nights--no shelling, no standby orders. Just heat and static."

I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. "He asked me if I thought any of it meant anything. If what we were doing actually mattered when we got back. Said he wasn't sure anymore."

"What did you tell him?"

"I said... I didn't know either. But we had people waiting for us. He had a girlfriend, I had Brandy. I said maybe the fight didn't matter as much as who we were fighting for."

The silence that followed felt sharp. Like it cut on the way down.

Dr. Kwan didn't speak right away.

Then she asked: "Was that true? That what you were doing was for them?"

I nodded once, jaw tightening.

She paused. Then: "If Burke was fighting over there, and losing... was it worth it--knowing what was waiting for you when you came home?"

I looked at her.

Didn't blink.

Didn't deflect.

Sat with it.

Felt it hit.

Then said, for the first time--honestly, without armor:

"No. It wasn't worth it."

And that silence didn't feel sharp anymore.

It felt like letting go.

Like loosening a fist I didn't realize I'd kept clenched for years.

Dr. Kwan didn't react right away.

She just let my words settle--"No. It wasn't worth it."--like she knew rushing past them would miss the point. Her silence wasn't heavy. It felt like breathing room.

"You can't outrun pain, Robert," she said gently. "Not with speed. Not with altitude. Not with discipline. You've been flying your whole life trying to stay ahead of it, and all it's done is circle back every time you land."

I stared at the floor, fingers laced together. My shoulders ached.

"But," she continued, "saying that out loud? Admitting the truth, without dressing it up or pushing it down--that's a turn."

"A turn," I echoed.

She nodded. "A hard one. But the right direction."

She picked up her tablet but didn't start typing. "I'm not recommending extended grounding. You're not a danger to yourself or others. You're a man who's been trying to carry two lifetimes worth of guilt with no co-pilot."

My throat tightened again, but I stayed quiet.

"You'll need to keep coming. Weekly sessions. Non-negotiable." She leaned in slightly, voice still calm. "But more than that--you need to talk to your wife. Really talk to her. Not one-word answers. Not mission reports. She deserves more than what Brandy left behind."

That one hit.

I didn't flinch, but she saw it land.

"She doesn't need a pilot," Dr. Kwan added. "She needs you. Not the quiet version. Not the brave one. Just the man who finally stopped lying to himself about what hurts."

I nodded once. That was all I could manage.

Just before I stood to leave, when I asked the question that had been quietly burning in the back of my mind.

"Can I ask you something off the record?"

Dr. Kwan gave a small nod. "Of course."

I looked down at my hands, thumb pressing against the scar on my knuckle--a habit I hadn't broken since flight school. "Why would someone who threw everything away want it back? Brandy ended it. She was the one who broke it. So why now? Why come back?"

Dr. Kwan sat back in her chair, thoughtful.

"I can't diagnose or psychoanalyze someone I haven't interviewed," she said carefully, "but I can offer a perspective."

I nodded, waiting.

"She likely sees your healing as something she wasn't a part of--and that bothers her. You left when you were broken. But now that you've built something better--without her--she might believe that if she reclaims you, she gets to reclaim that part of herself, too."

"She doesn't get to rewrite it," I said.

"No," she agreed. "But people like Brandy don't want to rewrite the truth. They want to reshape the narrative--especially when they're no longer the center of it."

I sat with that.

Dr. Kwan continued, gentler now. "The question isn't why she wants back in. It's why you still feel responsible for closing the door she walked out of."

I didn't answer.

I just nodded slowly, stood up, and thanked her.

And on the drive home, I knew exactly what I needed to write.

I sat at the kitchen table and wrote until the truth stopped fighting me.

Then I got in the car and drove to her parents' place.

I didn't knock.

Didn't press the buzzer twice. Didn't try to catch her at the window like some dramatic apology stunt. That's not what this was.

This was a confession. Not for show. For her.

The house was quiet--curtains drawn, porch lights off even though the sun was still clinging to the edges of the evening. I stood there for a minute, envelope in my hand, thumb tracing the seam like it might change the words inside.

Then I knelt, set it down gently on the welcome mat, and walked back to the car without looking back.

_____________________

Helen,

I've started this letter ten different ways. Every version sounded like a report. Bullet points. Mission data. Clean, detached, and safe.

But you deserve more than the safe version of me.

So here's the truth.

Brandy was my first real love. We met young. I married her right before I deployed. Thought that meant something permanent. Thought it meant she'd wait.

She didn't.

When I came home--after months of flying through hell, after listening to Burke die inches away--I found her with someone else. No excuses. No apologies. Just betrayal waiting at the door.

I didn't blow up. I didn't scream. I walked away like I was trained to. Silent. Controlled. I shoved it all down, transferred out, and never told another soul the full story. I thought burying it meant I was over it. That by never saying her name, I'd erased the part of me that broke.

But I was wrong.

She's tried to claw her way back into my life more than once. This time, she used cameras. And timing. And every manipulative skill she's ever had. I didn't bring her into our world, Helen. She forced her way in through a crack I didn't even realize I'd left behind.

That's on me.

Not for letting her in.

But for not warning you there was ever a door.

I never told you about Burke. Or how I flew him home while he bled out in front of me. I never told you that I still hear him in my headset sometimes when the cockpit gets too quiet.

I should've.

You've given me more patience than I deserve. You've given me a life I didn't believe was possible--solid ground, a son who looks up when I walk through the door, and a home that doesn't feel like it's one breath from disappearing.

And I nearly lost it by keeping you out of the storm I swore I left behind.

I'm not writing this to win you back. I'm writing this because you should've had all of me from the start.

No armor.

No flight helmet.

Just me.

I love you, Helen.

More than I fear being seen.

--Robert

_____________________

*********

Chapter 25 -- "The Find"

(POV: Helen)

I didn't plan to go after her.

Not at first.

But once I read the letter... once the quiet between us turned into something real again... there was only one thread left that needed cutting.

Mamá found me at the dining table with my laptop open and a focused scowl I inherited directly from her.

"What are you doing, mija?"

"I'm going to find her," I said, calm, direct. "Brandy."

She raised an eyebrow, arms crossing. "And how do you plan to do that?"

I clicked open a browser tab. "Someone who stages a rooftop stunt in front of the entire city? She's not exactly the subtle type."

A few keystrokes: Brandy Thompson NYPD helicopter pilot.

First page hit--there she was. A public profile on three platforms, all active within the last forty-eight hours. One photo caught my eye immediately: her seated outside a coffee shop in SoHo, captioned:

"My new favorite corner in the city. Healing, growing, strong again."

I stared at the image.

Perfect lighting. Latte untouched. Angled like she knew someone would be watching.

"I know where she is," I said, standing.

Mamá didn't stop me. She just reached out, gently brushed my arm, and said, "Speak like a Santiago. With precision. Not fire."

"I'm not going to yell," I said. "I'm going to end it."

And just like I expected--

She was sitting outside a café in Soho, sunglasses on, coffee untouched, wearing the kind of fake casual that comes from rehearsed confidence.

I didn't make a scene.

I just pulled out the chair across from her and sat.

Brandy looked up, startled for a second, then offered a soft, practiced smile. "You must be Helen."

"I am."

"Did Robert send you?"

"No. He doesn't know I'm here."

She tilted her head like she was about to ask if I was okay. I didn't give her the space.

"You don't get to play innocent," I said. "Not after staging a rooftop drama for the entire city to watch. That wasn't a breakdown. That was a performance."

She let out a breathy laugh. "You don't understand--"

"No," I cut in, voice flat. "You don't understand. You want him back because you finally saw what he became without you. Strong. Steady. The man you broke and left behind rebuilt himself. And you can't stand that it wasn't because of you."

Her smile faltered, just slightly.

"You didn't build him, Brandy," I said, leaning in. "I did. Through trust, and patience, and late nights holding him through things you never even tried to understand. You want a second chance? You're five years too late."

She sat back, removing her sunglasses now, eyes sharper.

"I'm not done," she said quietly.

I nodded once. Calm. Clear.

"But he is."

I stood, leaving her and her untouched coffee behind.

I didn't need to win.

Because I already had.

*********

Chapter 26 -- "Line in the Concrete"

(POV: Brandy)

She walked away like it was finished.

No fight. No raised voice. Just cold, precision words--surgical strikes to make herself feel righteous. But I watched her walk, back straight, fists just barely clenched at her sides. She thought she'd won.

That's what made her dangerous.

That confidence.

But she didn't know Robert the way I did. Not really. She didn't see the parts of him before the rebuild--before the uniform, before New York, before that quiet, neat little life she was so proud of gluing together. She didn't understand what it meant to be his beginning.

So I started calculating my next move. Another approach. A softer angle. Maybe through a media piece, maybe--

She stopped.

Ten feet away, back still to me, shoulders squared.

Then she turned around.

Her eyes locked on mine with a sharpness that didn't blink.

"If you try to come between us again," she said, voice calm and low enough to draw blood, "you'll regret it."

She didn't snarl. Didn't threaten.

She just promised.

Then she turned and walked away for good.

And for the first time since finding Robert again...

I felt cold.

*********

Chapter 27 -- "Still Here"

(POV: Robert)

The apartment had never felt this quiet.

Not even when I first moved in.

Every clock ticked louder. Every sound outside the window felt like it might mean something. I hadn't turned on the TV. Couldn't focus on music. The walls just echoed everything I hadn't said fast enough.

Then came the soft jingle of keys.

I froze.

The door creaked open like it didn't want to be part of this moment either.

Helen stepped inside. Nico was on her hip, one hand gripping her shirt like he remembered this place even if he didn't understand the weight in the air. She didn't look at me right away. Just scanned the room like it might be different now.

I didn't move.

Didn't speak.

She stepped forward, set her bag down gently by the table, and adjusted Nico's weight on her side.

"I'm still mad," she said. Not dramatic. Not cruel. Just... honest.

I nodded. "I don't blame you."

She finally looked at me--eyes tired, guarded, but steady. Not broken.

"But I'm still here," she said.

That's when I breathed again.

Like my lungs remembered what to do.

I walked toward them. Slow. Careful. Nico reached for me before she said anything else, and I took him with hands that didn't feel so heavy anymore.

We didn't kiss. We didn't cry. We just stood there.

And it was enough.

For a moment, at least.

I almost asked.

The words were right there on the edge of my tongue--Did you get my letter?--but before I could speak, Helen reached into her coat pocket and pulled it out. Folded edges. No tears in the paper. Just worn from being held.

She didn't say anything. Just looked at me, then gave the slightest tilt of her head toward the couch.

We sat down. Side by side.

No space between us.

She kept the letter in her lap, fingers brushing the crease, like she wasn't ready to let it go just yet.

I broke the silence first. Not to defend myself. Not to apologize again. Just to tell the truth.

"When I came back from Iraq," I said, voice low, "I didn't come back whole. Burke was gone. My crew was scattered. I kept flying because that's all I knew how to do. And when I got home... I thought Brandy would be the thing that made it make sense. That her being there would make what I lost worth something."

Helen didn't move. She just listened.

"But her betrayal wasn't just cheating. It rewrote everything. Made the sacrifice feel empty. Like I went through hell for nothing." I swallowed hard. "It made me feel like I never mattered outside the uniform."

Her hand found mine, steady and warm.

"I didn't start healing when I left LA," I said. "That just stopped the bleeding. I didn't feel whole again until I met you. Until you made me stop flying to survive--and start living like I deserved to land."

Helen leaned her head gently against my shoulder. "That letter..." she said, voice soft, "you wrote it like you finally stopped running."

"I did."

She pulled back, just enough to look at me.

"We've got a long way to go, Robert," she said. "This didn't fix everything."

"I know."

"But we'll get there," she said. "Together. Not apart."

I wrapped my arms around her, and this time when I breathed--really breathed--it didn't feel like I was holding anything back.

And a few days later, I found myself breathing a different kind of air.

The hangar smelled like fuel, floor wax, and stale coffee.

Which is to say--it felt like home.

Captain Merrick was waiting just inside the door, arms crossed, expression neutral. "You're cleared. Weekly check-ins, standard review periods. You know the drill."

I nodded once. "Thank you."

She held my gaze for half a second longer, then offered the slightest smile. "Don't make me regret it."

Sticks was leaning against my locker when I walked in, spinning his headset on two fingers like he hadn't rehearsed the moment at least twice.

"Look who finally clawed his way out of desk duty," he said. "Was starting to think I'd need to learn how to fly the damn thing myself."

"You'd last thirty seconds before trying to mount a cup holder."

"Incorrect. I'd last a solid forty-five."

We walked the tarmac in silence, the banter just enough to keep the air from getting too heavy.

The moment I stepped into the chopper, I stopped short. There were five pine-tree air fresheners swinging from the overhead rail. Five. Like some bizarre, scented jungle.

I turned.

Sticks grinned, buckling in. "Told you I'd get rid of that burnt building smell. Took a forest, but mission accomplished."

"Subtle."

"It's a full olfactory reset, Falcon. You're welcome."

We settled in, hands instinctively moving through the pre-flight checklist. Altimeter, rotor torque, fuel, comms. My fingers moved on autopilot, but this time... the weight wasn't there.

This wasn't penance.

It was flight.

Not escape. Not distraction.

Back in the sky.

God, I missed this.

The chase started in Queens--silver Charger, plates registered to a ghost, tearing through intersections like physics was optional. NYPD ground units were a block behind, calling for air.



"Falcon airborne. Visual acquired," I called in, banking over Roosevelt and locking onto the movement two lanes deep.

"Fast one," Sticks said, eyes glued to the console beside me. "We're talking Hellcat fast. Again. I swear these guys just Google 'cop-proof cars' and click 'Buy Now.'"

"He's not cop-proof," I muttered, shifting our trajectory.

"He's not smart, either. Taking Jamaica Ave this time of day? Guy's asking to eat a traffic cone."

Below us, the Charger cut between two lanes, clipped a Honda, kept going.

"Falcon to Command--suspect just made contact with a vehicle. Light impact, continuing westbound."

Sticks looked over. "You good, Cross? Hands seem steady. Not flying like your soul's halfway back to Baghdad anymore."

"Shut up and watch the right flank."

"That's a yes," he said smugly.

I dipped lower, riding the edge of safe altitude. The wind resistance kicked up a bit, but the bird held. She always did.

"I'm gonna guide him toward Myrtle. Block his options," I said.

Sticks keyed his mic. "All ground units, Falcon recommends push west to Myrtle, funnel the subject. We're moving to cut off rooftop exit routes."

A pause, then a smirk: "Also, if anyone sees a guy in a silver Charger flipping off the sky, tell him we waved back."

"You gonna keep running your mouth, or do your job?"

"This is my job," he grinned. "The commentary is the glue that holds us together."

I didn't answer. I didn't need to.

We dropped ten feet, banking sharp left. Below, the Charger slammed brakes, swerved toward a dead end behind a loading dock.

Gotcha.

He bailed--ran fast. Too fast for traffic. Not fast enough for patrol.

"Subject's on foot," I radioed in. "Units are converging."

"Falcon out," Sticks added. "Suspect is officially grounded."

I looked over at him, finally cracked half a smile.

"Nice."

"Told you," he said, buckling back into his seat. "You fly smoother when your soul's not trying to eject."

And for once--I couldn't even argue.

The rest of the night? Just routine. Patrols. Call-ins. Quiet air.

The rotors slowed behind me.

Wind kicked off the landing pad, brushing over my flight suit like a memory trying to stick. I stripped off my helmet, thumbed the edge of the visor, and let the city fall quiet behind the glass.

There was a time I would've stayed at the hangar. Found a reason to linger. A reason not to go home.

Not anymore.

The drive was short. Familiar turns, familiar skyline. The kind of route that doesn't need a map--just muscle memory and want.

When I pulled up, the porch light was on.

Helen opened the door before I even reached the steps. She had Nico on her hip--his head buried in her shoulder, half-asleep and still clutching a plastic helicopter. My son. My anchor.

Her eyes met mine.

No questions.

No doubt.

Just a quiet smile that said this is where you belong.

I stepped inside, boots still dusted with the sky. Helen leaned in close enough for our shoulders to brush. I let my hand rest on Nico's back, felt the soft rise and fall of his breathing, steady and safe.

I glanced around--this little apartment that never made the news, never trended, never needed to. It held everything I'd fought to build.

The ghosts were still there.

They always would be.

The past still echoes.

But this?

This is where I land.

*********

Epilogue -- "The Reminder"

(POV: Brandy)

From across the street, his apartment looked exactly like I how expected it do be with Robert--warm lights, soft shadows moving through the curtains. Domestic. Comfortable. Ordinary.

Temporary.

I sipped my coffee without tasting it, eyes fixed on the window where he sometimes stood with the kid on his hip. Smiling like he'd found something worth keeping.

Helen thinks she won.

But love doesn't disappear just because someone else came along.

Some people think love fades when it's lost. I know better.

It sharpens.

And if I have to remind him the hard way...

I will.

*********

Notes from the Wyld:

Writing Airspace was never part of the plan.

I was deep into outlining Unwritten Orders when inspiration blindsided me mid-watch of Blue Thunder. Sure, the film's known for kickass helicopters and 80s action, but what hit me wasn't the tech, it was Roy Scheider's character. Tough on the outside, quietly unraveling on the inside. PTSD simmering beneath every frame. That thread pulled something loose in my brain, and next thing I knew, Airspace took flight.

Some people might ask, "Is this really a story about a loving wife?" My answer? Hell yes. Brandy, the ex-wife, the cheater, the chaos engine, is the ghost of who Robert used to be. But Helen? She's the reason he stops flying to escape and starts flying to come home. She isn't just his wife. She's his landing zone. His anchor. His reminder that peace isn't silence,it's being understood.

Now, about that final teaser, yes, I know. Brandy watching from the shadows, whispering her best low-budget Bond villain monologue. I didn't tack that on because the story needed a sequel. I just liked the idea of leaving the door cracked open wide enough for chaos to peek through. The core story is done: Robert faced his ghosts, stopped crash-landing into his own life, and found something worth staying grounded for. But let's be honest--Brandy was never going to slink into irrelevance without one last rooftop stunt and a camera-friendly sob story.

If I do revisit the story? Expect a full cat-and-mouse game between Brandy and Helen. And spoiler alert, Helen's the cat. Calm. Tactical. Probably already memorizing Brandy's coffee order so she can switch it to decaf and wait for the breakdown.

And if I don't? Feel free to headcanon that Brandy had one too many glasses of bottom-shelf chardonnay, tripped on her own entitlement, and fell in front of the 7 train--Flushing to Manhattan express. Fast service. No delays.

Either way, Airspace did what it needed to do.

Finally, I want to give a huge thank you to the deputies at my local sheriff's department air support unit for taking the time to answer my questions and share some wild, unforgettable stories. Your insight, candor, and humor brought realism and heart to this story. I still regret not being able to include the one of funniest stories that has to do with a ladder and a trash can, but don't worry, I'll make sure it's in the sequel.
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Cycles

I dedicate this story to a dear friend I lost too soon--Karen. When I was younger, she taught me what it truly meant to love deeply, honestly, and without fear. Her warmth, her laughter, and the way she made space for others in her heart left a mark on me that has never faded. Cycles is a reflection of that kind of love, the kind that shapes us, lingers through time, and circles back when we least expect it. Karen, this story carries pieces of what you gave me. I'll never stop being grateful.

On to the story:

---------------------------------

Prologue:

Matt:

Seattle has always been home. Not just in the physical sense, but deep in my bones. It's the hum of rain on glass, the hiss of bike tires on wet pavement, the smell of salt off the Sound. It's where my parents raised me, taught me that a good life wasn't built on money but on moments, effort, and the people you ride with. With their help, I opened Lake Side Cycles--just a modest shop in Lake City with more hope than inventory. Somehow, it worked. Word spread, riders came, and the shop became something more. When I hired Rebecca McCormick, everything leveled up. She had this sharp wit and a grounding presence, and over time, she became a close friend--someone who saw the same possibilities I did.

When my parents died, they left me more than memories. A trust fund--more money than I'll ever need. But I've never been one to chase wealth. I live in the same neighborhood, ride the same Cannondale, and keep the bank account details to myself. Even Erin doesn't know the full extent. Not because I don't trust her. I just want to live with intention, like my parents taught me--to stay grounded in what matters, not what glitters.

Still, something inside me wanted to grow. I started imagining a place that wasn't just about bikes but about the whole outdoor lifestyle we live up here in the Northwest. That's when Olympic Edge Outfitters took shape. I bought a spot on the edge of Lake Union and poured myself into the vision. Not just a store, but a hub--a place to equip and inspire adventurers. We're almost there. The grand opening is around the corner. I've kept it under wraps, saving it as a surprise for Erin. Something that could mark the start of a new chapter--for both of us.

And Erin... she walked into my life on a rainy Seattle afternoon like a plot twist I didn't see coming. I was unloading a U-Haul, exhausted, soaked, trying to wrestle my mattress through a doorway when she stepped outside and asked if I could move the truck. Not exactly a meet-cute, but in retrospect? It was perfect. There was spark, sarcasm, something playful behind her green eyes. A month later we were dating. A year later, I asked her to marry me. Simple as that. Complicated as hell.

Funny how everything that matters can begin in a single moment. One question. One sideways glance. One rainy afternoon you don't think twice about--until it changes your whole life. And for me, it all started the day she asked me to move the truck.

_________________

Unloading -

Matt:

The mattress was winning.

I had wedged it halfway up the stairwell, and it refused to go any farther. My palms were sweaty despite the chill, and every awkward push just jammed it tighter. My hoodie clung to me, damp from the drizzle that had been falling since sunrise. Welcome to Seattle.

"Of course it starts raining the second I open the truck," I muttered, pressing my shoulder into the foam like it owed me money.

Then I heard her voice--sharp, clipped, and coming from behind me.

"Hey! Uh--can you move your truck? You're kind of blocking me in."

I turned my head, already formulating a half-sarcastic reply, but the words froze on my tongue.

She stood at the edge of the driveway, arms folded, hood up, soaked strands of raven hair framing a face that somehow made irritation look like art. She didn't blink when I met her eyes. Green. Sharp. No-nonsense.

"Uh," I started, glancing back at the mattress. "Yeah. Just... give me a second to un-wedge this thing and I'll get out of your way. Unless you want to help?"

That earned me a smirk. "I didn't realize the welcome package included manual labor."

"Just a bonus feature," I said, grinning.

She hesitated, then laughed--a short, surprised sound like she hadn't meant to let it out. Then she waved a hand toward the U-Haul. "I just need to get to work. You're moving in here?"

"Yeah. Apartment B3."

Her expression shifted just slightly. "No kidding. I'm B2."

I raised an eyebrow. "Well, looks like I'm your new neighbor. Try not to file a noise complaint just yet. I make decent coffee--peace offering."

She gave me a mock-considering look. "Depends. Do you grind your own beans or are you one of those pod people?"

"I grind. Burr grinder."

She smiled--actually smiled this time--and took a step back toward her car. "Alright, coffee truce. But seriously, I'm late. Truck?"

"Right, right. One second."

I wrestled the mattress back down the stairs, shoved it into the living room, and jogged to the truck to pull it forward just enough for her to back out. She gave me a small wave through the windshield as she pulled away, and I stood there on the wet pavement, heart thudding harder than it had any right to.

I didn't even know her name.

But something had shifted. I felt it.

-----------

Erin:

I was already running late.

My phone buzzed with a passive-aggressive "Where are you?" text from Derek, which I promptly ignored. My hair was damp, my coffee had gone cold on the passenger seat, and to top it off, some guy had parked a moving truck squarely behind my car. Perfect.

I stepped out into the drizzle, tugging my hood up and preparing to go full passive-aggressive-Seattle-nice. But when I rounded the corner and saw him--halfway up the stairs with a mattress folded around him like a bad burrito--I hesitated. He was struggling. Like, genuinely wrestling the thing. I almost felt bad. Almost.

"Hey!" I called, loud enough to be heard over the rain. "Can you move your truck? You're kind of blocking me in."

He turned. And I swear to God, for a split second, I forgot I was annoyed.

Dark hair, scruffy jaw, a tired grin that looked like it'd been earned by a long day. He blinked at me, eyes impossibly green, then gave me the kind of sheepish smile that could disarm anyone with a pulse.

"Yeah," he said, glancing back at the mattress. "Just... give me a second to un-wedge this thing and I'll get out of your way. Unless you want to help?"

I raised an eyebrow. "I didn't realize the welcome package included manual labor."

"Just a bonus feature."

I wasn't expecting him to be charming. Or quick. Or funny. I definitely wasn't expecting to laugh--but I did. Just a short, involuntary sound that slipped out before I could stop it. Damn it.

He mentioned coffee. Something about living next door. Apartment B3. My heart did this weird skip. I told myself it was nothing. Just a guy. Just a neighbor. A good-looking one, sure, but probably one of those weekend mountain bike types who wears too much fleece and listens to folk covers of hip-hop songs.

But when he mentioned the burr grinder, something shifted. That detail. That little unexpected thing. It caught me off guard.

"Alright, coffee truce," I said, backing away toward my car. "But seriously--I'm late."

He nodded and jogged off. A minute later, the truck rolled forward just enough for me to squeeze out. As I eased into the street, I glanced at him in the rearview.

He was standing there in the rain, hoodie damp, watching me go.

I didn't know his name. But somehow, it felt like I'd just walked into the beginning of something.

-----------

Matt:

The hardest part about building something in secret isn't the work--it's hiding the joy. Every time I left the apartment and Erin asked, "Heading to the shop?" I'd nod, half-truths tangled behind my smile. Technically, yes, I was going to the shop. What I didn't say was that the shop wasn't Lake Side anymore--not entirely. Olympic Edge Outfitters was becoming real. Framing was done. Drywall up. The main floor was starting to take shape. Every time I walked through that unfinished space on Lake Union, I saw more than shelves and displays. I saw a future. Our future. But the words kept catching in my throat.

I told myself I was waiting for the right moment. Maybe when the sign went up. Or when the lights were installed. Or when the floors stopped creaking and the smell of sawdust was replaced with fresh gear. The truth was, I was scared. Not of the business--that part, I knew how to handle. I was scared of what it might mean for us. For her. Erin had dreams of her own, big ones. Corporate campaigns, bright lights, east coast offices. She didn't say it out loud, but I saw it in her eyes sometimes--restlessness, like Seattle was a stepping stone. What if my dream held her back?

Rebecca knew. Of course she did. She'd been helping coordinate the launch behind the scenes, prepping to step in as store manager once things went live. She kept teasing me. "You've got that goofy grin again," she said one afternoon while reviewing vendor orders. "Just tell her, Matt. Women like ambition, you know." I smiled, nodded, deflected with a joke. But deep down, I wasn't worried about whether Erin liked ambition. I was worried about whether she'd choose mine over hers.

In the evenings, I came home covered in dust and excuses. Erin would be curled on the couch, laptop open, pitching taglines into the void. I'd kiss her cheek and say something like, "Busy day at the shop," and she'd nod, distracted. Part of me wondered if she could tell--if she knew something was coming and was just letting me hold it close until I was ready. She always gave me that space. It's one of the reasons I love her. But there were moments--brief, quiet ones--where I caught her looking at me like she had a secret too.

And maybe that's what scared me most. We were both building something in silence, hoping the other would catch up. Hoping it wouldn't fracture what we had. But secrets--no matter how well-intentioned--have a way of growing. Of shifting weight beneath your feet until something breaks loose. Still, I held onto the vision. The day I'd open the doors to OEO, lead her through them, and say, "This is for us." I just didn't know what she'd be holding when she walked in. Or if she'd still be holding me.

-----------

Rebecca:

Matt didn't have to say a word. I could read it in the way he moved--shoulders tighter, smile thinner, eyes flicking toward his phone more than usual. He'd been pouring himself into Olympic Edge like a man possessed, and I admired the hell out of him for it. But I also knew the signs. He wasn't sleeping much, and whenever I brought up Erin, his answers got shorter. The final wall of gear had just gone up that morning when I cornered him in the back office with two cups of coffee and zero patience.

"You gonna tell her soon?" I asked, handing him the cup and leaning against the desk.

Matt looked up, caught off guard. "Tell her what?"

I gave him the look. The one I used on my son when he thought he could sneak cookies before dinner. "That you've been building a damn outdoor empire for the past year. That this"--I gestured around the room--"isn't just another bike shop. It's your future."

He sighed, running a hand through his hair. "I want to. I do. I just... I don't want to scare her off, Beck."

"She's your fiancée, Matt. Not a skittish deer." I crossed my arms, lowering my voice. "Look, I like Erin. Smart. Driven. But if you two are holding your futures like cards in a poker game, someone's gonna fold. Just be honest. She loves you. She deserves the truth."

He didn't say anything for a moment--just stared at the cup in his hands like it had answers. I softened, stepping forward to place a hand on his arm. "You're building something beautiful here. But don't do it alone. You already know what it feels like to lose people. Don't make the mistake of shutting her out."

Matt gave me a half-nod, the kind that said he heard me but wasn't ready to act. Yet. And maybe that was okay--for now. I'd seen too many people wait until after the cracks formed to start patching them. At least he knew they were there. I just hoped when the moment came, he'd have the guts to open the door--and that Erin would still be on the other side of it.

-----------

Erin:

The office was quiet for a Tuesday morning. I sat at my desk, staring at the slideshow I'd reviewed at least a dozen times, hands resting on the keyboard like they were waiting for permission to move. The pitch was solid. The numbers lined up. The creative direction was bold, clean, and compelling. It should've been enough. But underneath all the data points and sleek transitions was a knot of doubt I couldn't shake. Because this wasn't just about landing a client. This was about proving I belonged at the table--and maybe, finally, being offered a seat at the bigger one in New York.

Carla looked over from her desk, where she was reviewing the mock-ups one last time. "You've got this," she said, as if reading my mind. "They'll eat it up." She leaned back in her chair, twisting her pen between her fingers. "Honestly, if Derek doesn't greenlight your move after this, I'll flip his ergonomic desk myself."

I laughed--tightly--but her words meant more than I let on. Carla had always been the voice in my corner. The kind of friend who brought snacks to brainstorms and sarcasm to budget meetings. She'd seen the pressure I put on myself, the late nights, the moments I stayed too quiet when I should've spoken louder. She also knew how much I wanted that New York spot--even more than I'd admitted out loud. It wasn't about the skyline or the status. It was about being seen. About proving that I could stand on my own, apart from Matt, from anyone.

Still, my mind drifted back to him--Matt, probably elbow-deep in bike grease or talking to customers like they were old friends. He had his own kind of success, quiet and steady. Grounded. I loved that about him. But lately, I felt like we were walking parallel lines--close, connected, but heading in different directions. He hadn't told me what he'd been working on, and I hadn't asked. And here I was, about to possibly upend everything we'd built together. I wondered, briefly, what would happen if I got the offer. Would he follow me? Would I even ask him to?

"Earth to Erin," Carla said, tossing a stress ball across the desk. I caught it just before it bounced off my laptop. She grinned. "Let's go change your life, boss lady."

I smiled--this time for real--and stood up, straightening my blazer and squaring my shoulders. Whatever came next, I'd deal with it. But first, I had a pitch to deliver. And it was going to be damn good.

_________________

Big Moves -

Matt:

The new space smelled like sawdust and fresh paint--honest smells, full of potential. I stood in the middle of the soon-to-be flagship for Olympic Edge Outfitters, surrounded by open floor plans, scattered tools, and the sound of a drill whining somewhere in the back. The walls were up, the shelving systems installed, and the skylights I fought the contractors for now bathed the space in natural light. It was finally happening. My vision--our vision, really--was almost ready to breathe. And yet, I hadn't told Erin a thing.

It wasn't that I didn't want to. I could picture the look on her face if I did--surprise, maybe awe, hopefully pride. But underneath that daydream lived a seed of doubt. Her world was getting louder. Bigger. She was pushing toward the edge of something career-defining, and I could feel her slipping into a rhythm that didn't quite match mine anymore. I wanted to believe that this store, this life I was building, would be the bridge that kept us aligned. But I also knew what it meant to love someone with ambition. You either keep pace... or you get left behind.

Rebecca popped her head into the main room, holding a tablet and smirking like she'd been waiting to catch me in a moment. "You keep staring at the same corner like it's going to paint itself," she teased, walking toward me. "You going to tell her before we cut the ribbon, or after she reads about it in the Times?"

I gave her a tired smile. "I'm waiting for the right moment."

She raised an eyebrow. "You sure you're not waiting for the right outcome?"

Her words stayed with me long after she walked off. That was the thing about Rebecca--she didn't say much unless it mattered. And she was right. I wasn't just waiting for a moment. I was afraid of the wrong one. Of blurting it out while she was distracted or stressed or already halfway to New York in her mind. But I knew time was running short. The grand opening was three weeks away, and I had no idea what Erin would think when she found out I'd built a new life for us without asking if she wanted to live in it.

That night, back at our apartment, Erin was curled up on the couch, her laptop casting a glow on her face as she edited a pitch deck. I sat beside her, my hand resting on the box of mock-ups I'd brought home to review. She looked up briefly, smiled, then went back to work. I opened my mouth to say something--to tell her everything. But the words stuck. I chose silence instead, just for now. And as I watched her scroll, a strange mix of love and distance bloomed in my chest. We were still sitting side by side. But it was starting to feel like we weren't quite in the same place anymore.

---

It was just after midnight when I woke to the sound of rain tapping against the window--steady, familiar, grounding. Erin was curled against me, breathing soft and even, her hand resting on my chest like it had found its home in sleep. The kind of peace she only seemed to find after a long day of pushing herself too hard. I stayed still, not wanting to wake her, but my mind was far from still. It was racing, filled with floorplans and vendor calls, signage layouts and that damn ribbon-cutting ceremony I kept avoiding on the calendar.

I turned my head slightly, looking at her in the glow of the city light that filtered through the blinds. She was beautiful like this--unfiltered, unaware of the thousand tiny choices I was making behind her back. Not malicious ones, just... loaded ones. The kind that changed things. I thought of how she'd smiled at me earlier, distracted, when I brought her tea during one of her marathon editing sessions. She'd barely looked up. I didn't blame her. We were both busy building something. The question that kept pressing on me was whether we were building it together--or in separate directions.

I shifted gently, careful not to disturb her, and whispered into the quiet, "I wish I could show you."

She stirred slightly, her fingers twitching over my shirt, but didn't wake. I stared at the ceiling, heart heavy. "It's not just a store, Erin," I said quietly. "It's a life. One I want with you. One I built for you. For us."

For a second, I let myself imagine what it would feel like to wake her, take her hand, and tell her everything. To show her the space, explain the vision, and watch her eyes light up--not just because of the business, but because she understood it was rooted in love. But what if she didn't light up? What if her eyes stayed flat, calculating the distance between here and New York? That fear froze me. So instead, I brushed a strand of hair from her cheek and kissed her temple.

"Soon," I whispered. "I'll tell you soon."

-----------

Erin:

I wasn't asleep.

I'd drifted close--right on that soft edge of sleep where your body settles but your mind won't shut up. The rain had brought a rhythm that usually lulled me under, but tonight, something kept me tethered. Maybe it was the pitch. Maybe it was the unread email from Derek marked CONFIDENTIAL. Or maybe it was the way Matt had been quieter lately--present but not really with me. He thought I hadn't noticed, but I did. I always did.



I felt him shift beside me, careful and slow, like he didn't want to wake me. His chest rose and fell under my hand, and then--barely above a whisper--I heard him say, "I wish I could show you."

My breath caught. My eyes stayed closed.

"It's not just a store, Erin," he continued. "It's a life. One I want with you. One I built for you. For us."

A quiet ache settled in my chest. I didn't know what he was talking about, not exactly, but I heard the weight behind the words. The intention. The longing. And maybe even the fear. I wanted to reach for him, to say something, to pull him closer. But I didn't. Instead, I stayed perfectly still. Because part of me--maybe the part I wasn't ready to face yet--was afraid of what I'd say in return. I had my own secret. A dream. A direction. One I wasn't sure had space for both of us.

When he kissed my temple and whispered "Soon," I almost whispered back, I already know. But I didn't. I just let the silence stretch between us like fog on the lake. Soft. Quiet. And slowly, quietly... growing.

_________________

The Pitch -

Erin:

I had never worn this blazer before. It was one of those "someday" pieces I kept in the back of my closet--sharp shoulders, deep navy, the kind that said promotion without trying too hard. Carla had given me a thumbs-up and a mock salute when I walked in that morning, mouthing, "You look dangerous." I smiled, but the nerves didn't ease. The pitch was scheduled for 9 a.m. sharp. A global apparel brand, seven figures on the table, and Derek watching my every move like a hawk in a tailored suit. Derek Haines--my direct supervisor, the Seattle office director, and the man who had quietly shaped the trajectory of my career whether I admitted it or not. He was ambitious, calculating, and always five moves ahead. I had once admired that about him. Lately, I wasn't so sure.

The boardroom was cold, sleek, impersonal--just like Derek liked it. I took my place at the front while he leaned against the far wall, arms folded. The clients filtered in, exchanging business cards and smiles like poker chips. My hands didn't shake, which surprised me. Once I started talking, the room faded. It was just me and the message. A story told in headlines, visuals, and rhythm. I pitched strategy, impact, voice. When I revealed the final campaign slogan, there was a pause--and then, one of the execs leaned back and said, "That's really good." That's when I exhaled.

Afterward, the conference room cleared. Carla squeezed my hand in passing, beaming. I started to follow her out when Derek's voice cut through the room: "Erin, a minute?" I turned. His tone was too calm. Calculated. The door clicked shut behind the last client, and we stood alone in that glass-and-steel vacuum. "That was impressive," he said, stepping closer. "Really impressive. HQ's going to be thrilled." I thanked him, heart still racing, unsure where this was going. Then he reached into his folder and slid a document across the table.

My eyes scanned the header: Position Offer -- Associate Creative Director, Brightline Strategies -- New York Division. My stomach flipped. I looked up. Derek was smiling. "They've been watching you. And I put in a word. You've earned this." The world went oddly quiet. This was everything I'd worked for. Everything I thought I wanted. And yet... a dozen thoughts crashed into me all at once. Matt. Seattle. The look in his eyes last night, even if he thought I was asleep. My fingers hovered over the paper, frozen.

"Thank you," I said finally, my voice more even than I expected. "This means a lot." Derek nodded, satisfied. "You don't have to decide now. But if you're smart, you'll take it." He turned and left me standing there, offer in hand, head spinning. I stared down at the letter, trying to imagine a version of my life that began in Manhattan. It looked beautiful on paper. But paper didn't hold hands in the rain. Paper didn't build stores in secret. Paper didn't whisper dreams in the dark when they thought you were asleep.

---

The coffee tasted burnt, but I didn't care. I needed something warm to hold. Carla and I had ducked out to our usual spot around the corner--a tiny cafe with lopsided tables, slow service, and the kind of anonymity that let you breathe between meetings. I stirred my drink even though I hadn't added anything to it. Carla watched me over the rim of her paper cup, one brow raised.

"So..." she said, drawing the word out like she was teeing up a punchline. "Are you gonna tell me why you look like you just saw your future... and it might've blinked first?"

I huffed a laugh, more air than humor. "Derek gave me an offer. New York. Associate Creative Director."

Her eyes widened. "Holy--wait, you got the New York bump? That's amazing!" She leaned forward, excitement quickly tempered by her trademark side-eye. "Except you don't look amazing. You look like you're about to throw up."

"I might," I muttered, wrapping my hands tighter around the cup. "It's everything I said I wanted. The role. The city. The recognition. He said HQ's been watching me--and Derek put in the word."

Carla blinked, then leaned back slowly. "He would frame it like he's your kingmaker." She tapped her cup thoughtfully. "But I know you, Erin. You don't need him to sell your shine. You've been doing that on your own since day one."

I looked out the window. Raindrops streaked the glass. "I just... Matt doesn't know. About the offer. About how serious I've been about New York. And there's something he's not telling me either--I can feel it. We've both got secrets now, and I don't know if we're building the same life anymore."

Carla was quiet for a moment. Then she said, softly, "Whatever you choose... just don't lie to yourself about what you're leaving behind. Make sure the dream you're chasing is still yours. Not the version you came up with before you met him."

I nodded, feeling the weight of it settle on my chest like a stone. I didn't have an answer--not yet. But sitting there in the cluttered corner of that cafe, I realized I'd already started asking the questions I'd been too scared to say out loud.

-----------

Matt:

I sat at the kitchen counter, spinning a screwdriver between my fingers, the final prototype for the OEO gear display mock-up sitting untouched in front of me. I'd brought it home to show Erin. Thought maybe tonight would be the night. I'd practiced what I'd say--nothing dramatic, just honest. "There's something I've been building... and I want you to see it first." But she hadn't come home straight after work. I told myself it was just the usual late pitch debrief, maybe drinks with Carla. Still, the quiet in the apartment felt heavier than usual.

When she finally walked through the door, the tension hit me before she even took off her coat. She looked tired, eyes distant, like her mind was still in that boardroom. She dropped her bag by the door and gave me a quick smile. "Hey, sorry. Long day." Then she was already walking past, heading for the fridge like she hadn't just shaken the foundation of her life. I stood, heart thudding, and followed her into the kitchen.

"Erin," I said, gently, "Can we talk for a second? There's... something I want to show you."

She turned, a bottle of sparkling water in hand. "Can it wait? My head's still spinning from today." She paused, then added with a tired smile, "I nailed the pitch, though. They loved it."

I smiled, trying to match her energy, but something in me deflated. "That's amazing. I'm proud of you." I wanted to ask more, but her body language was already closing off. I glanced at the mock-up still sitting on the counter behind me. My words backed up in my throat like traffic on a rainy freeway. "Yeah," I murmured, stepping back. "It can wait."

She leaned in, kissed my cheek, and disappeared into the bedroom. I stayed behind, staring at the gear mock-up, heart sinking. The moment was gone. And for the first time since this whole OEO thing began, I wondered if she was building a future I wasn't part of.

-----------

Matt:

I sat on the edge of the couch, elbows on my knees, staring at the gear display mock-up like it might explain something I couldn't put into words. Erin's laughter echoed faintly from the bedroom--she was on a call with Carla, debriefing the pitch, no doubt. Her voice was animated, light. She sounded proud. She should be. She was brilliant today. But the more I listened, the more that sound twisted in my chest. Like a reminder that I was already a step behind.

The blueprint folder for Olympic Edge Outfitters sat unopened on the coffee table, right next to the keycard to the building I hadn't yet taken her to see. I picked it up. Held it for a second. Put it back down. I didn't know when I started second-guessing whether this was something we were doing... or just something I was doing for her, hoping she'd meet me at the finish line. I believed in what I was building. I just didn't know if she'd still want it when she saw the foundation.

-----------

Erin:

I sat cross-legged on the bed, laptop dimmed beside me, phone silent now after Carla's call. The pitch was a hit. The offer was real. I should've been celebrating. But instead, I stared at the email I hadn't responded to yet--the one from Derek, subject line: Your Next Chapter. I could feel Matt's presence in the living room, quiet and waiting. I knew he wanted to tell me something. He'd been circling it for days, maybe weeks. But I wasn't sure I wanted to hear it. Not tonight. Maybe not at all.

A part of me hated that. Hated that I was keeping this from him. But I kept imagining what would happen if I told him. Would he be supportive? Would he ask me to stay? Would I want him to? The truth was, I didn't know anymore. I loved him. But lately, it felt like we were living parallel lives under the same roof--his filled with sawdust and silence, mine with ambition and unanswered questions. We were still moving. But I couldn't tell if it was toward each other... or away.

---

Both:

They each sat in separate rooms, hearts full and hands empty, listening to the hum of the city through rain-streaked windows. Neither of them spoke. Neither of them moved. But both felt it--that quiet space between them widening like a crack in glass. Not broken yet... but no longer whole.

-----------

Matt:

The warehouse lights buzzed softly above us, casting a warm, unfinished glow over the Olympic Edge Outfitters floor. Shelves still needed stocking, signage still needed mounting, but it was beginning to look like a real store. I stood by the front counter, arms crossed, staring out at the space like it might answer something for me. Rebecca walked in from the back, clipboard in hand, and paused when she saw me.

"You've got that look again," she said, setting the clipboard down. "Like you're winning the game and still think you're losing."

I let out a humorless laugh. "Maybe I am."

She raised an eyebrow. "Alright, spill."

I hesitated. Then it all came out in a rush--how Erin nailed her pitch, how distant she'd been lately, how I tried to tell her about the store last night but the moment slipped through my fingers. "It's like we're still here, still together, but there's this space between us," I said quietly. "And I don't know if it's just stress or if... if she's already halfway out the door."

Rebecca leaned against the counter, arms folded. "Matt, listen to me. You've built something incredible here--don't minimize that. But you're also trying to hand her a future without asking if it's one she still wants. That's not partnership. That's planning around someone instead of with them." Her tone softened. "You love her. I know that. But love doesn't guarantee alignment. You've got to talk. Not with blueprints or rings or grand gestures. Just... talk. And be willing to hear what you don't want to."

I nodded slowly, the words sinking deep. She was right. As always. I couldn't keep building in silence, hoping love would fill the gaps. I had to face whatever was coming--truth, change, maybe even heartbreak. Because not knowing? That was starting to hurt more than any answer ever could.

-----------

Erin:

The office was quiet for once--most of the team had cleared out for the evening, leaving only the soft hum of printers and the tapping of Carla's fingers against her mug. I sat across from her in our shared space, the New York offer open on my laptop screen like a dare. I'd been staring at it for the last ten minutes, rereading the words until they started to blur. Carla finally broke the silence.

"You know stalling doesn't make the decision disappear, right?"

I sighed. "I know. I just... I didn't think it would feel like this."

She tilted her head. "Like what? Like winning?"

"Like betraying something I haven't even figured out how to talk about." I closed the laptop and looked up at her. "Matt doesn't know. I haven't told him. Every time I try, something holds me back. And now he's been weird too--like he's hiding something. We're both keeping secrets, and it's like we're afraid to say anything in case it confirms the distance we already feel."

Carla was quiet for a second, then leaned forward. "Here's the thing, E. This job? It's huge. But so is he. So is everything you've built together. You don't get a clean answer here. You get a choice. And maybe whichever way you go, something gets left behind. But that doesn't mean you run. You face it. You talk to him. Because if you don't? The thing you're trying to protect? That relationship you love? It's going to break anyway--just slower."

Her words hit hard, honest and sharp in the way only Carla could manage. I sat there, holding the weight of what she said, and for the first time, I realized I wasn't afraid of New York. I was afraid of what Matt might say when he found out I had already considered a life without him in it. And the longer I waited, the harder that truth would be to forgive.

_________________

The Lie of Timing -

Erin:

I told myself I'd tell him tonight. I repeated it all day like a mantra. After dinner. After we've settled in. After the timing feels right. But the truth was, the timing was never going to feel right, and I knew it. Every time I looked at Matt, with that quiet steadiness of his and those eyes that always saw more than I wanted to admit, I hesitated. Because once I told him about New York, about the offer, about how much I wanted it--everything between us would shift. And I wasn't ready for the silence that might follow.

He was in the kitchen when I walked in, slicing up vegetables for dinner like it was any other night. The counter was cluttered with half-prepped ingredients and an open envelope I didn't recognize. I stepped closer, curious, but before I could read it, he tucked it away. Just like that--gone. "Hey," he said, offering a soft smile, "You okay?" I nodded too quickly. "Yeah. Just tired." He didn't press. He never did. And I didn't ask what was in the envelope. We were both keeping quiet, hoping the silence would somehow hold us together.

Over dinner, we talked about nothing important--Rebecca's latest sarcasm, a customer at the bike shop who tried to return a helmet because it wasn't "aesthetic enough." I laughed in the right places, leaned into him when he touched my hand, but the weight of my secret sat between us like a second plate at the table. At one point, he looked like he was going to say something--like something big was resting just behind his lips. But then he changed course, asked about my favorite trail on Bainbridge Island instead. And I let him. I let the moment pass.

Afterward, I sat in bed, laptop closed, the email draft to Derek still sitting in my drafts folder. I hadn't responded yet. I hadn't deleted it either. Matt walked in, drying his hands on a dish towel, and leaned against the doorframe. "You sure everything's okay?" he asked again, quieter this time. I smiled at him, and this time it hurt. "Yeah," I whispered. "Just a long week."

That was the lie. Not just the words--but the timing. I wasn't ready to tell him. Not because I didn't trust him. But because I didn't want to watch the hope fall out of his eyes. And maybe, just maybe, I wasn't ready to admit that part of me had already started packing--long before I ever opened that offer letter.

-----------

Matt:

She was folding laundry on the bed, the soft hum of a podcast playing from her phone--some marketing guru talking about branding like it was war. I stood in the doorway, holding the keycard to OEO between my fingers, the edge pressed into my thumb hard enough to leave a mark. I watched her for a moment, her movements precise, focused. Like folding fitted sheets could somehow bring order to everything else.

"I've got something to show you," I said finally. My voice came out steadier than I felt.

She glanced up, smiled--but it was a tired smile, the kind you give when you're not really present. "Can it wait?" she asked, barely missing a beat as she moved to the next shirt. "I've got an early call tomorrow, and my brain's already mush."

I stood there for a second too long, the keycard still in my hand. She didn't look back up.

"Yeah," I said. "It can wait."

But the truth was, it had been waiting. For days. Weeks. And as I stepped out of the room and closed the door behind me, I realized something I hadn't wanted to face: she wasn't just distracted. She was already somewhere else. And I was standing in the doorway of a life I was building for us--alone.

_________________

Rain Check -

Matt:

I had it all planned. I was going to take her to the OEO site--just the two of us. The walls were painted, the windows cleaned, and I'd even lit a few lanterns inside for atmosphere. I wanted her to see it before anyone else. Not the polished grand opening version. The real version. Raw, unfinished, full of grit and hope. Like me. I thought maybe if she stood in that space, felt the energy of it, she'd understand what I was building--and why I wanted her to be part of it.

She was running late. Again. Texted me: Sorry, caught in post-client wrap-up. Can we do it tomorrow? Raincheck? I stared at the screen, thumb hovering over the keyboard. I didn't respond right away. I just stood there in the middle of the store, surrounded by brand-new gear and handpicked designs, and felt the silence creep in. This wasn't just about tonight. This was the third raincheck in a row. Every time I tried to bring her into this dream, it felt like she was somewhere else entirely.

When I got back to the apartment, she was already home. Hair damp from the rain, laptop open, half-listening to a voice memo from her team. She looked up, smiled, and mouthed hi like we were passing each other in a hallway. I wanted to be mad. I wanted to ask her why she kept pulling away. But instead, I kissed her on the forehead and asked if she wanted tea. It was easier to play it cool. Easier than holding up a piece of my heart and watching her step around it.

Later that night, I sat at the table and opened my laptop. I pulled up a blank message and started typing: Erin, there's something I need to tell you. I wrote about OEO. About the building. About how I picked the Lake Union site because I pictured her walking through it. I wrote that it wasn't just a business--it was a future. Our future. I stared at the message for a long time. Then I deleted it.

The thing about rainchecks is, eventually, they pile up into something you can't reschedule. And as I lay in bed next to her, listening to the soft sound of her breathing and the quiet buzz of her phone lighting up with another late-night email, I realized something painful. I had already opened the doors to a life I wanted to share with her. But I was the only one standing inside.

---

The apartment was still dark when I woke up--just the faintest gray light filtering through the curtains, the kind of quiet that makes you feel like the world hasn't started moving yet. Erin was still asleep beside me, curled away from me, her back rising and falling with slow, steady breaths. I watched her for a moment, trying to memorize this version of us--before the day started, before emails and meetings and more things left unsaid.



I slipped out of bed and into the kitchen, barefoot and moving by muscle memory. Coffee. Two mugs. I filled both before I remembered she'd probably already be rushing to get out the door again, leaving the second one half-full and cooling on the counter. I stared at it, the steam curling in the dim light, and thought about everything I hadn't told her. The storefront. The brand. The dream with her name written quietly into every corner of it.

What happens if she says no?

The question had started as a whisper weeks ago, but now it was louder. What if she doesn't see the future the way I do? What if she opens that door to OEO, looks around, and feels trapped instead of inspired? What if she's already gone in her head, chasing something shinier, faster, louder--a world I can't compete with? I used to believe that love was enough to bridge ambition and timing. But lately, it felt like we were two clocks ticking out of sync, drifting by seconds that were starting to add up.

She walked into the kitchen a few minutes later, half-dressed, hair damp, moving on autopilot. She kissed my cheek, thanked me for the coffee, and said something about back-to-back meetings. I nodded, said I'd see her tonight. She smiled, but her eyes didn't linger. The door closed behind her with the softest click, but the silence that followed felt like a door slamming somewhere else entirely.

I stood there, alone with two mugs and a morning that should've felt like routine, but instead felt like a countdown. And for the first time, I realized I might be preparing for a future that only one of us was walking toward.

---

The front doors of Olympic Edge Outfitters creaked when I pushed them open, even though the hinges were brand new. I made a mental note to have someone look at it--again--but the sound felt fitting. Like the building itself wasn't sure it was ready to open. The space smelled like cedar and fresh sealant, a comforting mix of wilderness and construction. Everything was in place: shelves lined, signage mounted, gear positioned just right. From the outside, it looked finished. But inside? I wasn't sure anymore.

I walked the floor slowly, letting my hand skim over the tops of display tables, pausing at the trailhead map I'd had custom-printed for the back wall. I had picked each route myself, weaving in hikes and paths Erin and I had done together. Our favorites. Hidden gems. Places she'd laughed and raced ahead, hair whipping behind her. It was supposed to be an unspoken part of the story here--our story, etched into the bones of this place. Now, I wasn't sure if it would ever mean anything to her at all.

I stepped behind the counter and leaned against it, trying to picture her walking through those doors. Smiling. Wide-eyed. Maybe even a little in awe. I imagined her gaze trailing over the gear, the details, until it landed on me--waiting, proud, ready to say, I built this for us. But now, when I pictured it, I couldn't see her face. Just the shape of her walking out before I ever had the chance to open the door.

Rebecca passed through the front, clipboard in hand, slowing when she saw me. She didn't say anything at first--just gave me a look that said she already knew. "If she doesn't come through that door," she said gently, "this place will still be something special. Because it's yours. Don't forget that."

I nodded, but it felt hollow. Because the truth was, I hadn't just built OEO for me. I'd built it as a life I could offer someone I loved. And now, with every passing hour and unanswered moment between us, I was beginning to realize that love might not be enough to keep her here.

---

I found Rebecca out back, organizing inventory near the loading dock, sleeves rolled up and clipboard wedged under one arm. She looked up when she saw me and narrowed her eyes slightly, like she could already tell I wasn't here to talk about freight deliveries. "You're either here to confess a murder or finally admit you're spiraling," she said, leaning against a stack of boxed tents.

"Maybe both," I muttered, trying for a smile but failing. I stuffed my hands into my jacket pockets and stared out toward the water. The lake was still. Too still. "She's slipping away, Beck."

Rebecca didn't interrupt. She just waited, letting the silence stretch until I filled it.

"I've tried. God, I've tried. I built this whole thing with her in mind. Every shelf, every stone in the flooring, every damn trail etched into that wall." I paused, jaw tight. "But lately, when she looks at me, I'm not sure she sees us anymore. I think she sees something... smaller. Like I'm a checkpoint on her way to something bigger. And maybe I'm selfish for wanting her to stay when her dream is pulling her somewhere else."

Rebecca exhaled slowly. "Matt," she said, voice softer than I expected, "you can love someone and still not be what they need. And that doesn't make you wrong. It just makes you real." She stepped closer, setting the clipboard down. "If she leaves, it won't be because you didn't fight. It'll be because life's messy and dreams are loud, and sometimes timing sucks. But if letting her go is the only way to keep her whole, then you love her enough to do it."

I didn't answer. I couldn't. My throat burned with all the words I wasn't ready to say. So I just nodded, blinking hard against the weight in my chest. For the first time since I'd started building Olympic Edge, I let myself imagine opening the doors alone. And it broke my heart more than I expected.

_________________

The Offer Letter -

Erin:

I didn't sleep much the night before. I kept turning over, every shift of the sheets like a whisper against the silence. Matt had reached for me in his sleep once--just for a second--his hand grazing mine before drifting away. I stared at the ceiling after that, wondering if he knew. If somewhere in the fog of dreams, he could feel that I was already halfway gone.

The offer letter sat open on my laptop, the cursor blinking next to my name. It was everything I thought I wanted. A promotion, a title with weight, a seat at the table in the city that never slept. My name in conference rooms filled with possibility. But behind all of that was the quiet voice that asked: At what cost?

Matt made eggs that morning. He was quieter than usual, eyes thoughtful, like there was something he wanted to say but couldn't find the opening. I couldn't either. We talked about the weather. A bike delivery. Carla's weird obsession with microwave oatmeal. And underneath it all was the echo of everything we weren't saying. He didn't mention his surprise again. I didn't ask. That made us even, I guess.

After he left, I sat at the kitchen table in my robe, coffee cold, cursor still blinking. My heart was beating too fast. I stared at the word "accept" like it was some kind of dare. Then I clicked it. Just like that. Done. I leaned back, swallowed hard, and waited for relief to wash over me.

It didn't. All I felt was the weight of it--the kind of heavy that settles in your chest and doesn't move. I closed the laptop, stood, and walked to the window. Outside, the clouds rolled in low and gray, thick with the kind of rain Seattle kept tucked behind its teeth. It felt like something was coming. And for the first time since Derek handed me that letter, I wasn't sure if I'd just changed my life--or broken something I couldn't put back together.

---

I texted Carla to meet me outside after lunch--just the two of us, no office buzz, no Derek hovering like a shadow in polished shoes. We ended up sitting on the low stone steps behind the building, coffee cups in hand, the sky just starting to spit that soft Seattle drizzle. She took one look at my face and sighed.

"You clicked it, didn't you?"

I nodded. "This morning."

Carla sipped her coffee, lips tight, like she was holding back a dozen versions of Are you sure? But instead, she said, "Well... congratulations, I guess."

I laughed, but it didn't sound convincing. "You guess?"

She looked at me sideways. "I know what this job means to you. I've seen you climb for it. Bleed for it. But Erin..." She paused, choosing her words carefully. "You said yes to something big--and you didn't tell the person you share your life with until after you said yes. That's not ambition. That's avoidance."

I looked down at my coffee. "I just need time to figure out how to say it."

She bumped my shoulder gently. "You're out of time, E. The flight's booked--even if you haven't told him you're boarding."

We sat there for a moment, the city soft and gray around us, the kind of stillness that only happens before everything starts moving too fast. And in that silence, I realized Carla was right.

---

The pen felt too heavy in my hand.

I'd pulled out one of Matt's notepads from the drawer--the ones he kept for sketching trail ideas or jotting down gear specs. The paper smelled like cedar and ink. It made everything feel more real. Too real. I sat at the kitchen table in one of his old hoodies, legs tucked up under me, the apartment still and dim. The kind of quiet that begged for answers I didn't have.

I stared at the blank page for a long time before finally writing:

Matt,

I don't even know how to start this.

I paused, tapping the pen against the edge of the table. My heart was a mess of guilt and longing and fear. I tried again.

This isn't the way I wanted to tell you. I should've said it sooner. I should've trusted you more with the truth--

I scratched the last line out. Too heavy. Too late.

There's an opportunity. New York. You probably guessed it, or maybe not. It's big. It's the kind of thing I used to dream about before we met. And now that it's real... I don't know what scares me more--saying yes, or walking away from you.

I stared at the page again, hand frozen.

There were so many things I wanted to add. That I still loved him. That I wasn't sure if this was goodbye or just a detour. That I wished we'd talked sooner. That maybe, if we had, none of this would feel like a fracture.

But I didn't write any of that. Not yet.

I just folded the half-written page and slid it between the pages of the trail guide on the coffee table--the one he always left open like a map to our shared future.

And then I sat there in the stillness, waiting for morning.

_________________

The Goodbye -

Erin:

I didn't sleep at all.

By the time the sun started to edge over the buildings, I was already dressed, suitcase zipped, apartment unnaturally silent. I moved through the space like I didn't want to disturb it--as if making too much noise might make it harder to walk out the door. Matt was still asleep, curled under the blanket, his hand outstretched toward my side of the bed. He looked peaceful. And that only made it worse.

I stood in the doorway for what felt like forever. I wanted him to wake up, to catch me. To stop me. I wanted an excuse not to go. But he didn't stir. And deep down, I knew this wasn't about him not caring--it was about me not giving him the chance to care out loud. I'd waited too long to say the things that mattered. And now I was saying them with a note in a book instead of my voice.

I left the envelope tucked in the trail guide on the table, right where I knew he'd find it. I didn't read it again. I couldn't. Every sentence felt like it was written by someone braver than I was now. I picked up my bag, walked to the door, and paused one last time. I looked back at the apartment, at the walls that had held laughter, and rainy afternoons, and late-night confessions. It still smelled like us--coffee, bike grease, and lavender shampoo. And I hated myself for leaving it behind.

Outside, the cab was waiting. I slid in, told the driver the airport, and kept my gaze fixed on the skyline as we pulled away. I didn't cry. Not yet. I just kept thinking about the look that might be on Matt's face when he read the note. Would he be angry? Heartbroken? Or would he already know? Would he whisper I knew it to an empty room, or worse, I saw this coming and couldn't stop it?

As the cab turned the corner and Lake Union came into view, I pressed my forehead to the glass. The water shimmered, calm and gray, like it always did. It looked like it was waiting for something. I just didn't know if it was me... or if I'd already left the only version of myself that belonged there behind.

-----------

Matt:

The first thing I noticed was the cold.

Her side of the bed was empty--blankets barely disturbed, pillow untouched. I reached out instinctively, like maybe she'd just gotten up early, maybe she was in the shower or making coffee. But the silence hit me. Not quiet. Empty. There was a difference, and I felt it like a drop in pressure before a storm.

I got up slowly, half expecting to see her on the couch with her laptop or rushing around getting ready for work. But the apartment was still. Clean. Too clean. Her coffee mug was gone. The shoes she always left by the door were missing. And then I saw it--the trail guide on the table, not where I'd left it, the pages slightly ajar like something had been slipped between them.

My chest tightened.

I stepped forward and pulled the note out with shaking fingers. My name was on the front in her handwriting--sharp, careful, familiar. I didn't open it right away. I just stood there, holding it, like maybe not reading it would make her still here. But that was a lie. Just like the timing. Just like all the things we didn't say to each other in the weeks leading up to this.

When I finally read the words--This isn't the way I wanted to tell you...--I didn't cry. Not at first. I just felt hollow. Like something had been pulled from me, and I hadn't even realized it was missing until now. I sat down on the couch, note in hand, staring at the door she'd walked out of. And all I could think was--I should've told her sooner. I should've made her see.

But I hadn't. And now, all I had was her absence, this note, and a store full of dreams she might never walk into.

_________________

Ribbons and Regret -

Matt:

The ribbon was cut at 10:02 a.m.

Cameras flashed. Applause echoed off the tall glass walls. Rebecca handed me the scissors like she was passing a torch, and I smiled for the press--steady, composed, picture-perfect. Behind me, the banner dropped: Olympic Edge Outfitters -- Explore More, Together. That last word hit me like a gut punch. Together. But as the streamers fell and the crowd moved inside, I felt anything but.

The store was beautiful. Polished wood, gear perfectly arranged, sunlight pouring through the skylights. Everything I had imagined and more. Customers wandered in, wide-eyed and curious, trailing their hands over tents, bikes, and kayaks. A kid squealed as he jumped onto the demo mountain bike. A woman asked about hiking packs with a gleam of adventure in her eye. This place was alive. It was breathing. And I'd never felt so numb in my life.

I kept looking toward the door. Stupid, I know. But part of me still expected her to walk in--late, laughing, apologizing about a work call or traffic, her eyes lighting up as she took it all in. I had imagined that moment more times than I could count. But the only thing waiting on the other side of that glass was reflection. Me, alone, in the middle of a dream that suddenly felt like someone else's.

Rebecca kept me moving--interviews, handshakes, store walkthroughs. She knew. She didn't say it out loud, but she knew. I caught her watching me once, her expression somewhere between sympathy and steel. After the ribbon-cutting, I slipped into the back office under the excuse of checking inventory. But really, I just needed a minute. I sat down, opened my laptop, and stared at a blank message addressed to Erin.

I typed three words: I miss you.

Then I hovered over the send button. Waited. Breathed. And hit delete.

Outside, the store buzzed with life. Inside, I sat alone with the sound of my own silence--and the one person I'd built this place for wasn't here to see it.

_________________

Echoes of Her -

Matt:

I didn't tell anyone where I was going.

The store was still buzzing when I ducked out the back, helmet in hand, rain already spitting from the sky like the city was in mourning with me. I didn't care. Some people drink, some people run--I ride. Always have. The rhythm of my legs, the bite of the cold air in my lungs, the hum of rubber on soaked pavement--those things make sense when nothing else does. I needed space. I needed motion. I needed her--and this was the only way I knew how to find the echo of what we were.

I rode out toward our trail--the one we always called ours, even though it belonged to everyone. The one she loved best on rainy days because "Seattle's soul comes out when it's wet." Her words. I hit the bend near the bluff and felt it all hit me at once--her laugh echoing down the path, the way she'd stand on the pedals just to race me up a hill, yelling, "Try to keep up, Bike Boy!" God, I could still hear it. And the quiet that followed hurt worse than anything she'd written in that note.

Halfway down the trail, I pulled off, breath shallow, legs burning. I stopped under that old cedar tree where we used to take breaks--her favorite spot. I leaned the bike against the trunk and dropped to the bench, water dripping from my helmet. I didn't cry. I just sat there, letting the weight of what wasn't anymore settle into my chest. I reached into the small pouch under my seat, looking for a protein bar, and my fingers brushed something papery.

A pressed flower.

Delicate. Flattened. Tucked inside a folded napkin. My hands went still. I opened it slowly. No note. Just the flower--something she must've left there months ago. I stared at it, throat tight. I could almost hear her voice: "For when I'm not here to keep you from overtraining."

I didn't move for a long time. Just sat there, the rain threading down through the trees, holding onto a piece of her I hadn't expected to find. And as the trail emptied around me and the sky darkened, I realized something painful and clear: she was gone. But she had never really left. Not from here. Not from me.

---

By the time I got back to the apartment, the rain had soaked through everything--my clothes, my shoes, the lining of my helmet. I peeled it all off at the door, leaving a trail of wet gear across the floor, too tired to care. The place smelled like cedar and detergent, like it always did. But it also smelled like absence. That kind of stillness you only notice when someone's truly gone.

I walked past the couch without sitting. Past the kitchen without glancing at the fridge, where her note had lived for a day and a half before I tucked it away in a drawer I hadn't opened since. Her mug was still in the sink. Her hair tie still on the nightstand. All those little artifacts she left behind that didn't know they were abandoned yet.

I dropped onto the edge of the bed, still damp, and stared at the open closet door. Her half was empty. It hadn't been full to begin with--she was never the leave-clothes-everywhere type--but the space felt louder now. Like it was telling on me. On us.

I leaned forward, elbows on my knees, head in my hands. I didn't cry. I wanted to, but there was nothing left. Just this dull, hollow ache behind my sternum. I thought about the flower from the trail, still safe in my jersey pocket. I thought about the way she used to hum when she worked late. I thought about what I would've said if I'd told her sooner. If I'd said, Please stay. Please.

Instead, I whispered it into the room, just in case it still remembered her.

"Please come back."

---

Three months later, the apartment felt different.

Not better. Not worse. Just... different. Her things were gone now. Not all at once--some had stayed longer than others, like echoes that didn't know when to leave. But eventually, the last of it disappeared. The toothbrush. The spare jacket. The book with her folded corner notes. I didn't throw them out. I boxed them up one day after work, slowly, carefully, like I was packing away a version of myself too.



Olympic Edge was doing well--better than expected. We'd opened a second location in Tacoma and were scouting a third near Wenatchee. The business was alive, moving, breathing without her. But some days I still walked through the flagship store and caught myself looking toward the door, wondering if she'd come walking in with coffee in one hand and curiosity in her eyes. I knew she wouldn't. But the reflex was hard to shake.

Rebecca kept me grounded. She never brought up Erin unless I did, and even then, she let me come to the edge of it without pushing me over. We talked about inventory, hiring, the future. Once, after a long staff meeting, she looked at me and said, "You're starting to sound like someone who believes in tomorrow again." I didn't know what to say to that, so I just smiled. But later, alone, I realized she was right. I was starting to believe in something again.

Most mornings, I still rode the trail Erin loved. Rain or shine. I stopped under the old cedar once a week, like ritual. The pressed flower was gone now--tucked safely in my journal. But I didn't need it to remember. The trail held her memory like roots held water. And that was enough. Some mornings I'd sit there and whisper things into the trees. Not for her to hear. For me to say.

And little by little, without ceremony or announcement, I started to breathe again.

_________________

East Coast Nights -

Erin:

New York didn't sleep, but I did. I had to. Because if I didn't, the silence between meetings would swallow me whole.

My days were a blur of sleek offices, glossy campaigns, and high-stakes clients who spoke in numbers and vision boards. I hit the ground running--landed the footwear account in my first month, got quoted in an industry blog, and Derek made a point to casually name-drop me in two leadership calls. On paper, I was thriving. Winning. Living the dream I'd told everyone I wanted. But somewhere between the late-night strategy decks and overpriced cocktails, I realized I wasn't sure whose dream this was anymore.

My apartment was small and expensive and came with a view of a brick wall. The kind of place that looked great in an Instagram story with the right filter. I filled it with sleek furniture, neutral tones, and decorative pillows I never touched. My coworkers envied the role, the skyline, the fast pace. Carla would've hated it. She would've called it "aspirational burnout." I laughed the first time I thought of that. Then I cried. Just for a minute.

Sometimes I'd pull up a news article about Olympic Edge Outfitters--scan for Matt's name, look for photos of the store or Rebecca. One day, there was a photo of him at a ribbon-cutting in Tacoma. He looked older. Not tired--just... grown. Like the edges of him had settled. He still wore that same navy button-up I loved. I stared at that picture longer than I should have, wondering if he still rode our trail. If he'd ever found the note I left behind.

Nights were the hardest. That was when the noise died down and the lights stayed on just a little too long. I'd lie in bed, surrounded by success, unable to sleep, wondering if ambition had always cost this much--or if I'd just stopped counting the price until it was too late. I had everything I said I wanted. But somewhere between Seattle and this skyline, I'd lost the only thing that ever felt like home.

_________________

Expansion -

Matt:

Growth looked good on paper.

OEO had gone from one flagship to four locations in less than a year. Tacoma opened strong. Bend was next. And we were already eyeing Eugene and Boise. I was hiring regional managers, streamlining logistics, fielding investor calls I never returned. People kept asking what the secret was. I always gave the same answer: Build something worth showing up for. But I never said the part that mattered--I built it for someone who never saw it open.

Rebecca officially took over the Seattle flagship. She ran it with the same mix of grit and warmth that had made Lake Side Cycles feel like home. Watching her work reminded me of what this all started as: a community, not a brand. A place for people like us--adventurers, wanderers, people who found purpose out there in the wild and wanted gear that could keep up. She kept me grounded. She always did. When she noticed me working late too often or dodging personal questions, she'd nudge but never pry.

One afternoon, I was walking the floor with her, clipboard in hand, half-listening to her updates on inventory turnover. She paused mid-sentence and said, "You know you're allowed to be proud of this, right?" I looked around the store. Polished. Full. Thriving. And still, something was missing. "I know," I said. But my voice didn't sound like someone who believed it.

That night, I went back to Lake City. To the old shop. It still smelled like rubber and rain and oil--still felt like mine. I found myself digging through a drawer in the back office until I pulled out a sketch Erin had doodled once on a sticky note--our original OEO logo idea. She drew it in pen, right there on the couch while I talked about the dream. I'd saved it, without thinking. Now it felt like a memory someone else had lived. I held it in my hand a long time before sliding it back in the drawer.

We were expanding. Outward. Fast. Everything I touched seemed to grow. But inside, nothing felt bigger. Just stretched thinner. I told myself it would pass. That one day I'd walk into one of these stores and not think of her. But I hadn't gotten there yet. And some part of me wasn't sure I wanted to.

---

The store had closed early for the night, and Rebecca and I were sitting in the back office. The light from the overheads cast long shadows across the room, and the hum of the fridge in the corner was the only sound, aside from the occasional shift of paper or the clink of coffee cups. I hadn't realized how much I needed the quiet until now--how much I'd been running from the stillness, even after all the expansion, the growth.

Rebecca set her cup down, eyes glancing over the sales projections from the week. "You're killing it, you know," she said softly, like she was still letting it sink in.

I shrugged, not fully convinced. "I'm just building things."

Her gaze shifted to me, sharp as always. "That's not all you're doing. You're creating something people care about. Something they need. That's worth something, Matt. I know you're not used to thinking like that, but I can see it. You're doing more than just business."

I didn't answer right away. Part of me wanted to argue--wanted to say that it was just a company, just inventory, just another product in a chain of them. But the other part of me, the one that had built OEO with everything I had, couldn't deny that there was a spark of truth in her words.

"Yeah, but..." I hesitated, looking out the window. The street was quiet, cars occasionally passing. "I built all this. And what do I have to show for it? A bunch of numbers on a screen, a bunch of places filled with stuff. I've been going full throttle since... since it all started. And now that it's here--now that it's real--it doesn't feel like enough."

Rebecca took a deep breath, as if she was trying to choose her words carefully. "I don't think it's supposed to feel like enough," she said. "I think fulfillment isn't something you get when you've crossed the finish line. It's something that grows as you walk. You're waiting for this moment to feel complete, like a lightbulb going off. But maybe it's not a moment at all. Maybe it's the small things that add up." She paused, watching me as if waiting for me to get it.

"Small things?"

"Yeah. Like, when you see someone walk out of this store with a pack that's going to help them take the hike they've been dreaming about. Or when you know your gear is what's going to keep someone safe on a trail that's pushed them to their limit. That's fulfillment. It's the doing, Matt. Not the end."

I let her words sink in. The doing. I'd been focused on the destination--the goal of making this the outdoor lifestyle brand. But what if the fulfillment had always been in the moments I'd been passing by? The conversations with customers. The small victories. The doing of it all.

"I think you might be right," I said, finally looking back at her.

Rebecca smiled, a small but knowing smile. "I know I'm right."

For a long moment, we just sat there, letting the weight of what she'd said settle. I could hear the city outside, the hum of the world continuing on, but in that quiet space, something felt clearer. Maybe I didn't have to have everything figured out. Maybe I just needed to keep walking, to keep doing, and let the moments find me.

---

Rebecca and I were still sitting in the back office, a large whiteboard covered with plans for the next three months. New store openings, regional managers to hire, inventory allocations. It was all there--organized, methodical. It was everything I had been trained to focus on. But there was something nagging at the back of my mind. The expansion. The growth. It felt endless. And I wasn't sure anymore if it was fulfilling me the way I thought it would.

"Alright," Rebecca said, clicking her pen and turning toward the board. "Next stop: Portland. Then Boise, right?"

I nodded, rubbing my eyes. "Yeah. We've already got the locations lined up. The contracts are in place. But I'm starting to wonder..." I trailed off, trying to organize my thoughts. "We're growing. Expanding. But at what point do we stop? I don't want to just build a franchise empire. I want this place to have soul. To matter."

Rebecca looked at me for a long moment, brow furrowed. "What do you mean? It matters. Every store matters. People care. Hell, we've built a brand that's got legs. We're reaching people we didn't even think we'd reach. What's the problem?"

I exhaled, leaning back in my chair. "I don't know. I guess I'm getting lost in the mechanics of it. The numbers, the logistics, the real estate deals. But what about why we started this? What happened to that? Remember when we were just a small bike shop with an idea and a passion to help people experience the outdoors? That's what it was about. Now it feels like we're just trying to outgrow ourselves."

Rebecca studied me for a long time, her expression unreadable. She didn't immediately respond. Instead, she got up and walked over to the board, tapping a couple of locations marked for expansion.

"Yeah," she said, "I get it. You're talking about the heart of it. And I agree with you. But we're not just small anymore. We're a big deal, Matt. We're building something that's got potential to change the outdoor retail space, to change lives. But we can't do that without making some hard choices. The heart's in the doing. The passion is in the day-to-day."

She turned back to me, leaning against the desk now, arms crossed. "You think I don't feel the same things you do? I do. But I'm also looking at what's happening here, and it's more than just you and me. It's our team, it's our customers, it's the people who are putting their trust in us. It's bigger than we ever thought it could be."

I leaned forward, elbows on the table, hands clasped in front of me. "But what if we grow too fast? What if we lose what made us us? What if we lose our connection to the people we started this for?"

Rebecca sighed, sitting down across from me. "You're right. Growth has a cost. But you're not doing this alone. I'm with you, Matt. Every step of the way. You know I've got your back, and I believe in this just as much as you do. We've always been good at adapting. And we'll keep adapting. As long as we stay true to the people we care about, to the experiences we're giving people, we won't lose that connection."

She paused, meeting my gaze. "But you've got to trust yourself too. You've built this. You've earned the right to be a little uncomfortable. But don't lose your nerve now. You're ready for this. We both are."

I didn't know what to say. I just nodded, feeling the weight of her words sink in. Maybe she was right. Maybe it wasn't about the end goal. Maybe it was about trusting the process, trusting the people around me, and staying grounded in the heart of it. Even if that meant making some hard decisions along the way.

"Alright," I said finally, standing up and grabbing my jacket. "Let's talk numbers. Let's talk about how we make this next phase work without losing sight of what it means."

Rebecca smiled, sliding her pen back into her bag. "That's what I'm talking about. Let's build this thing the right way."

_________________

Coffee and Chemistry -

Matt:

The sound of tires crunching over gravel and the faint buzz of chatter filled the air as I parked my bike at the charity cycling event, my muscles still humming from the ride. It felt good to be on the road again. After a year of constant motion with OEO--new stores, new responsibilities, endless decisions--I'd forgotten how it felt to just ride. To let the pedals move the world around you and drown out everything else.

I was unstrapping my helmet when a voice called out from behind me, warm and light with a hint of humor.

"Didn't expect to see someone that serious about the event. You planning to race or just out here for the charity?"

I turned, a little surprised, and saw her--Ava. She was leaning against a bike rack, her helmet tucked under one arm, eyes smiling as if she knew exactly what she was doing. The first thing I noticed was her energy. The way she was present--like she had the ability to make a space feel warmer just by walking into it.

"I'm serious about both," I said, my tone a little playful. "The ride's good. The cause is better."

She grinned, a little wicked. "I'm all about the cause. I might even donate if I get a chance to take you on in the final lap."

I raised an eyebrow. "You want to challenge me? I think you're underestimating how much I love winning."

Her laugh was quick, genuine--something about it felt effortless. And I felt the kind of pull I hadn't expected. It wasn't that I was looking for anyone else. But in that moment, there was something about her warmth, her confidence, the way she carried herself that made me pause. It had been a year since Erin left. A year since I'd built all of this--OEO, the expansion, everything--and realized that no matter how much I'd built, I was still trying to fill a space that couldn't be filled.

We started chatting casually as we walked over to the registration table. Ava was smart, funny, with that blend of confidence and humility I hadn't realized I'd missed. She was a consultant--worked in urban planning, which was a world I knew little about but found fascinating as she spoke about it. And, of course, we swapped a few cycling tips, though I didn't think much of it until she said, "You know, there's a good coffee shop around the corner after the ride. If you're up for it, I can give you my 'best-kept-secret' list of local spots."

The idea of sitting down for coffee with her wasn't a question, but more a pull I couldn't ignore. It had been a long time since someone felt so easy to talk to, so comfortable in their own skin. It reminded me of something I used to know--a feeling I hadn't experienced in months, maybe longer.

As the event kicked off, I found myself distracted by her. Not in an intrusive way, but in a way that made me think, What would it feel like to let someone new into my life? To sit across from someone who wasn't part of the past. I didn't know yet, but that pull--something simple, uncomplicated--felt different. Something I hadn't realized I'd been missing.

---

After the ride, I didn't think twice before following Ava to the coffee shop. We didn't talk much during the last stretch of the event--just the occasional exchange of competitive taunts and laughter--but when we hit the finish line, I was already looking forward to this. The place she suggested was a hole-in-the-wall café tucked between two high-rises, the kind you would miss if you weren't looking for it. I could already smell the rich espresso from the sidewalk.

We walked inside, and Ava ordered first, her voice warm and easy as she interacted with the barista, who clearly knew her by name. I stood off to the side, watching, noting the ease with which she navigated the space. There was something about it--about her--this quiet confidence that didn't need to demand attention. She just had a way of filling a room, of making everything feel like it mattered. When she came over with her cappuccino, she handed me a coffee menu with a grin.

"Your turn. I'm taking over this conversation, but you can at least pick the drink," she teased.

I smiled, stepping up to the counter. "Alright, alright. I'll take something with a little kick. I'm going to need it if I'm going to keep up with you."

Ava's eyes sparkled with laughter. "You're gonna need more than coffee, trust me." She leaned back in her seat as I grabbed a cold brew, and we found a small table by the window, the early afternoon sun spilling across the wooden floors. The noise of the city outside faded as we sat down, and I felt something shift in the air between us. The conversation was easy, almost too easy.

"So," she said, swirling her drink thoughtfully, "what's your story, Matt? How'd a guy like you end up building an empire like OEO?"

I hadn't expected that question. Most people didn't ask it quite so bluntly. But I liked it. I liked her curiosity, the lack of pretense. It made it feel like I didn't have to hide behind the polished image I'd built up for so long.

"I'm not sure if it's an empire," I said, leaning back in my chair. "More like a very well-organized pile of dreams. It started small--Lake Side Cycles, a shop in the Lake City neighborhood. My parents helped me get it off the ground." I paused for a moment, memories flooding in. "But it was always more than just bikes. I wanted to create something that connected people to nature, to the outdoors. Something real."

Ava listened intently, her eyes never leaving mine, her posture relaxed. There was no judgment there, no need to fill the space with advice or expectations. She just listened.

"And then you built the OEO thing," she said after a moment. "Now it's everywhere. That's pretty impressive."

"Yeah, I guess," I muttered, looking down at my coffee. "But it's complicated. There's a part of me that's proud of it, and then there's a part that... wonders if it was ever about more than just growth." I hadn't meant to say that last part, but it felt like the right time. "The more it grew, the less I understood about what I was building. And sometimes I think I did it because I thought it would fill the hole I didn't know was there."

Ava didn't say anything for a moment. She just took a sip of her drink, her fingers tapping thoughtfully against the cup. "I think you're still figuring that out," she said finally. "But that's okay. Maybe that's what makes it worth it."

I blinked at her, not expecting that answer. "What do you mean?"

"Building something, I mean. Sometimes you don't know exactly what you're creating until it's finished. But the process--the work, the mistakes, the people you meet along the way--that's where the value is."

I leaned back in my chair, considering her words. There was something in the way she spoke that made sense. Something I hadn't been able to articulate for myself. It was like she could see into the spaces I didn't want to fill with words. And, for the first time in a long time, I felt like I could breathe without carrying the weight of all the unanswered questions.

"So, what about you?" I asked, finally pushing my curiosity back toward her. "What's your story?"

Ava smiled, a small, easy smile that somehow made the room feel even quieter. "Oh, me? I just got tired of making other people's cities work. I wanted to make one of my own."



"Making cities work?" I asked, intrigued. "That sounds like something I would've thought was way too boring for me."

She laughed. "I bet you'd be surprised." Then she leaned forward, lowering her voice. "But it's about design. It's about shaping spaces for people to thrive. You should see some of the projects I'm working on. They're not just about building something. They're about making it mean something."

I found myself leaning in, the easy flow of conversation pulling me in deeper. "I'd like to see that."

And just like that, it felt like something new was beginning. Not in the way I expected, not with grand gestures or declarations, but in the simple act of sitting here with someone who didn't know me, who wasn't tangled up in my past. For the first time in a while, I felt like I could let myself be curious again. About her. About what we could build. About me.

-----------

Ava:

I didn't expect to feel so comfortable with Matt.

When I first saw him at the charity ride, I didn't think much of it. He was just another guy in the sea of cyclists, all wearing the same gear, all trying to look like they were racing when they were just there for the cause. But there was something about him--something in the way he carried himself, so quiet yet confident. He had that kind of look. The one that made you think, There's more to him than meets the eye.

When he made that little joke about needing more than coffee to keep up with me, I didn't expect to feel that pull. It wasn't attraction in the way people think of it, not yet anyway, but something deeper, something quieter. It was the kind of energy that made you want to stay present in the moment with him, to learn more, to understand what made him tick. I didn't think about it too much--just a friendly exchange after a ride.

But then we sat down at that little café. I watched him order without hesitation, his voice steady, sure of what he wanted. And when he spoke about OEO, I saw the passion in his eyes. Not the kind that people flaunt or boast about, but the quiet, steady kind that runs deep and lingers. He was building something meaningful, something that people depended on. I could see it in the way he held himself. But there was an underlying sadness to it too. As if he was still looking for something that he hadn't found yet.

When I asked him about the brand, I didn't expect him to answer so honestly. He didn't just talk about the business side of things. He talked about the emotional weight of it--how he built it for someone, how that vision kept evolving. I could hear the conflict in his voice. The success was tangible, but there was something that gnawed at him. Something missing.

As we sat there, sipping our drinks, I noticed the way he looked at me--like he was figuring me out, seeing beyond the surface. I hadn't expected that, either. People usually saw me as one thing: the consultant, the career-driven woman with her life mapped out. But Matt? He wasn't treating me like that. He was curious. Real. And for the first time in a while, I felt like I could just be me--no pretenses, no expectations.

I found myself sharing more than I normally would have. About the city projects I was working on, the designs that excited me, the dream of shaping spaces for people to thrive. I could see the intrigue in his eyes, the way he listened carefully, like he was trying to understand the essence of who I was and what motivated me. And when he said, "I'd like to see that," it hit me in a way I hadn't anticipated. It wasn't just a casual remark. There was sincerity in his voice, a kind of openness that felt rare.

I wasn't sure where this would go, or if it would go anywhere at all. But sitting here, in this little café with him, talking about our worlds and finding some quiet common ground, I realized something--I was enjoying myself. More than I had in a long time. And maybe, just maybe, that was worth exploring.

---

The second time we met up was for a late lunch. Ava suggested it. I was still a little surprised by how easily she'd slipped into my life, how comfortable I was just being around her. It had only been a few weeks since that coffee shop conversation, but it felt like we'd known each other longer.

I was a little early, waiting at the café's outdoor table. The sun had come out after a few days of rain, and I couldn't help but smile at how it felt--like something had finally shifted. I looked around, wondering if this was the start of something real or just another distraction. But I wasn't sure anymore if I cared either way.

When she arrived, she was holding a small bouquet of flowers--just a few wildflowers tied together loosely. "Thought you might like these," she said, grinning as she handed them over. "I couldn't resist when I passed that stand on the corner."

I took them from her, a little stunned. "You brought me flowers?"

She laughed lightly, sitting down across from me. "They're nothing special. Just a little something."

I studied them for a moment, trying to read the gesture. Maybe it was small, but it felt significant. More than just friendly. "Thank you," I said quietly, feeling like I was already catching onto something deeper.

Over lunch, the conversation flowed easier this time. We talked about everything and nothing--work, personal goals, travel plans, and the quirks of city living. The kind of easy banter that only happened when you felt like you were getting to know someone on a deeper level.

At one point, as I was telling her about my latest project with OEO's expansion into new markets, she interrupted me with a question. "What about you, Matt? Not the stores. Not the business. What do you want?"

I paused, caught off guard by the question. It wasn't one I'd been asked in a while. I'd been so wrapped up in OEO, in what needed to be done, that I hadn't really given myself much space to think about what I wanted.

I shrugged, trying to play it off. "I don't know. I guess I just want to make something that lasts. Something that matters." My words hung there for a moment, and I could see the way she was looking at me--not with pity or expectation, but with curiosity.

"That's a pretty big goal for one person," she said, her voice soft. "Maybe you should start with something smaller. Something you can hold onto."

I looked at her, intrigued by the way she spoke. There was a wisdom to her that felt grounded. A kind of quiet confidence I admired. I hadn't realized until now how much I needed someone who could challenge me, who wasn't afraid to ask the hard questions.

We finished our lunch, and when the check came, I was ready to reach for it, but she beat me to it. "My turn," she said, eyes twinkling. "You've been buying coffee. I'll get lunch."

I raised an eyebrow, teasing. "You sure? I can't let you take over everything."

She grinned. "Not everything. Just lunch today." She handed me my change and stood up. "Come on, let's take a walk. I know a spot nearby."

I followed her out, the cool breeze brushing past us, and for the first time in a while, I felt lighter. Like I was exactly where I needed to be--walking alongside someone who wasn't holding me to any expectations but who still made me feel seen.

We walked through the park, talking about random things--movies we liked, books we'd read, old memories from when we'd both lived in different cities. And as the day went on, the silence between us felt more comfortable, like two people who had somehow found a rhythm together.

By the time we sat on the grass, the sun was starting to dip lower in the sky, casting long shadows over the trees. Ava turned to me, her expression thoughtful. "You know," she said quietly, "sometimes I think we spend so much time thinking about what we're building that we forget to enjoy it. The little things."

I nodded, watching the evening light shift across her face. I hadn't realized how much I needed this--to slow down, to just be.

"I think you're right," I said softly. "Maybe I've been too focused on the future." I looked at her, and for the first time in months, I felt a kind of peace settle over me. Maybe there was more to life than just building something big. Maybe it was about the people we met along the way, the connections that quietly shift and grow into something that really matters.

She smiled, as if she could read my thoughts. "You know," she said with a wink, "if you ever want to build something with a view, I know a few places in the city where the sunsets are worth it."

I chuckled, feeling the weight of my past--of Erin, of the empty space I had been trying to fill--drift away just a little. Perhaps there was room for something new.

-----------

Erin:

I sat in the sleek, modern apartment, overlooking the city that I'd once thought would fulfill every piece of me. The lights twinkled below, a constant hum of movement, of life. But inside, there was an absence. It wasn't just the quiet apartment I'd barely decorated--though that was part of it--but more than that. It was the growing sense that the life I'd been so eager to build was a little less than I thought it would be.

I pulled up the email draft again, still half-written, from a week ago when I'd opened it for the first time. The New York offer, a shiny new version of the future I'd imagined for myself. The one I'd spent years chasing. The one I told myself I needed. The one I had said yes to when it came knocking.

And yet, every time I sat here, in the corner of this apartment, with everything I'd ever dreamed of right in front of me, it didn't feel like enough. The accolades, the opportunities, the bright lights--it was supposed to fill the space. But instead, it felt like I was still carrying something heavy, like I had abandoned something without realizing it.

I glanced at the desk where my phone sat, still buzzing with messages and emails. I had to reply to the client. There was a project proposal due by the end of the day. I was in high demand. I had everything I was supposed to want. So why did it feel like the city, despite its endless energy, was swallowing me whole?

I thought of Matt. The way he'd looked when I last saw him--standing in the store, eyes serious, like there was something he wanted to say but couldn't. I didn't know how to read it then. And maybe that was the problem--I never really asked. I didn't give him the space to say it. I didn't give myself the space to listen. But I knew, deep down, I was still holding on to a version of him I wasn't ready to let go of. I'd been so focused on my own ascent that I hadn't even stopped to wonder if he'd stopped waiting for me to return.

It was the strangest thing. There was no one here to ask the hard questions. No one here to help me figure out if this was the life I wanted. Not Derek, not my coworkers, not even the sleek skyline that seemed to taunt me with its promises.

It was in the quiet moments, when I wasn't rushing to the next thing or filling my schedule with clients, that I felt the distance. The silence between us had settled into me like a part of who I was now. And I wondered if that was enough. If I was enough.

I stood up and walked to the window, looking out over the city again, the same view I'd had every day since I'd arrived. The night felt different tonight. The hum of the city was quieter, and I found myself wondering if I'd ever really left the life I had with Matt--or if I was simply too afraid to face what I had been leaving behind.

---

The apartment felt colder now, the empty space around me a physical reminder of the life I'd built for myself here--a life I thought I wanted, but now felt more like an illusion. I kept looking out the window, trying to take in the view, trying to find some connection to this place, but all I could think about was the weight of what I'd left behind.

It wasn't that New York wasn't everything I had imagined--it was. The energy, the buzz, the potential. I'd hit the ground running and never looked back. But something inside me had changed since I arrived. I was constantly moving forward, chasing the next goal, the next promotion, the next achievement. But there was a quiet part of me--the part I didn't want to acknowledge--that kept pulling me backward, back to Seattle, back to Matt.

I hadn't let myself think about him too much at first. When I arrived, it felt like I had to dive into everything this city had to offer, to prove that I could do this on my own. I couldn't afford to be distracted by the life I had left behind. But the more I immersed myself in the fast-paced world of the city, the more I felt the distance between us. It wasn't just the physical space that separated us--it was the emotional gap that had grown between us without either of us realizing it.

I found myself looking at old pictures, not of me here in New York, but of moments I shared with him. Our hikes. Late-night conversations. Laughs that came from nowhere, filling the air with something real. When I thought about it now, it wasn't just the life we'd built. It was the way he'd made me feel like I belonged in his world, like I was a part of something bigger. He was steady. Calm. He was everything I wasn't, and everything I thought I needed.

I had made a decision to leave because I thought it was the only way to grow. But somewhere between the skyscrapers and the crowded subway rides, I realized that I hadn't been growing at all. I had been running. Running from a love that had made me feel more connected to myself than any career or city ever could. Running from a future I wasn't ready to face, because it was easier to chase the glitter of success than confront the hollow ache that had quietly followed me across the country.

The email draft to Derek sat open on my laptop again. I hadn't sent it yet, hadn't officially accepted the next big offer that had come my way. It was a big step. A dream fulfilled. Or so I had told myself. But now, the idea of clicking "Send" felt like I was making a permanent choice--a choice that would lock me into a future I didn't know if I wanted. I stared at the cursor, blinking, and for the first time in months, I asked myself the question I hadn't been brave enough to ask before: What happens if I choose something else?

-----------

Matt:

The days after our last coffee date passed quickly, the way they always seem to when you're trying to outrun something. Work was consuming--expansion plans for OEO, calls to suppliers, new hires to manage--but even in the midst of all the chaos, my thoughts kept drifting back to Ava. I didn't call it anything at first, not really. I just knew that I was looking forward to seeing her, to the way she made everything feel lighter, even when the world felt heavy.

Our next few meetups were casual at first--another lunch, another ride, a few impromptu runs to the coffee shop down the street. We shared stories from our pasts--hers filled with city planning and design projects, mine with the hustle of building something from the ground up. There was an easy rhythm between us, a kind of mutual understanding that didn't need to be explained. She got what it meant to build something that mattered, even if the cost wasn't always clear.

One Saturday afternoon, we found ourselves on another trail ride. It had rained earlier, the ground slick with mud, the air crisp in a way that made everything smell sharper. We rode side by side, not racing this time, just moving--feeling the world around us instead of running through it. Ava kept pushing me to go faster, to take risks, as she always did. Her confidence in the ride mirrored something in her that I hadn't fully noticed until now: she didn't shy away from anything. Not the ride. Not life. Not me.

We stopped at a clearing halfway up the trail, the city skyline peeking through the trees in the distance. We dismounted, taking a moment to catch our breath. I noticed the way Ava looked at the view, how her expression softened when she saw the stretch of green between the buildings.

"This is what I miss," she said, wiping a bead of sweat from her forehead. "The quiet. The space. I didn't realize how much I needed it until I got here. City life's great, but... it's easy to forget how good it feels to be this close to something that doesn't need anything from you."

I nodded, understanding exactly what she meant. I had spent the last year running, building, chasing after something that I wasn't sure I even wanted anymore. But out here, on this trail, the world felt simple. It felt like it could wait, like the noise of everything could just stop for a while.

"Yeah," I said quietly. "I think I forgot that too."

She looked at me then, really looked at me, as if trying to see beyond the walls I'd built for myself. "You don't always have to keep building, you know," she said, her voice softer now. "Sometimes it's okay to just... be. To just enjoy what you've built. Even if it's just for a little while."

Her words hit harder than I expected. I didn't know if she meant them for me, or if she was talking about herself. But something shifted in that moment--something unspoken. I realized that I wasn't the only one carrying the weight of expectations. She was too. But we were both learning, in our own way, how to put that down.

As we sat down on a fallen log and took a break, I found myself opening up in a way I hadn't planned. "I'm not sure where I'm going with all of this," I admitted, my voice low. "The business, the expansion--it's all so big, but it doesn't feel... real sometimes. It feels like I've been building something for everyone else, and I don't know if it's what I really want anymore."

Ava was quiet for a moment, considering me, and then she said, "Maybe what you want is right in front of you, Matt. You don't always have to figure it out all at once."

I looked at her, surprised by the depth of her insight. She had this way of seeing through all the layers I'd carefully built up. It was unsettling, but also... comforting in a way I didn't fully understand.

She smiled, and for a moment, I could've sworn I saw something softer in her eyes. "Don't forget to live for yourself too, okay?"

I smiled back, a little unsure, but grateful. "I'll try."

As we continued the ride back down, the pace slowed. The conversation shifted to lighter topics--music, favorite hiking spots, plans for the weekend--but the underlying current between us had changed. We were starting to understand each other in a way that was beginning to feel more real than any of the casual conversations we'd shared before. It was like we were both shedding something, slowly, layer by layer, and finding out that the pieces we had in common were far more important than the ones that set us apart.

I didn't know what this connection meant. Not yet. But as I glanced over at her, laughing at something I'd said, I realized I didn't need to figure it out. Not today, anyway. For the first time in a long time, I felt like I was just here, and that was enough.

---

The days blurred together after that ride, but in a way that felt different. Ava and I kept meeting up--riding, grabbing coffee, sometimes just walking around the city, enjoying the little pockets of stillness we could find in the chaos. We were both busy, no question about it, but there was always a moment in the day when I'd find myself thinking about her. Not in the rushed way I'd thought about work or the next project, but in the way you think about someone who's starting to feel like part of your routine.

I wasn't sure when it happened, but at some point, it felt less like two people casually spending time together and more like two people sharing pieces of their lives. She showed me her favorite spots in the city--hidden galleries, quiet bars with low-lit booths, a park bench overlooking a view of the skyline she loved. In turn, I started taking her to places that had become my sanctuaries--the quiet trail spots outside of town, the local coffee shop where I used to go to clear my head, even the back office at OEO when I needed a second set of eyes on a new project.



One evening, after a particularly busy week at the store, we ended up sitting outside at a small Italian restaurant just off the beaten path. It was a Friday, the kind of day where you're more than ready for the week to end but also somehow hoping the day never does. Ava sat across from me, her laughter light as we chatted about everything from childhood memories to our worst travel experiences. I was still amazed by how easily she could make something as ordinary as sharing a plate of pasta feel like an adventure.

The evening had that calm air to it--when the city starts to quiet down, and you can feel the weight of a week lifting. Ava smiled at me over her glass of wine, her eyes brighter than the soft glow of the string lights overhead.

"You know," she said, setting her fork down with a thoughtful expression, "I've been thinking about what you said the other day, about needing to live for yourself."

I raised an eyebrow, intrigued. "Yeah?"

She nodded, the soft smile still tugging at her lips. "I think you're right. I've been so caught up in building something here, pushing toward the next big thing that I've forgotten to just enjoy the ride. You know?" She paused, giving me a searching look. "And I think you're still figuring that out too."

I didn't know how to respond. She was right. I had been moving forward for so long--focused on the next milestone, the next expansion, the next thing--that I hadn't stopped to check if any of it was truly what I wanted. It was easier to focus on work, on the business, on the tangible. But with Ava, I felt like I was starting to feel again, like I could step away from all the noise and just be present in the moment. And for the first time in ages, I realized that being present didn't have to mean doing everything perfectly. It just meant being real.

"I get that," I said quietly, leaning back in my chair. "I've been so caught up in what's next that I forgot to think about why I'm doing any of it."

She studied me for a moment, eyes searching mine, and something in her expression shifted. "So what do you think you're really after, Matt? What's your next step?"

It was a question I hadn't been ready to answer, but there it was--direct and unguarded, something that made me pause for longer than I expected. The future had always been this thing I was chasing, this idea of success I was trying to carve into reality. But sitting here, across from Ava, something felt different. It was as if I was being invited to think about my life in a way I hadn't before.

"I don't know," I admitted, the honesty surprising me. "I think maybe... I want to create something that feels like it matters. Not just because it's big or successful, but because it means something to the people who experience it. And maybe I need to start looking at my own life the same way. Not just building to build."

Ava's smile softened, like she understood exactly what I meant. She reached across the table, her fingers brushing against mine in a casual, yet somehow intimate gesture. "That's a start," she said. "The rest of it will come."

For a moment, we just sat there, the city fading around us, the noise turning to background hum. In that moment, I realized that what I had with Ava wasn't something I needed to rush into or figure out immediately. It was something that was unfolding naturally, like it had always been there, quietly waiting for me to see it.

_________________

Carla Quits -

Erin:

The day Carla quit wasn't the day I expected.

We'd been working late for weeks, trying to get the latest campaign off the ground, managing new clients, navigating endless meetings with Derek, all while the pressure of doing more hung heavy over every single decision. I thought I had it all figured out--at least, I thought I did. New York, the promotion, the acknowledgment. Everything was supposed to fall into place.

But when Carla sent that resignation email from her phone, sitting across from me in our cramped office, it hit me harder than I expected.

"Are you serious?" I asked, staring at her phone screen, trying to process the words. I could feel the tension building in my chest, the rush of something--regret? confusion? fear?--spinning inside me. Carla was one of the few constants in my life here. I'd counted on her. She was my sounding board, the one who kept me grounded when I'd get caught up in the rush of city life, in the rush of chasing after what I thought I wanted.

"I'm serious," she said, not looking up from her phone as she clicked through the final details. She didn't sound angry or upset, just... resigned. "I can't do this anymore, Erin."

I shook my head, disbelief creeping in. "You've been working here for how long? And now you're just--quitting?" I wanted to understand. I needed to understand. "What about everything we've worked for?"

Carla set her phone down, finally meeting my eyes. She sighed, a long exhale like she'd been carrying this weight for far too long. "It's not enough anymore. I'm exhausted. I need something different."

I stared at her, my mind racing. What was she saying? Wasn't this what we both wanted? A chance to prove ourselves? To climb the corporate ladder? To be seen, to make something of ourselves in this high-pressure world of deadlines and performance reviews? I had always known that Carla was cynical, but this? This felt like something else. She wasn't just tired of the job; she was tired of chasing something that didn't matter to her anymore.

"I'm sorry, Erin," she said softly, her voice carrying a sadness I hadn't expected. "But I'm not happy. And I think you're not either. At least, not really."

Her words felt like a punch in the gut, something that had been coming for a while but I hadn't wanted to see. "What are you talking about?"

She smiled faintly, but it wasn't the kind of smile I was used to. This one felt more like pity, like she could see right through me. "You've got everything, Erin. The job, the title, the praise. But it doesn't fill you. Not really."

I opened my mouth to argue, but nothing came out. I wanted to protest, to tell her she was wrong, to say that this was exactly what I'd wanted, that I had worked hard for this. But I couldn't find the words. Because deep down, I knew she was right.

The truth hit me slowly, the way something cold seeps into your bones when you don't notice it at first. I was empty. Not in the way I thought I would be. Not in the way I expected to feel from failure, but in the way that comes when you've built something so tall that it no longer feels like your own.

I glanced at Carla, watching her gather her things, her resolve final. "Are you sure?" I asked, more softly now, feeling something I hadn't felt in a long time. Doubt. Not just about her decision, but about my own.

Carla stood, her hand on the back of her chair. She didn't hesitate. "Yeah. I'm sure."

As she left, I sat there in the silence of the office, staring at the email she'd sent. The weight of it settled in my chest. She had been right all along. It wasn't the job or the title that I was missing. It was the life--the connection to something more than the endless climb. The world I'd been running toward wasn't as shiny as I'd imagined. And the emptiness I'd been trying to fill wasn't going to be solved by more clients, more accolades, or a bigger title. It was something deeper. Something I had been trying to outrun, just like Carla.

I knew what I had to do next, but I didn't want to face it. I wasn't ready to stop chasing the dream I'd convinced myself I wanted. Not yet.

But for the first time in a long while, I wondered if maybe it was time to start asking myself the right questions.

-----------

Matt:

A few weeks had passed since our last ride, and somehow, I found myself looking forward to seeing Ava more than I expected. It wasn't a rush, wasn't a pressure--just a quiet, undeniable pull. Every time we met, it felt like we were both a little less guarded, a little more ourselves, and that was something I hadn't had in a while. I hadn't expected to need that connection with someone else so soon, but with Ava, it felt... easy.

Tonight, we decided to go for a late dinner at a small spot in the city. The kind of place where the lights were dim, the food was simple but perfect, and you didn't have to shout over the noise of the crowd. I'd gotten used to eating out alone, to being absorbed in work or my thoughts or even the quiet hum of the city. But tonight, I was already thinking about the conversation we'd have, the laughter we'd share. And for the first time in a while, it wasn't about filling a void. It was just... about being.

When she arrived, there was no need for the usual casual greeting. No forced smiles, no small talk. Just an easy smile from her as she slid into the booth across from me. I noticed the way she'd dressed--casual but with something more. A blazer over a simple tee, her hair loosely styled, looking effortlessly perfect.

"I'm glad you suggested this place," I said, leaning back, feeling comfortable already. "It's a good spot. Quiet."

She smiled, glancing around at the small, dimly lit space. "I thought you might like it. Sometimes, a little quiet is exactly what you need."

I nodded, my eyes catching hers for a moment before she lowered them to the menu. I couldn't help but watch her. The way she tilted her head when she spoke, how her lips moved when she laughed. It was the kind of thing you don't notice at first but, after time, becomes the thing you look for.

After we ordered, we sat back, letting the conversation flow naturally. The topic of the night seemed to veer toward everything we had in common--the way we both found solace in the outdoors, the quiet power of a good ride, the satisfaction of a well-built project. I told her more about OEO, about the early days when it had been just an idea and some rough sketches, and how I'd worried for a while that I was only chasing something to fill the hole left behind by Erin.

Ava listened closely, never interrupting, nodding thoughtfully. "It sounds like you've been building something amazing," she said. "But it's hard to separate the 'what' from the 'why,' isn't it? I think that's where most people get stuck. You build something because you think it's what you need, but sometimes, it's not until later that you realize it wasn't about the thing at all. It was about the who."

Her words hit me harder than I expected. I looked at her, really looked at her, and realized I had been so focused on the what for the past year--on the business, on expansion, on making it successful--that I hadn't paused to ask why I was doing any of it. I hadn't asked myself why I was building it. Not just for the customers, not just for the community. But for me.

"Yeah," I said, my voice quieter than usual. "I think I've been running from a lot of things. Just trying to prove something to myself. And maybe... maybe it wasn't what I needed to prove at all."

Ava's eyes softened, and for a moment, we sat in the quiet, letting the weight of those words settle between us. It wasn't uncomfortable, though. It felt real. Like a conversation that actually mattered, not just about work or about filling spaces, but about our lives. About our choices.

The waiter brought our drinks, and we clinked glasses before returning to the easy rhythm of our conversation. But something had shifted between us. It wasn't just the words we shared or the moments that felt comfortable--it was that undercurrent of understanding, of unspoken connection.

By the time we finished dinner, the air had turned cooler, the streets of the city beginning to empty out. We walked slowly down the sidewalk, our steps in sync, the sounds of the city fading as we entered a quieter part of town. Neither of us said anything for a few minutes, but it wasn't awkward. It was just a natural kind of silence, the kind that didn't need words to fill the space.

As we reached the corner, Ava stopped and turned toward me. Her expression was open, unguarded, and I felt the same pull I'd felt before, stronger now, as if we were standing on the edge of something that neither of us quite knew how to name.

"I'm glad we did this," she said, her voice quiet.

"Me too," I replied, smiling a little. "I'm glad you're here."

For a long moment, we just stood there, the city buzzing softly around us. And in that silence, in that unspoken space between us, I realized something I hadn't fully grasped until then: This was what I had been searching for. Not just success. Not just building something. But someone who made me feel seen. And for the first time in a long time, I let myself acknowledge that maybe this was where I was supposed to be.

-----------

Erin:

It's been a year and a half since I left Seattle.

A year and a half since I told myself that New York was the place where I'd finally feel whole. The place where everything would click into place. I was sure of it at the time. Ambition had always been the driving force in my life, and this was the next step--the one I had worked for, the one I thought would bring the validation I needed. I moved here for success, for the future I imagined. I didn't know then that leaving behind the comfort of everything familiar would leave an emptiness that neither career nor city lights could fill.

The apartment I'm in is sleek, modern, and efficient--everything I told myself I needed. Every piece of furniture, every art piece was carefully chosen. I've created a life here, a beautiful, curated version of the one I thought I wanted. But it feels... lonely. The kind of lonely that sneaks up on you when you're busy with work, with deadlines, with endless projects and meetings. The kind of loneliness you can't outrun by staying busy.

Sometimes, after a long day, when the city starts to settle down and the noise dims just a little, I sit by the window and look out over the skyline. I tell myself it's beautiful. And it is. There's a kind of majesty to it--the lights stretching for miles, the pulse of energy, the heartbeat of a city that never stops. But the view doesn't comfort me. It feels distant, like something I'm supposed to admire but can't connect with.

What I miss is simpler. I miss walking through familiar streets where everything felt grounded. I miss the trails Matt and I used to ride, the quiet places we'd go to just be. I miss the way his smile used to catch me off guard, how effortlessly he made me feel like I belonged, like I was enough just by being myself. I miss the way he made the smallest moments feel important--the way he'd let me take the lead on things when I was uncertain and gently steer me when I needed it. That balance. That safety.

I pull up the old photos from Seattle sometimes--Matt and I at Lake Union, laughing over something ridiculous, our bikes parked nearby. I'd forgotten how easy we made things look. How much simpler everything felt. And now, looking at those pictures, I can't help but wonder: What if I stayed? What if I had taken the time to see what we had instead of running toward something that felt like an idea, a version of success that wasn't actually mine?

I've told myself over and over that I made the right choice. That this career, this life in New York, is everything I wanted. But the truth is, I feel like I've been running on autopilot. Work has been good, even great. But there's this nagging emptiness, a question I haven't asked until now: Was it worth it?

I wonder if Matt ever wonders about me. If he's moved on. If he found someone else who could be the balance he needed, someone who would stand beside him as he built his future. The thought stings more than I thought it would. I can't deny it--I left him behind without ever looking back, never once asking him if he would have wanted me to stay. I was too focused on my own climb, my own vision of success.

And now, here I am. Success in a glossy New York package. But the shine is starting to wear off, and what's left underneath feels unfamiliar. I thought chasing my dreams would fill the space, but instead, I feel like I've lost something real, something that mattered more than any accolade.

I don't know what I'm supposed to do with all this yet. But I know one thing: I can't keep pretending this was the right decision when it doesn't feel right at all. Maybe it's time to stop running. Maybe it's time to see if there's a way back to what I walked away from.

---

It was a slow Sunday afternoon, the kind that gave you permission to pause for once. The rain had started up again, the familiar hum of it against the window setting a rhythm I hadn't realized I missed. I'd been working all morning--sorting through logistics for the new store and reviewing expansion numbers--but my mind kept drifting. Not to the business, not to the project in front of me, but to Ava. To the way she had come into my life so naturally, without fanfare, and yet had made me feel like everything was just... easier.

A knock on the door broke my thoughts, and when I opened it, there she was, standing on the other side with her jacket half-off and a warm smile.

"I hope I'm not interrupting," she said, stepping in without waiting for an invitation, like she belonged here--like she had always belonged here. I hadn't realized how much I'd been waiting for her until that moment.

"You're not interrupting," I replied, stepping aside. "I was just wrapping up some work. Come in."

She smiled again, the kind of smile that made everything feel lighter. She dropped her bag on the couch and then made her way over to the kitchen, pulling out a couple of coffee mugs. "I brought some pastries," she said, holding up a small bag from the bakery down the street. "Thought you might need a break."

"Sounds perfect," I said, smiling. We moved around each other in the kitchen without words for a moment, comfortable in the silence. I liked that about her. It wasn't awkward, the way it might be with someone you were still figuring out. With Ava, it just felt natural.

After I set the coffee down on the table, I leaned back in my chair and glanced at her. There was something different today. Something in the way she was looking at me--like she knew there was more I wasn't saying.

"So," she began, breaking the quiet, her voice gentle, "how's everything with OEO? The expansion, the stores?"

I ran a hand through my hair, unsure of where to begin. "It's going well. We've got a couple of new locations in the works. Business is steady. But..." I trailed off, unsure of how to finish the thought. The truth had been sitting uncomfortably in my chest, pressing harder each day. I had built something so big, so successful, but I still didn't feel like I'd found what I was looking for.

Ava's gaze softened, and she waited, not rushing me to fill the silence. She wasn't trying to push me for answers, but I felt the weight of my own reluctance.

"It's just... I've been thinking about why I've been pushing so hard. About what I've been running toward," I said finally, my voice quieter than I expected. "I don't think it's just the business. I think I've been trying to fill something. A hole I didn't realize I had."

Ava nodded, her eyes understanding. "And what's that hole, Matt?"

I leaned forward, folding my hands together. "I think it's about connection," I said, the words coming out in a rush now. "I spent so much time building something that I thought would fill the space. But it didn't. I wasn't building for the right reasons. I was building for the wrong version of myself."

There was a long pause, and then Ava said, softly, "You don't always have to have it figured out. You don't have to be perfect."

"I know," I replied, my gaze meeting hers. "But I think I've been avoiding being real with myself. With the people who matter."



Ava reached out, her hand brushing mine across the table. It wasn't a grand gesture, just the kind of touch that meant something in its simplicity. Her eyes met mine again, and there was something in the air between us--something tender, something that felt like the beginning of a different kind of future.

"I think you've been doing a lot of the right things, Matt," she said quietly. "But maybe it's time to slow down. To take a breath and figure out what you want, not just what you think you should want."

Her words landed in a way that felt comforting. Like I was finally allowed to stop running, allowed to be something more than the businessman or the man who was always chasing. I didn't have to have it all figured out, but maybe the next step wasn't about achievement--it was about being present. About being real with myself, with the people who mattered.

"I think I'm ready to start doing that," I said softly, my voice steady for the first time in months.

Ava smiled at me, her hand still resting lightly on mine. There was no rush, no pressure--just the quiet understanding that we were both figuring it out, together. And maybe that was enough for now.

-----------

Ava:

The first time I noticed it, I was sitting across from Matt at a small outdoor café. The sun was setting, casting a warm glow over the city, and we were sharing a late lunch after a morning ride. We'd done this before--these easy, relaxed hangouts that were comfortable and familiar, but this time felt different. There was a shift in the way we talked, the way our gazes lingered a little longer than they had in the past. The quiet moments between words were starting to feel like something more.

I noticed the way his eyes would occasionally find mine, the way he'd smile when he caught me looking at him. It wasn't a flash of attraction, not exactly, but something deeper--a mutual understanding, a connection we'd been slowly building without either of us really acknowledging it. I could feel it in the way we'd laugh at the same jokes, finish each other's sentences, how he'd lean in a little closer when we spoke. It was more than just friendship. And, for the first time, I allowed myself to think that maybe it was something that could turn into more.

That night, after dinner, we walked through the park near the waterfront. The city lights reflected off the water, and the cool breeze cut through the warmth of the day. I hadn't planned to bring it up, but something about the moment, something about how easy it felt to be near him, made it impossible not to say it out loud.

"Matt," I said, my voice a little quieter than usual. He turned toward me, pausing as I said his name. "Do you ever wonder if we're just... settling into this because it's comfortable?"

He didn't answer right away, and for a moment, I wondered if I'd made a mistake. But then he smiled--soft and understanding--and his response wasn't what I expected.

"I think sometimes we get caught up in what we're building that we forget to ask why we're building it," he said, his voice low but steady. "I don't want to settle, Ava. I want it to mean something."

I felt my heart race a little, not from nerves, but from the realization that I had been thinking the same thing for a while. There had been moments when I'd caught myself looking at him, not just as a friend, but as something more. And now, in the quiet of the evening, standing under the soft glow of the streetlights, it felt like the universe was giving me permission to admit that.

"You're right," I said softly, stepping a little closer to him. "I think I've been afraid of what it means to let myself be real with you. To admit that maybe I'm starting to feel something more."

There was a long pause. And for the first time, I saw a flicker of something different in his eyes--something that mirrored my own uncertainty. But then, he took a step closer, closing the gap between us, and I realized in that moment that it wasn't just fear holding me back. It was the fear of not being brave enough to let myself feel what I was already feeling.

"I think I've been afraid of it too," Matt said quietly, his voice barely above a whisper. "But I'm starting to think that maybe this... whatever this is, it's worth the risk."

Without another word, he reached out, his hand finding mine. And when our fingers touched, the world around us seemed to disappear. It wasn't just a moment of comfort. It was the beginning of something new, something neither of us had expected, but something we were both willing to embrace.

We walked back in silence, our fingers intertwined, and for the first time in a long time, I didn't feel the weight of the city pressing down on me. I didn't feel the emptiness I had carried with me since moving here. I felt lighter, freer, like I had finally found something that wasn't just about what I wanted, but about who I wanted it with.

---

The next morning, everything felt different. The air in the city, the quiet mornings I had gotten used to, now felt full of possibilities. And as I looked over at Matt, still asleep next to me, I realized that I wasn't just living for the future I had been chasing. I was living for the now, for what I had right in front of me. And for the first time, it didn't feel like I was running anymore.

_________________

Lena -

Matt:

It had been a month since I'd admitted the truth to myself--since Ava and I had crossed that line from friendship into something more. And every day since, I had tried to keep my emotions in check, to remind myself that this was new, that we were still figuring it out. But every time I looked at her, something inside me shifted, and I realized I was no longer just passing time with someone. I was living a life I hadn't even realized I wanted.

We'd been spending more time together, more than I'd thought I would, even though I knew it meant that I was opening myself up in ways I hadn't planned. Ava was easy to be with. Her energy was natural, unpretentious, and she saw me in a way I hadn't been seen in a long time. She didn't expect me to be perfect. She didn't need me to be anything I wasn't. She made me feel like I could breathe, like I could make mistakes and still be enough.

Tonight, she was coming over for dinner. It was a simple thing--nothing fancy, just a quiet evening at home--but I felt the excitement in my chest like it was the first date all over again. I'd spent the afternoon cooking, hoping it would turn out as well as I envisioned. And as the doorbell rang, I couldn't help but feel a little nervous. This wasn't a casual hangout anymore. This was something more, something that meant something.

"Hey," Ava said, smiling as I opened the door, the familiar comfort of her presence making the tension in my shoulders ease.

"Hey, come in," I said, stepping aside to let her in. As she walked past me, I caught the faintest hint of lavender in the air, the smell that I'd come to associate with her. It was small, but it was becoming a part of my world.

We made small talk as I finished setting the table, but there was an ease between us now. A comfort. The awkwardness of those first few dates, the uncertainty of what we were becoming, had long faded. We didn't need to say much; the silence was comfortable, even with the soft clink of dishes and silverware. It felt like we had created our own rhythm, one that no longer needed explanation.

Dinner went smoothly. We talked about everything and nothing--her latest urban planning project, my frustration with the latest round of OEO expansion, and random musings on the strangest things that we'd encountered in the city. But when we were finished, when the plates were cleared and the evening stretched into a quiet, peaceful space, she took a deep breath and looked at me in a way that made my heart stutter.

"I've been thinking," she began, her voice quieter than usual, a small hesitation in her words. "About what we're doing. About us."

My stomach dropped slightly. It wasn't fear, but the anticipation of what might be coming next. There was a part of me that had been waiting for this conversation, and the other part of me that had been avoiding it. I knew it was inevitable.

"What about us?" I asked, trying to keep my voice steady, though I could feel the vulnerability creeping in. This wasn't the same as the easy laughter and playful teasing we had shared before. This felt more real.

Ava took a moment before she responded, her eyes meeting mine with a quiet intensity. "I don't want to rush anything, Matt. But I think I'm starting to realize that I've been letting the wrong things guide me for too long. Maybe I've been chasing the wrong goals." She paused, her fingers tracing the edge of her glass absentmindedly. "And I want more than just a career, more than just projects or accolades. I want something that feels real. With someone who makes me feel like I'm enough."

Her words hung in the air for a moment, and my heart thudded harder. It was the same feeling I had when I was trying to figure out what I truly wanted, what I'd been building for, but hadn't had the courage to admit until now. Something inside me shifted. I wasn't sure how to put it all into words, but I knew that I felt the same way. Ava was more than just someone I spent time with. She had become part of the rhythm of my life in ways I hadn't expected.

I reached out, gently taking her hand in mine, feeling the warmth of her touch grounding me in the moment. "I don't want to rush it either," I said, my voice quieter now, holding onto every word. "But I know that I don't want to let this go, Ava. Whatever this is between us... it feels real. And I want to see where it takes us."

Her smile was small, but it was enough to make everything feel a little brighter. "Yeah," she said softly, squeezing my hand. "Me too."

-----------

Matt:

It felt like the natural next step.

Our relationship with each other had grown, gradually becoming more than I ever expected. Ava and I had spent more time together, slipping into a rhythm that felt like we had known each other longer than we actually had. It was the little things--the way she'd share a cup of coffee with me in the mornings, the way she'd lean against the kitchen counter after a long day, telling me about her latest project. It wasn't just about love; it was about companionship. We had built a quiet trust, and I felt like I could be myself with her in ways I hadn't felt in a long time.

It was also easy to laugh. There was an ease to being with her, like we were both finally letting go of the parts of ourselves that had been tightly wound, afraid to show vulnerability. It wasn't always perfect, but it was real. And somewhere along the way, I found myself imagining a future that didn't just include the business, or the endless hustle of expansion. A future that included her.

We had talked about everything--our pasts, our ambitions, what we wanted for our futures--but there were still things unsaid. As I spent more time with her, it became clear that I didn't want to be anywhere else. The thought of her being a part of my life wasn't a question anymore. It just felt right.

That was why I wasn't expecting what came next.

It was a Saturday evening, the kind of quiet night where the city outside was buzzing with energy, but inside, everything felt calm. Ava was sitting across from me at the table, stirring her wine absently, her eyes a little distracted. I watched her for a moment, noting the way she was biting her lip, something on her mind. I couldn't help but feel that familiar urge to ask, to check in.

"You okay?" I asked, setting my glass down. "You've been a little quiet tonight."

She met my gaze, her eyes flicking to mine before she took a deep breath. "Yeah, I'm okay," she said slowly, her fingers tracing the edge of her glass. "It's just... there's something I need to tell you."

My heart skipped a beat. Her tone was different now. Serious. "What's going on?"

She set her glass down, her eyes now focused on the table as she folded her hands together. She wasn't avoiding my gaze, but there was something in the way she held herself that made me sit up straighter, a knot forming in my stomach.

"I took a test this morning," she said quietly, her voice softer now, almost hesitant. "And it came back positive."

For a moment, I just stared at her, processing her words, trying to make sense of what she was saying. My mind raced, but everything felt like it was happening in slow motion. The room seemed to close in around me, and I couldn't figure out how to respond.

"Positive?" I repeated, my voice sounding distant even to myself. "Positive for what?"

Ava took another deep breath, and I could see the vulnerability in her eyes--the uncertainty of what she was about to say. "Matt, I'm pregnant."

My heart stopped. I wasn't sure what I expected to feel, but I certainly hadn't expected this. The room seemed to tilt around me, the weight of her words hanging in the air like a thick fog.

I sat back, trying to process. Pregnant. We were going to have a baby?

I looked at Ava, who was watching me carefully, her expression unreadable. Her fingers nervously twisted the napkin on the table, as if trying to hold on to something in that moment. She wasn't asking for a reaction--she wasn't demanding anything. She was just telling me the truth, hoping I could take it as it was.

I opened my mouth, but the words wouldn't come out. There were too many questions. Too many emotions tangled together. The fear, the excitement, the uncertainty.

"I didn't want to keep this from you," she said softly, her voice tight. "But I didn't know how to bring it up. I wasn't sure if you'd be ready for this. Or if I was ready for this."

The air between us felt heavy, and I realized just how much we hadn't talked about, how much we hadn't really planned for. But as I looked at her, sitting across from me, her vulnerability laid bare, something inside me clicked into place. This wasn't just a complication. This wasn't just a situation to fix. This was real. And this was happening.

I didn't have all the answers. But I knew that whatever this was, I wasn't going to face it alone.

"Are you okay?" I finally managed to say, my voice thick with something I couldn't name. "Are you sure about this?"

Ava's eyes softened as she nodded slowly. "I don't know what comes next. But I want to figure it out. With you."

I reached across the table, taking her hand gently in mine. It wasn't the kind of moment I had imagined, not by any stretch. But in that moment, as I held her hand, I knew that no matter how unexpected this was, it was something I couldn't walk away from. And for the first time in a while, I felt the weight of responsibility--not just for myself, but for something more. Something that was starting to feel like a future I never thought I would have.

And in that moment, I realized that I didn't need to have everything figured out right away. What mattered was that we were in this together.

-----------

Erin:

I hadn't meant to check my email this morning, but there I was--opening an old thread from the team in Seattle. The subject line caught my eye: OEO's New Expansion. A year ago, I would've been all over it, eager to dive into the details, to be part of the excitement and the growth. I clicked on the message without thinking.

The pictures in the email--new store openings, team photos, Matt smiling at the ribbon-cutting--hit me harder than I thought they would. The people I once worked with, the places I had known so well, the small moments that had once made me feel grounded. It all felt so far away. The space I had carved out here in New York felt... smaller, somehow, less full. I had traded the known for the unknown, and for what? For a job that kept me moving at a pace I couldn't sustain, for success I wasn't sure was really mine.

I leaned back in my chair, staring out the window at the sprawling skyline. The city was alive, buzzing with energy, a place where anything could happen. But even here, in the heart of everything I thought I wanted, there was a hollowness inside me that had started to grow.

I remembered the last time I saw Matt--standing there, looking at me like he had something to say, but I was already gone. I hadn't even thought to ask if he wanted me to stay. I just assumed my path was the right one. I had convinced myself that leaving, that chasing this dream, was what I needed to do. But now? Now I wasn't so sure.

A year and a half had passed since I left. A year and a half of constant motion, of pushing forward, of achieving everything I thought I wanted. But none of it had filled the space I thought it would. Success was a hollow echo when there was no one to share it with, no one who really understood what it cost to get here.

I had been so focused on the future that I didn't notice what I was leaving behind--what I had already lost. It wasn't just the life I had with Matt. It was the simple, everyday connection to something that made sense. To a home. To a person who had made me feel like I could stop running, even for just a moment.

I stood up, pacing the small space of my apartment, the hum of the city outside now a background noise I couldn't ignore. My phone buzzed with another message--this one from Derek. Great work on the campaign. Ready for the next big project? I glanced at it and set the phone back down. More work. More distractions. More of the same. And as I stared at the screen, I realized I had spent so much time chasing this version of success that I'd forgotten what it was really for. I had left everything behind, but I wasn't sure I had made the right choice.

The quiet moments--the ones I never allowed myself to have--began to fill in the gaps. I remembered Matt's laugh, the way we could talk for hours about nothing and everything. I remembered the way he would look at me like I mattered. Not for what I could do, not for the promotions or the success, but for just being me.

I missed that. I missed him.

And I hated myself for not seeing it sooner.

-----------

Matt:

The room was filled with the soft sound of breathing, the rhythmic beeping of machines, and the quiet shuffle of nurses moving in and out. But all I could hear, all I could feel, was the warmth of Ava's hand in mine and the soft cry of our daughter--the sound that suddenly made everything else fall away.

She was small. Fragile. Perfect. Her tiny fingers curled around my larger hand, as if she already knew who I was, who I would be for her. Ava was propped up in the bed, exhausted but glowing, her eyes bright with the kind of love I hadn't known was possible until I saw our little girl in her arms.

I leaned in closer, brushing a lock of hair away from Ava's forehead, kissing it softly. She smiled, the exhaustion melting away as she looked down at our daughter. "She's beautiful," she whispered, her voice thick with emotion.

"She's everything," I replied, my voice catching in my throat. I wasn't sure who I was trying to convince--Ava, or myself--but it felt true. This little girl, this tiny person, had already changed everything. She was ours. A part of us. And in that moment, I realized she was more than just the beginning of a new chapter. She was the turning point I didn't even know I needed.

I reached over to gently touch the back of our daughter's hand, her tiny fingers curling around mine instinctively. My heart swelled with an emotion I couldn't name, one that felt too big for words. But then I whispered, my voice barely more than a breath, "You saved me."

Ava glanced up at me, her eyes soft with understanding. "She saved us both," she said, squeezing my hand.

In that moment, everything shifted. All the years of uncertainty, of running from the parts of myself I hadn't been ready to face, all the questions that had clouded my mind--they faded. There was no more need to search for meaning in the expansion of OEO or in chasing success for the sake of success. There was meaning now, in this small, fragile life we had created. In the love we shared. In the way our daughter's cry filled the room with a new kind of hope.



I kissed Ava's forehead again, then turned back to our daughter, marveling at the miracle we had created together.

"You saved me," I whispered again, not just to her, but to myself. I knew now that this--this family, this new life--was what I had been searching for all along. And everything that came before this, all the noise and all the questions, no longer mattered.

Because in this room, with Ava and our daughter, I was home.

_________________

Misfire -

Erin:

I thought I had everything under control.

The campaign had been my baby--the pitch, the strategy, the vision behind it. I had poured every ounce of my creativity into it, convinced that this would be the project that solidified my place here in New York. I'd worked late nights, skipped weekends, sacrificed parts of myself I didn't even realize were important. This was the moment that was supposed to prove I belonged. I had it all figured out. Until it all fell apart.

When the feedback came in--crisp, cold, and blunt--it hit me harder than I expected. The concept didn't land. The visuals were off. The message was muddled. It wasn't just that the pitch had failed; it was the certainty that I had missed something--something so obvious that I couldn't even see it until the words were staring me in the face. There were no answers in the feedback, just suggestions that felt more like afterthoughts. The agency was already looking ahead to the next project. And I? I was stuck in the middle of a mess I couldn't clean up.

I sat in my office long after the meeting had ended, my phone buzzing on the desk, emails piling up, but none of it mattered. The campaign I had poured myself into--my best work, I thought--had failed. And the worst part was, I couldn't even look at my colleagues without feeling like they could see it too. I couldn't shake the feeling that they knew, just like I did, that I had let them down. I was too proud to admit it out loud, but inside, I was falling apart.

It didn't take long for Derek to send me the message: We'll have to revisit the approach, Erin. Let's talk about how we fix this. I didn't respond right away. I couldn't. My fingers hovered over the keyboard, but nothing felt right. I was stuck, and for the first time since I had come to New York, I wasn't sure who I was anymore. The ambitious, determined version of myself was fading, replaced by someone who had missed the mark. I hated the feeling, the gnawing sensation that no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't make this work.

By the time I left the office, the city felt even more overwhelming. The lights on the street blurred together in a haze, the noise a constant hum in my ears, but it was all distant. I didn't want to go back to the apartment. I didn't want to be alone with my thoughts. I wanted to disappear for a while--away from the pressure, the expectations, the sense of failure that seemed to cling to me. I didn't know what I was running from, but I knew I couldn't stay in this place for too long. I needed to feel something else. Anything else.

_________________

Diagnosis -

Ava:

Three years had passed since Lena was born, and in that time, life had settled into a rhythm that felt comfortable. I'd gotten used to being a mother and a partner. The balance wasn't perfect--nothing in life ever was--but it was ours. Matt and I had found a new routine, a shared understanding of how to navigate the busy chaos that came with parenthood. And the love we had for Lena--it was a different kind of love than I had ever imagined. It was everything.

But lately, something was off. I couldn't ignore it anymore. My right hand had started shaking--just a little at first, nothing anyone else would notice. I'd chalked it up to stress, to lack of sleep, to everything I was juggling in my life. But the tremor hadn't gone away. If anything, it had gotten worse. My hand would tremble when I reached for my coffee in the mornings, when I tried to open a jar. It wasn't enough to keep me from functioning, but it was becoming more frequent, and I started to wonder if something deeper was going on.

At first, I tried to push it aside. Maybe it was just exhaustion from work, or the residual effects of pregnancy and postpartum that never quite seemed to go away. But as the weeks passed, the symptoms started to spread. My fingers felt stiff, like they weren't listening to my brain. I'd find myself fumbling with simple tasks, things I never thought twice about--typing emails, writing notes, even holding a pen. I was frustrated. I was scared. But I kept telling myself it was temporary. That I just needed rest. That it would get better.

Matt noticed, of course. He wasn't one to say much, but the worry in his eyes was enough to make me feel even more afraid. He asked me once, when I was struggling to button up my jacket, if I was okay. He didn't press, but I saw the concern there. The way he hovered just a little longer than usual. And I hated that. I hated seeing him worry when I didn't even know what was happening to me.

So I did what I always did. I kept going. I buried the fear beneath the surface and tried to ignore the signs, hoping they would fade. But deep down, I couldn't shake the feeling that it wasn't just stress or fatigue. Something was happening, and I didn't know what it was--or why. The ache in my hand was now accompanied by the feeling of tightness in my legs, the kind that made it hard to move without thinking about it. And it wasn't just physical. There was something mentally taxing about all of it--the constant wondering, the waiting for something to change. Waiting for a reason.

---

The first time I noticed the weakness, I brushed it off. I'd been pushing myself too hard, I thought--late nights at work, early mornings with Lena, the stress of balancing everything that felt out of my control. But then it started happening more often. My right hand trembled just a little when I picked up Lena, when I tried to hold her bottle. It wasn't noticeable to anyone else, but it was to me. I felt it every time I held a glass, every time I typed an email.

The tremors worsened. Not violently, not in a way that alarmed me at first, but in small, frustrating increments. My fingers would stiffen in the middle of a sentence or when I tried to button up my coat. When I went to tie my shoes, my hands would falter. At first, I thought I was just tired--too much on my plate, not enough rest. But it didn't feel like just exhaustion. It felt like something was slipping away, like I wasn't in control of my own body anymore.

One evening, after Lena had gone to bed, I sat down to fold the laundry. The shirt I was holding wouldn't cooperate. It slipped from my hands. I tried to pick it up, but my fingers didn't respond the way they used to. I gripped at the fabric, frustrated, willing my hands to do what I wanted them to do. But nothing happened. A cold rush of panic settled in my chest as I stood up, my heart racing. I couldn't make sense of it. I felt weak, something that seemed so out of place. I brushed it off, told myself I was overreacting, that I was tired, that I just needed sleep.

But then the feeling spread.

It was like a dull ache that started in my fingers and slowly crept up my arm. My wrist started to feel stiff, almost like I couldn't move it fully. I tried to work through it, pushing through the discomfort, telling myself it would pass. But it didn't. It was there when I went to bed, there when I woke up, always just underneath the surface, reminding me that something was wrong. I couldn't shake the feeling that this wasn't just stress. This wasn't just overuse or fatigue. This was something deeper.

I started having trouble with my legs too. They didn't feel as strong. It was subtle at first. I thought I had pulled a muscle or maybe slept wrong. But the more I tried to ignore it, the worse it got. It was hard to keep up with Lena at the park. I'd find myself out of breath after just a few steps, my legs feeling heavy, sluggish, as if they weren't obeying my commands. I'd smile through it, tell myself I was just getting older, but the truth was harder to deny. Something was happening inside of me, and I couldn't put a name to it.

I didn't tell Matt. He noticed my limp, noticed how I was holding my arm, but he didn't push. He'd ask if I was okay, but his questions were casual, concerned, but not probing. Maybe I didn't want him to know the truth. Maybe I didn't want to admit to myself that there was something wrong, something that could change everything.

One night, as we sat down for dinner, I tried to pick up my fork, and the tremor in my hand was more pronounced. It was subtle, but Matt noticed. His eyes flicked to my hand, and I saw the concern flash across his face, but he didn't say anything. I smiled tightly, trying to laugh it off. "Just tired," I said, my voice a little too high-pitched. He didn't buy it. But he didn't press.

That's when I knew. I couldn't hide it anymore. There was something happening to me, something I couldn't explain away, something I couldn't ignore. But I didn't know what to do with it. The fear was creeping in slowly, gnawing at the edges of everything I tried to hold together. I needed to know what was wrong, but I was terrified to face it.

The next day, I made an appointment with the doctor. I didn't tell Matt. I wasn't ready to say it out loud, not yet. I didn't want to make it real. But the truth was becoming undeniable. My body was betraying me, and I had no idea why.

---

I had never been afraid of doctors. But when I sat in the sterile waiting room, the tension in my chest felt like something I couldn't breathe through. I told myself I was overreacting--that it was probably nothing--but the longer I sat there, the heavier the reality settled.

When the nurse finally called my name, I stood up too quickly, almost knocking my knee against the edge of the chair. I smiled awkwardly at the receptionist, trying to ignore the way my legs felt weak, the way my hand still trembled slightly when I gripped my purse.

The doctor was kind, asking questions about my symptoms and writing things down as I spoke. I tried to keep it together as I explained the tremors in my hands, the weakness in my legs, the tightness that had started creeping into my muscles. I didn't want to sound like I was catastrophizing. I didn't want to seem like I was just tired or stressed or overworked, but I couldn't ignore it anymore. Something wasn't right.

"Let's run a few tests," she said after listening carefully, her brow furrowing as she checked my reflexes and moved through the physical exam. There was no immediate concern on her face, but I could see the way she was processing everything, the way she took extra care with every movement. She was trying to be kind, trying to mask the seriousness of what she was hearing.

I left the clinic with orders for blood tests, a referral to a neurologist, and a sense of dread that I hadn't fully allowed myself to feel until now. I drove home in silence, the hum of the engine filling the space where my thoughts should have been. But the silence in my head had been replaced by a sharp edge of worry, an uncertainty that I couldn't shake.

When I got back to the apartment, Matt was on the phone in the living room. I stood in the doorway, unsure of what to do. I hadn't told him yet. I hadn't even told myself what this was. How could I tell him something I wasn't sure of myself?

When he saw me, he ended the call quickly and stood up, walking over to me. "Everything okay?" His eyes were searching, still concerned from the subtle way I'd been moving these past weeks. I nodded, but it was a lie, and I knew it. "Just a check-up," I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

But I saw the hesitation in his eyes. He didn't buy it. "Ava..."

I looked down, trying to find the right words. But they didn't come. Not yet.

The call came later that night, while we were eating dinner. It was the neurologist's office. The test results had come in, and the words that followed hit me like a punch to the stomach: ALS. Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis. I had to sit down right where I was. I don't even remember putting the phone down when the call ended. The room felt smaller, the air thicker. My hands started to tremble harder than they ever had before, and I gripped the edge of the table just to steady myself.

When Matt came over, he sat down next to me, his face filled with concern, his hand reaching for mine instinctively. But I couldn't look at him. I didn't know how to say the words, but I knew that look in his eyes--that mixture of confusion and fear--and I felt it in my chest, the weight of everything I couldn't hide anymore.

"I don't know what to do," I whispered, my voice cracking. "It's ALS, Matt. It's--"

I didn't finish the sentence. There was no need. The silence between us grew deeper, and in that moment, I realized I wasn't just facing a diagnosis. I was facing everything I had been avoiding--the fear of what this would mean for me, for us, for the life we had been building. I had spent so long running from my own fears, pretending it was nothing, that I hadn't considered how deeply it would affect everything.

I could feel Matt's hand tighten around mine, his thumb rubbing the back of my hand in a gesture that was supposed to be comforting. But nothing felt comforting right now. Nothing felt real.

---

We didn't speak for a while.

The dinner we had started to eat was left untouched, the plates sitting cold between us. My hand was still in Matt's, but the warmth of it didn't reach the pit in my stomach. I couldn't stop thinking about the words--the diagnosis--that had just changed everything. ALS. Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis. It was a disease I had heard of, of course. But hearing it applied to me was like hearing it in a foreign language I didn't understand. My mind kept racing, trying to make sense of it, trying to force the information into some neat little box where I could contain it and process it later. But there was no neat box. No compartment for this.

Matt didn't pull his hand away. He didn't let go. And that was somehow comforting--like he wasn't ready to leave, even if the world around us had shifted in ways neither of us could control.

The silence stretched between us, heavy but not uncomfortable. There was no need for words, not yet. I wasn't sure what I could say. What could I say? How do you explain to the person you love that your life is no longer your own? That the clock is ticking, and you don't know how much time you have left?

Matt eventually broke the silence, his voice low, careful, like he was afraid his words might break something delicate.

"Ava..." He squeezed my hand a little tighter, pulling me out of my thoughts. "I'm here. We're going to figure this out. You're not alone in this."

His words, simple as they were, felt like a lifeline. I knew he meant them. I knew he would stand beside me no matter what came next. But I couldn't help the wave of guilt that washed over me. How much would this take from him? From us? I had already felt like I had been slipping away--bit by bit, day by day--but now this? It was all too much. And I was scared. Scared of what it would mean, scared of how much I'd change, scared of what I would lose. I had always been the strong one. But now... I didn't know if I was strong enough for this.

"I don't want you to have to go through this with me," I whispered, the words tumbling out before I could stop them. "I don't want you to watch me... change. To watch me fade."

Matt's grip tightened around my hand, pulling me closer, and I felt his presence fill the space between us. "Ava," he said softly, his voice filled with something I couldn't name--maybe fear, maybe determination. "You're not fading. Not for me. Not ever."

I wanted to believe him. I really did. But the fear inside me was so loud. I closed my eyes, trying to hold it together, trying not to let the tears I had been holding back for so long escape. But one slipped, and then another, and before I knew it, I was crying--soft, shaky sobs that shook my body. It was like a dam had broken inside me, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

Matt didn't say anything. He just held me, his arms around me, his warmth steady and unwavering as I cried into his chest. I hadn't let myself feel this vulnerable in a long time. I had kept everything locked inside, convinced that if I ignored it long enough, it would go away. But now, I was facing it. The truth. The unknown future. And it hurt. It hurt in ways I couldn't put into words.

"I don't know what's going to happen," I whispered against his shirt, my voice hoarse. "But I don't want to do this alone."

"You don't have to," Matt said, his voice gentle but firm. "You won't be. I'm here. Every step of the way."

I didn't know what the future held. I didn't know how much time I had left or what kind of changes were coming. But as I sat there in Matt's arms, the weight of his words settling over me, I realized one thing for sure: whatever happened next, we were going to face it together.

And for the first time in hours, I let myself believe that maybe that was enough.

-----------

Matt:

The days after Ava's diagnosis felt like they moved through me in a haze. Each morning, I woke up with the same weight pressing down on my chest, like the world had shifted under me and I couldn't find solid ground. But I kept going. I had to. The store didn't stop because my world was crumbling. OEO was thriving, and Rebecca had taken over more of the day-to-day operations so I could focus on what I could control, which, at that moment, was very little.

Rebecca knew, of course. She was the first person I told. She had been with me through the rise of OEO, through all the late-night decisions, the opening of new stores, the endless expansion. But this? This was different. It wasn't just another business move, another hire or storefront opening. It was Ava. The woman I had grown to depend on in ways I hadn't expected. The woman who had become part of my world without me even realizing how much she had anchored me. And now she was facing something I couldn't fix.

I didn't tell anyone else. I couldn't. I couldn't bear the thought of talking about it in public, of letting anyone else see the cracks in my armor. So I did what I did best--I worked. I stayed busy, buried myself in spreadsheets and meetings, focusing on every detail of the business until my mind couldn't hold the fear of what Ava was going through. It was easier that way. Easier to push it down.

Rebecca was the only one who saw the toll it was taking on me. She didn't ask questions, didn't try to pull things out of me. But I knew she was watching, waiting for me to break. And some nights, when we were at the store late, just the two of us, she'd catch my eye and say, "You don't have to do this alone, Matt."

I would nod, but that was all. The words never came. Not because I didn't want to share, but because the words couldn't encompass everything I felt. I couldn't put it into words. How do you tell someone that the woman you love is slowly fading, and you can't do a damn thing to stop it?

I remember one night, standing in the back of the store, staring at the inventory for the next expansion while Rebecca was making phone calls. I felt a tap on my shoulder. It was late--too late to be making business calls--and when I turned around, Rebecca was standing there, her expression knowing.

"You should go home," she said, her voice quieter than usual. "You don't have to be here. You've been pushing too hard. I'm fine. The team is fine."

I opened my mouth to argue, to say I had to be here, that I needed to keep moving, but the words died in my throat. I didn't say anything. Instead, I nodded, grabbed my jacket, and left.



I went home. But not to sleep. I went home to be alone with the weight of everything I was carrying, everything I hadn't shared with anyone. Ava's diagnosis was always on my mind. It never left me. And as I sat there on the couch, I finally let myself admit the truth: I was scared. I was terrified. I couldn't lose her. I wasn't ready for that. And yet, here I was--watching it happen in slow motion, unable to stop it.

But I didn't tell the world. I couldn't. So I kept it inside, kept the emotions locked in a box, and pretended like everything was fine. And in the silence of the apartment, I endured.

_________________

Unspoken Words -

Ava:

The days were growing shorter, and the weight of what was happening to me seemed to press heavier on my body each morning. I woke up with stiffness in my hands, my legs slower than usual, my breath more labored. The doctors had told me what to expect--what stages to anticipate--but I hadn't truly processed it until now. The tremors in my hands had spread to my arms, my legs. I struggled to get out of bed in the mornings, and the simplest tasks were becoming harder.

But I wasn't ready to let it go. Not yet.

I had promised Matt that I'd try to keep up the façade, to keep everything as normal as possible. I wasn't sure if I was doing it for him, for myself, or for Lena. But there were moments when I felt it--like a shadow creeping up behind me, and I couldn't ignore it. I wasn't going to be here forever. But I didn't want my daughter to remember me by the loss. I wanted her to remember the good times, the way we had shared our love for the outdoors, the rides we'd taken as a family. Those were the memories I hoped would stay with her.

So, one evening, after dinner, I pulled out a notebook I had kept for months--the one that had sat beside my bed, forgotten for days. I opened it to a fresh page and began to write.

-----------------------------

To my sweet Lena,

I hope when you read this, you'll be old enough to understand how much I loved you, how much I still do. Every day I've spent with you has been a gift. I remember the way you laughed when we went on your first bike ride, how your eyes lit up as you learned to ride without training wheels. You taught me so much about joy, about living in the moment.

There will be things I won't be able to teach you. There will be moments you'll miss, and I'm sorry for that. But I want you to know that every second with you, every hug, every laugh, every trip to the park--those are the things that matter most. I hope you carry that with you, always. You will be brave. You will be strong. And I know you'll make the world a better place, just like you've made mine.

I love you, always.

----------------------------

The ink on the page blurred slightly as my hands shook, but I kept writing. I wasn't ready to leave this behind, not without saying everything I needed to say.

Next, I wrote a letter to Matt:

-----------------------------

Matt,

I don't know how to put this, but here it is anyway--this is my love letter to you, the one I never thought I'd have to write. I've always believed that love is something you can feel without words, but now I know that sometimes you need the words to remind you of the truth. You are my truth.

I think I've always known, deep down, that I wasn't going to have the time I wanted with you. But I made every minute count. I've loved every moment with you. You have shown me a life I never knew I needed, one full of adventure, of warmth, and of laughter. And through it all, you've been the constant. You've been my home, my safe place. When I look back on everything, it's the small moments--the quiet mornings with you, the bike rides, the way you held my hand during tough times--that I will hold in my heart.

I don't know what's coming next, and I don't know if I'll be able to tell you everything I want to say in person, but please know this: I will always love you. And you've saved me in ways I don't even have the words for. Thank you for being mine.

Forever, Ava.

---------------------------

The letters were my final gift to them. They were words I might never be able to speak aloud, but I needed them to know. Needed them to have a piece of me, something to hold onto when I was no longer able to do so myself.

The next morning, I insisted we go for one last family bike ride. It was one of those moments I had been holding onto, like a memory I wanted to freeze in time. Matt was hesitant, but I could see the flicker of understanding in his eyes. He didn't argue, just helped me get my bike ready, and we set off as a family--Lena in front, with me and Matt following behind. It was a short ride, nothing too ambitious. Just the three of us, together, breathing in the cool morning air. The city skyline in the distance, the paths winding through the park, the leaves crunching under our tires.

We rode in silence for a while, just the sound of our wheels on the path and Lena's occasional giggle echoing through the trees. The sun was low, casting a golden light over everything, and for the first time in what felt like forever, I felt at peace.

When we stopped to take a break, Matt helped me off my bike and steadied me as I leaned against him. I looked at Lena, her face flushed with excitement, and I felt a pang in my chest. She would grow up, and I wouldn't be there to see it all. But at least I had these moments. At least I had this.

"Mom," Lena said, catching her breath, "when I'm bigger, can we ride even further?"

I smiled, wiping a tear from my cheek. "Of course, sweetie," I whispered, "we can go wherever you want. Just promise me you'll keep riding."

_________________

Nightfall -

Matt:

It was a long, quiet night.

The hospital room smelled sterile, cold. The beeping of machines was the only sound--until it wasn't. Ava's hand, the one I had been holding for hours, slipped from mine. Her breath, shallow for so long, stilled. I didn't want to believe it. I couldn't. But I knew. I felt it in the way her body had relaxed, the way her skin had gone still, cold.

I had held her. We had talked for as long as she could keep her eyes open, but the words between us had become fewer over time. I whispered to her, about everything we had shared--about Lena, about our love, about the future I wished we could have had. But now the silence felt final, and the loss of it overwhelmed me.

When I looked down at Lena, sitting quietly in the corner of the room, clutching her stuffed bear tightly in her arms, I knew that this was the hardest thing I'd ever have to do. How do you explain to a child that their mother is gone? How do you make sense of it? How do you make them understand when you can barely understand it yourself?

---

The next morning, I woke up next to Lena in the hospital room. I hadn't slept at all. The day had broken through the blinds with muted light, but the world outside felt somehow darker. Lena stirred beside me, her small body curled under the blanket, still clutching her bear.

"Mommy," she said sleepily, her voice small, "is Mommy coming back soon?"

I swallowed hard, fighting the lump in my throat, trying to find the words. "Mommy won't be coming back, sweetheart. She's gone now, but she'll always be in our hearts. And she loved you more than anything in the world."

Lena's brow furrowed, like she didn't quite understand, and I couldn't blame her. How could I explain what I wasn't ready to accept myself? How could I explain that the world she knew, the world where her mother was always there, had changed forever?

---

Later that afternoon, when we were finally back at the apartment, I didn't know how to fill the silence. I didn't know how to keep going. Lena had been unusually quiet, sitting by the window with her crayons and paper, drawing pictures of what I assumed were our family. She didn't speak much, and I didn't force it.

It was only when the rain started to fall, tapping against the window, that she spoke up.

"Daddy," she said, her voice soft, her small face serious, "Can I still ride my bike in the rain, like Mommy did?"

The question caught me off guard. I looked over at her, sitting there so small, with those wide, innocent eyes staring out at the rain. It was a question that seemed so simple. Yet, in that moment, it felt like the heaviest thing she could ask.

I knelt down beside her, my heart aching. "Yes, sweetie," I whispered, brushing a strand of hair away from her face. "You can ride in the rain. Just like Mommy did. She'd want you to. She loved riding in the rain with you."

Her small lips pressed together in a smile, and she went back to her drawing, the rain tapping at the window in time with her quiet heartbeat. I watched her for a moment, her innocence filling the room with a light I didn't know I needed. But I also knew that something had shifted.

I wouldn't be able to shield her from the hurt. I couldn't protect her from the truth. But I could promise her this: she would always have a piece of her mother, the love that had been so pure and strong, even when I was unsure of everything else.

And, one day, when the rain came again, I'd be right there with her, just as her mother would have been, holding her hand as we rode together.

_________________

The Email-

Erin:

I sat at my desk in my small apartment, sipping coffee that had gone cold while I scrolled through emails. It was one of those days where the endless stream of client requests and deadlines felt like a blur. New York was still fast-paced, but there were moments where the city felt like a stranger to me--like I wasn't quite sure how I'd gotten here.

I was about to close my inbox when an email caught my eye. Alumni Newsletter -- University of Washington.

I opened it without thinking much of it--just another reminder of the life I'd left behind when I made the move here. It was filled with updates on old professors, alumni events, the occasional wedding announcement. But I found myself skimming through the sections absentmindedly until one headline caught my attention:

"OEO Expands, New Clothing Line 'Cloud Burn' Launches"

I stopped scrolling, the words hanging in front of me like a signpost I hadn't seen in years. I clicked the link, heart thumping in my chest for reasons I couldn't quite place.

There it was. The article about Matt.

OEO, the rapidly growing outdoor retailer, has announced an ambitious expansion plan. With new stores opening across the West Coast, the company's sights are set on the East Coast next, alongside the launch of its new clothing line, "Cloud Burn," inspired by sustainable fabrics designed for high-performance outdoor adventurers. The brand's founder, Matt Cross, continues to lead OEO's direction with a strong vision for future growth.

I stared at the words, my mind racing. I had heard about the success of OEO. The brand had started small--just a couple of stores in Seattle--but I hadn't realized how much it had grown. Matt had built something huge. Something that made waves in the outdoor community, something that seemed to carry a legacy of its own.

But as I continued reading, my eyes stopped at the picture attached to the article. It was of Matt, standing in front of an OEO store, one hand resting casually in his pocket. But what stopped me wasn't just Matt's familiar face--it was the little girl beside him.

At first, I didn't recognize her. But then, the weight of it hit me all at once. The little girl was wearing a bright yellow jacket, her hair tied back in a ponytail, her eyes wide with curiosity. She looked so much like Matt that I could feel my breath catch in my throat. I stared at her face, unsure of what to think, until I saw the caption under the photo:

Matt Cross with his daughter, Lena, at the grand opening of OEO's newest location in Portland.

I sat there, frozen. Lena.

The name hit me like a wave I wasn't prepared for. Matt had a daughter. Matt's life had moved on. It had been four years since Ava passed, and I had done my best to stay away from everything that reminded me of Seattle, of Matt, of what we had. But seeing that photo--seeing the way Matt had built his life, with Lena by his side, smiling at the camera--something shifted inside me.

I didn't know how to feel. A mix of sadness, regret, and an overwhelming pull of something I couldn't put a name to. How had I missed this? How had I missed so much?

I closed the laptop, the room suddenly too small. My thoughts were a jumble, and I couldn't sort through them. I had kept my distance all these years, buried myself in my career, in my ambition, in the life I thought would make me whole. But the truth was, I had never stopped thinking about Matt. I had never stopped wondering what would have happened if I had stayed. If I had made the decision to be a part of his life, a part of Lena's life.

And now, I couldn't help but wonder if it was too late.

I closed my eyes, leaning back in the chair, trying to steady my breathing.

Was it too late?

-----------

Matt:

It's been four years since Ava passed.

Four years of adjusting, of moving through the motions, of creating a life for Lena and me. I never thought I'd be here--raising a child alone, trying to balance work, life, and everything in between. I never thought I'd be the father I am now. But when Ava was gone, I didn't have a choice. Lena was all I had left.

It was a late morning when I stood in front of the mirror, adjusting my tie for a meeting with one of OEO's new investors. I glanced at Lena, sitting on the couch with her backpack on, still half-distracted by the cartoons playing on the TV. She had her jacket draped over the back of the chair, ready for school. She was always ready before I was, and it was a quiet reminder that life was moving forward even when I wasn't sure if I was.

"Lena, you almost ready?" I called out, straightening my jacket.

She nodded, still not looking away from the screen. "Uh-huh, Daddy."

I chuckled softly, watching her for a moment longer. She didn't look anything like the toddler I'd brought to OEO's grand openings years ago, the one in the pictures with me. She was growing up so fast, and sometimes I didn't know where the time had gone.

I finished up my tie and walked over to the kitchen, grabbing my coffee. The house had a quiet hum to it--sometimes I appreciated it, other times it felt too empty. Ava used to complain about the noise, the never-ending hum of the city, but I knew she loved the calm when we were home. Now, it was just me and Lena, and it was enough. But every once in a while, the silence became too much to ignore.

Lena ran into the kitchen, pulling her jacket on as she went. "Daddy, I'm ready! Can you sign this for school?" She handed me a permission slip.

I signed it quickly, distracted by the thought of the meeting that was looming ahead. But then I looked at her--really looked at her--and I realized just how much she had changed since Ava had passed. She was a strong kid. Brave, even. But I could see it, too. The times when she would ask about her mom, when the quiet would take over her.

"Do you want to ride with me today?" I asked, turning my attention back to her. "We've got a few extra minutes. Maybe a quick ride around the park?"

She grinned, her eyes lighting up at the mention of the bike. "Can we go in the rain? Like Mommy did?"

The question caught me off guard. I paused, wondering how to respond. I could feel the weight of the past settling in. Ava had always loved riding in the rain. There was something freeing about it, the way the world seemed to wash away when it rained, when you just rode through it.

"Yeah," I said, a small smile tugging at my lips, "we can ride in the rain. Just like Mommy did."

Lena's smile grew wider. "Yes!" She ran to the door, throwing it open, ready for her coat and helmet.

I followed her, feeling the familiar ache in my chest. The rain, the bike rides--these were the things Ava had loved, the things we'd shared. And now, they were memories I'd hold onto forever. For Lena, I had to keep the memory of her mother alive in the little things. The rainy rides. The songs they used to sing.

We walked out into the rain, our boots splashing as we made our way to the bikes. I adjusted Lena's helmet and climbed onto my own, the sound of the rain beating against the pavement mixing with the rhythmic hum of our tires on the wet roads. For a moment, everything felt like it was as it should be. The world felt like it was moving again.

But as I looked at Lena, riding ahead of me with the same determination I'd seen in her mother, I couldn't shake the thought that, no matter how much time passed, the pain of losing Ava would always be with me. It would always be there in the quiet moments, in the small reminders, in the things Lena would never fully understand.

And yet, as Lena looked back at me and waved, I realized that this--this was what kept me going. This was the future, the one I was building for her, for both of us. Even if the past still lingered in the corners of my heart, I couldn't let it stop me from moving forward.

_________________

Paper Awards -

Erin:

The award ceremony was glamorous, as they always were. The room glittered with recognition, the kind that only New York could provide. I stood at the podium, accepting another accolade for my work--another win, another title that cemented my place in the industry. It was the kind of thing I had spent years striving for. The applause, the well-meaning congratulations--it all felt like it should mean something, like it should fill the space I had created for myself.

But when the applause died down and I stood there with the award in my hand, something was missing. I felt hollow. Like I had climbed another rung of the ladder only to realize the view didn't change. I smiled, as I always did, but inside, it felt like I was just going through the motions. Another achievement. Another shiny paper to hang on the wall. But the weight of it... it didn't feel like it was mine. It felt like something I had been chasing, but never really wanted.

The cab ride back to my apartment was the hardest part of the night. I had a vague, distant sense of pride as I sat in the backseat, staring out at the blurred lights of the city. But as the taxi rumbled along the streets, I couldn't shake the feeling of being alone. The city felt vast, its noise and energy swirling around me, but I felt like I was in a bubble, disconnected from everything. The emptiness inside of me stretched, growing wider with each passing moment.

I felt the tears before I even realized they were coming. One slip, and then another, until I was shaking with the weight of it. I pressed my face into my hands, letting the sobs come, not caring about the driver or the city outside or anything else. I had everything I thought I wanted. The accolades. The success. The status. But in the quiet of the cab, all I felt was a deep sense of loss.

I pulled out my phone, the screen illuminated by the city's glow, and without thinking, I opened my email. I typed in Rebecca's name, my fingers moving faster than my thoughts, and I began to write:

--------------------------

Rebecca,

I don't know why I'm reaching out right now. I just got another award. Another acknowledgment. And yet... I don't feel like I've won anything. Everything feels empty. I've done what I set out to do, but I feel lost. Maybe I'm just tired. Maybe I've been pushing too hard, but the success doesn't feel like success anymore. It feels hollow, like I'm running in circles, trying to outrun something I can't even name.

I don't know what I'm supposed to feel. I don't know why I can't be happy with everything I've achieved. But something is missing. And I don't know how to fix it.



I miss you, Rebecca. I miss talking about something that mattered more than just work. I don't know where I'm going with all this. But I needed to say it to someone who would understand.

-- Erin

---------------------------

I stared at the words, my emotions still raw, my heart aching in a way I hadn't allowed myself to feel in years. Without thinking, I hit send.

The cab pulled up to the building, but I stayed sitting, staring at the screen. My phone buzzed with notifications, the world still moving at its frantic pace around me. But I wasn't part of it. I didn't know where I belonged anymore.

As I stepped out of the cab, I wiped my face and straightened my shoulders. Another award. Another triumph. But somehow, it felt like the hardest victory to celebrate. And yet, there was something in the message I had just sent, a quiet admission that I couldn't keep pretending anymore.

The noise of the city felt deafening as I walked into my apartment, but for the first time, I realized I wasn't looking for more awards. I was looking for something real. Something that had been missing all along.

_________________

Flight Home -

Erin:

I thought it would feel like a weight had been lifted.

When I handed in my resignation letter, it didn't come with the relief I had imagined. I thought it would be freeing--closing a chapter of my life, a decade-long run in New York that had drained me more than it had given. But instead, it felt like I was standing at the edge of a cliff, unsure if I was jumping into the unknown or stepping backward into a past I hadn't quite left behind.

The next morning, I packed my things--the few items that I hadn't let myself get too attached to--and booked a one-way flight to Seattle. The decision wasn't sudden, but it was final. I didn't know what would happen once I got there. I didn't know if I would find the answers I was seeking, or if I was just running from the overwhelming weight of everything I hadn't dealt with in years.

The flight was long, a blur of restless moments and thoughts I couldn't escape. I tried to sleep, but sleep didn't come easily anymore. I kept replaying everything in my mind--the success, the accolades, the hollow feeling that came with them. I had built a career, yes. But I hadn't built a life that felt mine. Not in the way I had wanted. I wanted to belong somewhere, to feel grounded. And that had never been New York.

When the plane touched down in Seattle, everything felt... smaller. The familiar skyline was just as I remembered, the gray clouds hanging low over the water, the streets I used to walk without thinking now feeling like foreign paths I hadn't walked in years. Seattle had always felt big, expansive, full of possibility. But now, it felt tighter. Cozier. Warmer, in a way that I wasn't prepared for.

I rented a temporary apartment in Capitol Hill, small and cozy, nothing like the sleek New York apartment I had lived in. The space felt humble, with old hardwood floors and a kitchen that looked like it had been loved a little too much over the years. But it felt... like a beginning. A place to breathe. A place to pause.

I didn't know what came next. I didn't know if I would pick up the pieces of my career here, or if I would completely reinvent myself. But as I sat on the couch, staring out at the view of the Puget Sound, I realized that this was the first time in a long time that I wasn't chasing anything. The race I had been running for the last decade had finally come to a stop.

Seattle was smaller than I remembered. But it felt more like home than I had expected.

---

The days blurred together at first, as I tried to get used to the quieter pace of life. I had moved into my new apartment, unpacked my bags, and set up the essentials, but it all felt like I was living in a shell of my past self. The place was cozy--more than I needed, but enough to start over. It was funny how quickly you can get used to something small, how fast you can start to call it home. But there was an underlying restlessness, a constant hum in the back of my mind. The noise of the city had always been a part of me, and now, with the quiet, it felt like I was hearing my own thoughts for the first time in years.

I hadn't told many people I was back. Just a few family members, a few old friends I'd stayed in touch with over the years. It felt strange to reenter this space I used to know so well. The idea of reconnecting felt like a foreign language I had forgotten to speak. And even when I did see old friends, there was an awkwardness between us. Like they could see something I hadn't yet admitted. I wasn't the same person who had left. I didn't know how to explain it to them--or to myself.

I spent most of my first few weeks in Seattle just wandering. The familiar streets of Capitol Hill, the coffee shops I used to frequent, the parks where I'd spent hours reading or just walking aimlessly--they all looked the same. But nothing felt the same. The weight of my decision to leave New York and the years I had spent chasing something that wasn't fulfilling me now settled heavily on my shoulders. The empty space of the apartment felt bigger than it was, the silence in my head louder than the city outside.

And then one morning, I took a walk through Volunteer Park. It was one of my favorite places in the city--green, open, a place where I could breathe, where the city seemed to quiet itself. I wandered down the familiar path, the trees arching over me, the stillness wrapping around me like a blanket. And for the first time since I had arrived back in Seattle, I allowed myself to just feel.

I didn't have a career plan. I didn't have the sharp, defined vision I'd once had of what my future looked like. What I had was a rawness that I hadn't known I'd carried for so long. What I had was the realization that I had spent so many years doing things for the wrong reasons. I had told myself I was building something I could be proud of, but it never felt like I was building for me. It felt like I was trying to prove something. To who, I wasn't sure. But I'd lost sight of why I was doing it in the first place.

As I sat on a bench overlooking the lake, I let myself breathe deeply. The sounds of the city were still there, distant but present. And I realized something: I didn't have to figure it all out right now. I didn't have to rush. The pressure I had felt for so long to have everything figured out--to make a name for myself, to build a career that was worthy of praise--was gone. I wasn't in New York anymore, and I wasn't who I had been there. I had the space to create something new. I could be whoever I needed to be, without the weight of expectation on my shoulders.

The thought was both liberating and terrifying. It was like standing at the edge of a cliff, unsure of whether to jump or take a step back. I didn't know what the future held, but I knew that for the first time in a long time, I wasn't afraid to face it. I wasn't afraid of the uncertainty.

As I walked back toward my apartment, I realized that the decision to come back to Seattle, to leave behind the life I had been chasing, wasn't a step backward. It was a step toward something I couldn't yet name, but that I was starting to understand. For the first time, I felt like I was building a future that felt real. Maybe that's all I needed to start with--just the truth of who I was, standing here, in this city, with the space to figure it out.

---

The more I spent time in Seattle, the more I began to realize how much I had been running from. I'd thought I needed to leave--to step away from everything I'd known in order to find something better. New York had given me everything I thought I wanted: the fast pace, the career, the recognition. But now that I was back in Seattle, I started seeing all the things I had abandoned, things that had always been a part of me but that I had overlooked in my pursuit of success. The friends, the moments, the small, quiet joys that had once felt so comforting.

I still didn't have it all figured out. The weight of my decision to leave New York still lingered in the back of my mind. There were days when I felt like I'd made a mistake. But then, there were moments when everything felt right. When I took a deep breath and realized I didn't have to rush anymore, I could breathe at my own pace. The pressure had been lifted, and for the first time, I wasn't drowning under the weight of expectations.

I spent the next few weeks getting reacquainted with the city I had left behind. I walked around the streets, revisiting old spots, sometimes running into familiar faces. It was the strangest feeling. Seattle felt smaller now, but in a way that was comforting. The familiar faces, the quiet parks, the community that had always been there--it all made me realize that this place had always been my foundation, even when I hadn't known it.

And then one evening, while I was sitting in my small apartment with a cup of tea, the thought crossed my mind.

I need to reach out to Carla.

She had been my friend, my confidante through all the years I had spent chasing a dream that was never truly mine. She had always been there, even when I had distanced myself from everyone. I needed her, now more than ever. I needed someone who understood me--the old me, the version of myself that had loved this city, that had been part of something real before I started running.

I pulled out my phone and hesitated for a moment. It had been months since I'd last talked to her. I had kept my distance, consumed by my new life and my own internal battles. But this wasn't about the past. This was about me, and the person I was finally starting to become.

Hey Carla, I typed, taking a deep breath before I sent it. I don't know why I've waited so long to reach out, but I've been thinking about you. I'm back in Seattle. It's been a crazy year, and I feel like I've been avoiding a lot of things. Would love to catch up, if you have time.

I pressed send before I could second-guess myself. A few seconds later, my phone buzzed with a reply.

I've been waiting for you to reach out, Carla's message said. It's been too long. Let's meet tomorrow. Same place?

I smiled, a weight lifting off my chest. The idea of sitting down with Carla, of reconnecting with someone who knew me so well, felt like the first step back to myself. I hadn't realized how much I'd missed her, how much I needed that understanding, that support.

The next day, we met at our usual spot--a small café near the park, tucked away from the noise of the city. It felt good to be there, to sit across from Carla, the one person who had always understood the parts of me I had buried. She looked exactly the same, that same easy smile and mischievous glint in her eyes. It was like nothing had changed, even though everything had.

"Erin," she said, looking at me with a raised eyebrow. "You've been keeping secrets. Spill. What the hell happened?"

I laughed, feeling the familiar comfort of her no-nonsense attitude. It was good to hear her voice, to feel like I wasn't carrying this weight alone. I could already feel the tension in my shoulders start to ease.

"Life happened," I said, shrugging a little. "I think I've been running for a while. I needed to stop and figure out where I belong."

Carla nodded, like she already knew what I meant. "So, what now? What's next for you?"

I took a deep breath, letting myself relax into the chair. For the first time in months, I felt like I could say it out loud.

"I don't know," I said quietly. "But I think I'm ready to figure it out. And maybe it's time to stop running."

Carla leaned back, a knowing smile crossing her face. "That's what I like to hear, Erin. About damn time."

We spent the next few hours talking about everything--about old times, about what we'd been up to, about the years we had lost touch. And for the first time in a long time, I didn't feel like I was floating through life without a purpose. With Carla, I felt like I was grounded again. She reminded me of the woman I used to be, the one who had once lived in Seattle and felt like she belonged here. And I realized that I wasn't starting over--I was coming back to the person I had always been.

It wasn't going to be easy, and I wasn't going to find all the answers overnight. But I was finally ready to start living again. And this time, I was going to do it for me.

_________________

Ghosts in Aisle 3 -

Erin:

I hadn't planned on walking into OEO. It wasn't on my to-do list that afternoon. I was just in the neighborhood, picking up a gift for my niece's birthday--something simple, something that wouldn't make me feel like I was trying too hard. But as I walked past the OEO storefront, I couldn't resist. It had been a long time since I'd seen the place--since I'd seen Matt's work in action. I figured I'd take a quick look, find something for my niece, and be on my way.

The bell above the door jingled softly as I walked inside, the familiar scent of cedar and fresh air filling my lungs. The store looked exactly as I remembered it--polished, warm, and bustling with people. Customers perused the aisles, discussing gear, bikes, and adventures. But the moment I stepped in, my eyes landed on something that made my breath catch in my throat.

There he was.

Matt.

He was standing a few aisles away, crouched down next to a little girl--his daughter. She couldn't have been older than seven, with a ponytail that bounced as she moved. She was tugging at a jacket on the shelf, excitedly showing it to Matt. He looked down at her, a soft smile playing at the corner of his lips, the kind of smile I remembered from a time when I thought I knew him completely.

For a second, I stood frozen, just watching him. The world felt like it slowed down, like the air around me thickened and the sounds of the store faded into the background. It had been ten years since I'd last seen Matt, and in all that time, I hadn't imagined what it would be like to see him again. I hadn't thought I would feel so much all at once--the shock, the awe, the silence.

I thought about leaving. I thought about turning around and walking out the door, pretending I hadn't seen him. But something rooted me to the spot. I couldn't tear my eyes away. This was real. He was here, with his daughter, living the life I had never allowed myself to imagine. The life I had walked away from.

Lena tugged at his sleeve, pulling him to another part of the store, her voice bright with excitement. "Dad, look! This one's my favorite!" she said, grinning as she held up a brightly colored jacket.

I hadn't realized I was moving until I found myself walking toward them, my heart pounding in my chest. I didn't know what I was doing. I didn't know why I couldn't turn around and leave. But something inside me needed to see him--needed to hear his voice again.

Just as I reached the end of the aisle, Matt stood up and turned. Our eyes met, and the recognition was instantaneous. His expression shifted--a brief flash of surprise, followed by a hesitation that I couldn't quite place. For a moment, we just stood there, facing each other across the space. His gaze softened, as if he was seeing a ghost from his past.

"Erin," he said, his voice low, almost unsure. His eyes flickered briefly to Lena, who was still picking out jackets a few feet away, completely unaware of the tension between us. He looked back at me, his expression guarded but not cold. "I didn't expect to see you here."

I opened my mouth, but the words didn't come out. I wanted to ask about Lena, about how she was doing, how everything had changed. But I couldn't find the words, couldn't get past the lump in my throat. The silence stretched between us, heavy with the weight of the years that had passed and the things left unsaid.

Finally, Lena glanced up from the jacket she was holding and noticed me standing there. Her face lit up instantly, the way a child's does when they recognize someone familiar.

"Mom?" she asked, eyes wide with curiosity.

I blinked, thrown off for a second, before I realized what she had said. My chest tightened.

"No," Matt said quickly, turning to her with a soft smile. "This is Erin. A friend of mine."

Lena's eyes flicked back to me, her smile uncertain, and then back to Matt. "Oh, okay." She tugged on his sleeve, impatient. "Can we go get ice cream now?"

Matt chuckled, glancing at me one more time. His smile was gentle, but it didn't reach his eyes. "Sure, kiddo. We're almost done here."

And with that, they both turned, walking toward the door. My feet felt glued to the floor, my heart still racing in my chest. I should have said something. I should have asked about her, about him. But I couldn't. The distance between us felt like a canyon, too wide to cross in one conversation.

I watched them go, the door swinging shut behind them with a soft chime. I couldn't breathe for a moment. It wasn't just that I had seen Matt again. It was the realization that I hadn't even known what I'd been missing all this time. I had spent so long pushing my past away, convincing myself that moving forward meant leaving everything behind. But now, standing in the middle of OEO, it felt like I had just run into a part of myself I hadn't been ready to face.

---

I couldn't get the image of Matt and Lena out of my head.

After they left OEO, I stood there for a while, the sounds of the store bustling around me, but I wasn't really present. I had come in to buy a simple gift for my niece. Instead, I had walked into a reality that felt like it had been waiting for me all these years. Lena, with her bright smile and boundless energy, and Matt--standing there, looking so much like the man I used to know, but so completely different.

I had spent a year and a half in Seattle, trying to start fresh, trying to outrun the ghosts of my past. I thought I had made peace with my decisions. I thought the distance between me and Matt would make the memories fade. But seeing him again, seeing him with Lena, a child who I had never met, who was a part of him in a way I could never be, brought everything back. The love. The loss. The regret.

I walked out of OEO in a daze, the gift for my niece still wrapped in my bag, forgotten. The air felt colder than it should've, and the city, which had always felt so vibrant and alive, now felt heavy, suffocating. I needed to process everything, but I didn't know where to start.

I had made the decision to leave New York, thinking it would bring me peace, thinking it would fill the void that had grown between me and the life I had built there. But standing outside that store, feeling the rush of old emotions flood me, I realized I hadn't given myself a chance to grieve. I hadn't allowed myself to feel the weight of what I had left behind, what I had walked away from.

I needed space. I needed time. But most of all, I needed to talk to someone. Someone who had known me when I was still myself. Someone who could help me make sense of this.

I pulled out my phone, my fingers trembling slightly as I typed out a message to Carla. I didn't even think twice. I just needed to reach out.

Carla, I just saw Matt. With his daughter. Lena. I didn't expect it, and I don't know how to feel. I don't know what to do with all of this. Can we talk?

I hit send before I could second-guess myself, and the weight of it hit me immediately. Carla was one of the few people who had known the old me--the one who still believed in love, in connection, before I started running away from everything I didn't understand. I hadn't been able to reach out for months, hadn't wanted to. But now, after seeing Matt again, everything felt so... unresolved.

The text from Carla came through almost immediately.

Of course. I'm here, whenever you need me. Let's meet tomorrow?



I closed my eyes for a second, feeling the weight of everything I had kept bottled up for so long. There was no running anymore. I had to face it. Face him. Face myself.

I sat down on a bench outside the store, letting the cold air settle around me, trying to collect my thoughts. I had spent so many years convincing myself that my decision to leave was the right one, that I had made the right choice by pursuing success, by following my career. But now, standing here in Seattle, seeing Matt with Lena, something shifted inside me. It was like a part of me had come home, but not in the way I thought I would. I wasn't sure if I was ready to confront what I had left behind, but I couldn't keep running from it.

The truth was, I had never stopped loving him. I had convinced myself that moving on meant moving forward, but looking at Matt, at the life he had built with Lena, I realized that some pieces of me--some pieces of us--would always be there, no matter how far apart we had drifted. And maybe that was okay. Maybe the only thing I had to do now was accept it.

---

I met Carla at our old café the next morning. It was one of the few places in Seattle that hadn't changed over the years. The same barista, the same creaky wooden chairs, the same lingering scent of freshly ground coffee beans. It felt like stepping into a different time, one I thought I'd left behind. I almost didn't recognize myself in the reflection of the window when I walked inside, like I had changed so much that I wasn't sure who I was anymore.

Carla was already sitting at a table by the window, a cup of coffee in front of her. She looked up as I approached, her face softening when she saw me. No words were needed. She knew. She could tell something was off. She always could.

"Hey," I said, forcing a smile as I sat down. "Thanks for meeting me."

Carla shrugged, leaning back in her chair, her eyes kind but serious. "You know I'm always here. So... what's going on? You don't send me a text like that unless something big has happened."

I hesitated, swallowing the lump in my throat. I didn't know where to begin. The words I had seen in the OEO article, the shock of seeing Matt again, the flood of emotions I couldn't control. I took a deep breath before I spoke.

"I saw Matt," I said quietly, looking down at my coffee. "I walked into OEO to buy a gift, and there he was. With Lena. His daughter."

Carla's eyes softened as she processed my words. "I see," she said slowly, taking a sip of her coffee. "And how did it feel?"

I exhaled, trying to find the words. "Surreal. I didn't expect it. I've been avoiding thinking about him, about everything that happened. And then seeing him with Lena, it just hit me. Like a wave I couldn't dodge. I thought I was over all of it. But seeing them together... it felt like everything I left behind came rushing back. And now I don't know what to do with it. I don't know where I fit into this picture anymore."

Carla leaned forward, her eyes focused on me. "Erin," she said softly, "you've been carrying around a lot of guilt, haven't you?"

I nodded, my throat tightening. "I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought leaving would be good for me. That I could find myself in New York, that I could finally achieve everything I wanted. But seeing Matt again, seeing his life with Lena... I feel like I've missed out on so much. I've spent all this time chasing something that never made me feel whole. And now I'm looking at him, and I'm not sure where I stand anymore. I don't know if it's too late."

Carla paused, looking at me with that quiet intensity that always made me feel seen. "You know, Erin, you're not the only one who changed. Matt did too. He built this life without you, and it's been a huge success. But that doesn't mean there's no space for you in it anymore. You're not the same person you were when you left. And he's not either. People change. But that doesn't mean there's no way back."

I felt a sting in my chest at the thought of going back--back to Matt, to everything we once had. But Carla's words lingered in my mind. "But what if it's too late? What if he's moved on?"

Carla's gaze softened, her voice steady and reassuring. "I don't think Matt's ever moved on from you. You were a huge part of his life, Erin. And Lena... she's a part of that too. She wouldn't be here without you. But you can't keep running from what's real. You have to face it. You have to decide if you're ready to take that step. To accept that what you left behind isn't as far gone as you thought. You've spent so much time telling yourself you don't belong there anymore. But maybe... just maybe, it's time to see if you do."

I didn't have an answer. Not yet. But Carla was right about one thing: I had been running. I had buried myself in work, in achievements, in the life I thought I needed. But seeing Matt again, seeing Lena, it reminded me of everything I had left behind--and everything I had never fully allowed myself to miss.

The truth was, I wasn't sure what would happen if I reached out to Matt again. If I tried to step back into that life. But I did know one thing: I wasn't ready to walk away without giving myself a chance to figure it out.

I sat back in my chair, letting the weight of Carla's words settle in. "I think I need to talk to him," I said quietly.

Carla gave me a knowing smile, a hint of pride in her eyes. "Then do it. But do it for you, not for anyone else. And don't let fear stop you."

-----------

Matt:

It had been three years since Ava passed, and the weight of it still lingered. Every day, I woke up to the same quiet apartment--empty of her laughter, her voice, the easy rhythm of the life we'd built together. It wasn't something you got used to. The silence never felt natural. It was just something you learned to endure, to move through, because there was no other choice.

Lena was growing up, and in many ways, she was my anchor. I'd never realized how much of my world had revolved around Ava until I was left to raise our daughter alone. Every milestone, every new word, every bike ride we took together--it was all shadowed by the absence of the woman who had been my partner in this. Sometimes, I found myself watching Lena and thinking about how much she reminded me of Ava--how her laugh sounded just like hers, how her eyes sparkled when she spoke about the things she loved. And sometimes, I wondered if Lena felt it too. The absence of her mother.

It was a Saturday morning, the kind of day when the city felt quieter than usual. Lena had been up since dawn, bouncing around the apartment, full of energy. I had promised her we'd go for a bike ride later in the day, but for now, I was trying to get through the paperwork stacked on the kitchen table.

"Daddy!" Lena called, her small voice ringing through the living room. She was holding her bike helmet in her hands, looking at me with that familiar, eager expression.

"Yeah, kiddo?" I asked, setting the papers aside, my gaze meeting hers.

She was standing in front of the door, her face a mix of excitement and impatience. "Can we go now? I wanna ride really fast today. Like Mommy used to," she said, her eyes lighting up.

I froze for a moment. She had done this before--spoken about Ava, about how Mommy used to ride fast with her. It was always casual, always innocent, but every time she mentioned it, it hit me like a punch to the gut. Ava was gone. And as much as I tried to fill that void for Lena, I knew there were some things I just couldn't replace.

"Sure, let's get your helmet on," I said, my voice steady even though I felt a tightness in my chest. I pushed away the lump in my throat, the ache that crept up every time Lena reminded me of what we had lost.

We went out into the parking lot, the chill of the morning air filling my lungs. Lena was already on her bike, circling the lot in small, excited loops. I watched her for a moment, admiring how confident she had become on her bike. She had always been fearless, even at a young age. But there were times when I caught myself wondering if she understood the things we didn't talk about--the things I didn't know how to explain.

I took my own bike out of the storage shed, adjusting the seat as Lena raced ahead, shouting back to me. "Catch me if you can, Daddy!"

I laughed, trying to sound as carefree as she was, but there was a heaviness in my heart that I couldn't shake. I pushed off, pedaling after her. She was fast, and for a few moments, it felt like we were back in the old rhythm, back to the days when things were simpler, when we were all together, when I didn't have to navigate the overwhelming weight of grief every day.

Lena led the way, as always, her laughter echoing in the empty lot. I followed her, pushing myself harder, trying to keep up. She glanced back at me, her face full of joy.

"Mommy used to beat you at this," she said with a grin.

I smiled, even though it hurt. "Yeah," I said, catching up to her. "Mommy was fast. But I think I can keep up now."

I didn't want to lie to her, but I wasn't ready to say the words out loud. To tell her that no matter how fast we rode, no matter how many loops we made around the parking lot, it would never be the same without Ava.

When the ride ended, we stopped for a break under a tree. Lena leaned against my side, her small hand finding mine. It was one of those moments where everything felt both too big and too small at the same time. Lena had grown so much, and yet there was a part of me that still saw the little girl she used to be, the one who needed me for everything.

"Daddy, can I ask you something?" she said, her voice quiet.

"Of course, sweetie," I replied, looking down at her.

"Do you think Mommy's watching us? Like, up in heaven?"

I paused, my heart aching, but I forced a smile. "I think she's always with us," I said, my voice rough. "In everything we do. In the way you ride your bike so fast, just like she did. In the way we remember her. She's still here, Lena."

She nodded, her small face serious, as if she understood. "I miss her," she said softly.

"I know, baby," I said, squeezing her hand. "I miss her too."

We sat there for a while, just the two of us, the world moving around us, and I realized that, no matter how much time passed, no matter how many bike rides we took or milestones we hit, I would always be carrying the weight of Ava's absence. But for Lena's sake, for both of us, I had to keep moving forward. I had to keep filling our days with joy, even if it hurt.

-----------

Erin:

The days that followed felt longer than usual, like time had slowed down, pulling my thoughts and emotions into a spiraling circle I couldn't break free from. I couldn't stop thinking about the image of Matt and Lena. The way he had smiled at her, the way his eyes softened when she asked if they could go ride in the rain, like it was the most natural thing in the world. They were a family. And for the first time in a long time, I felt like an outsider.

I hadn't expected the emotional punch of seeing them together. Matt had moved on--he'd built a life with someone else, with Lena, and as much as I tried to convince myself that I was happy for him, that he had done what he needed to do, something inside me shifted. I was happy for him, sure. But I was also... jealous. And, honestly, a little lost.

I had kept my distance for so long, convinced that leaving Seattle was the right thing to do. The bright lights of New York had pulled me in, promising fulfillment, success, everything I thought I needed. But now, sitting in my apartment, staring out the window at the rain, I wondered if it was really what I wanted. Maybe I had been running from what was right in front of me all along.

The more I thought about it, the more I realized how much I missed Matt--not just the person I had left behind, but the life we could have had. The life I could still have, if I was brave enough to try. But the question I couldn't shake was whether it was too late. Had he already moved on? Had I missed my chance?

I opened my laptop, staring at the screen without really seeing anything. I kept thinking about the way Lena had looked at me in OEO, how she had called me "Mommy" without hesitation. How did I even begin to process that? I didn't know the first thing about being a part of their lives now. I didn't know how to fit back in.

But I couldn't just leave it there. I couldn't just walk away without at least knowing if there was something left between us. I had been so wrapped up in my own life, my own decisions, my own success, that I hadn't stopped to ask myself if it had been worth it. Worth leaving him. Worth walking away from everything that felt real.

With a deep breath, I typed out an email to Matt.

------------------------

Matt,

I don't know how to start this. I saw you the other day--at OEO. With Lena. I wasn't expecting it, and I can't stop thinking about it. I guess I've been thinking about you a lot, about everything that happened between us, and I realized how much I've avoided the truth. I don't expect things to go back to how they were, but I need to know if there's a chance to reconnect--to at least talk about everything. I've spent so much time running, and I'm tired. If you're open to it, I'd really like to catch up.

--Erin

-----------------------

I hovered over the send button for a moment, my finger trembling as I considered it. The old fear rose up--the fear of rejection, the fear that maybe I had already lost my chance. But then I remembered Lena's face, the way she had looked at me, like she knew something I didn't. I wasn't ready to let this story end with nothing but unanswered questions.

I hit send.

As soon as the email was gone, I felt the weight lift from my shoulders, but the uncertainty was still there, lingering in the pit of my stomach. I didn't know what would come next. I didn't know if Matt would even respond, if he was still willing to let me back into his life after everything I had walked away from. But I also knew that I needed to try. For my own peace. For closure. For something real.

-----------

Matt:

The email arrived early in the morning, just as I was sorting through some last-minute paperwork for OEO. I had barely had my first cup of coffee when I saw her name in my inbox. Erin.

My heart skipped a beat before I could even open it. The weight of it--her name, after so long, in my inbox--felt like a ghost from the past. I had spent years trying to move on, to build a life for Lena and me, and yet, every now and then, Erin would cross my mind. Not in a way that was painful anymore, but more like a memory I hadn't fully let go of.

I clicked open the email, my fingers moving slowly.

The words sat on the screen in front of me, the sentences floating, suspended, as if they had been waiting for me to read them for years. My mind raced, the memories flooding back--of everything we had shared, of the pain, of the years apart. I could feel the silence between us, years of unspoken words, suddenly so loud.

I leaned back in my chair, my hands still on the keyboard, trying to process. It had been years since Erin left. I had moved on, or at least I thought I had. I had Lena. I had OEO. I had built something that felt real, something that made me proud. But I wasn't fooling myself. I had never stopped missing her.

I thought about Lena. I thought about how much she looked like Erin when she smiled, how much she was growing every day, and how little I could do to help her understand the past. Lena had her own memories of Erin, but they were fading. She was so young when Erin left, and sometimes, she would ask questions that broke my heart--questions I couldn't answer.

I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. I hadn't expected Erin to reach out like this. But now that she had, I wasn't sure what to do with it. I had built a life without her. I had made peace with the fact that she was gone. And now, here she was, asking to reconnect.

I thought about how much time had passed. About what had happened to me in the years since she left. How much I had changed. How much Lena had changed. I wasn't the same person I had been back then. And I had no idea what she would expect from me now. What could we talk about? What did we even have left to say?

I closed my eyes for a moment, letting the weight of the decision settle in. I didn't know if it was the right time, if it was the right thing to do. But something inside me told me that I couldn't keep running from this, that I needed to find closure. I needed to know if we could ever talk again, if we could even try to rebuild whatever we had lost.

I typed a response slowly, carefully, trying to find the right words:

-------------------------

Erin,

I didn't expect to hear from you. I wasn't sure if I ever would. Seeing you again at OEO was... unexpected, to say the least. It's been a long time, and a lot has happened since you left. I've built a life with Lena. She's growing up fast, and I think she'd love to meet you again, if you're open to it.

I don't know what reconnecting would look like, but maybe we can talk. I'm not sure what comes next, but I'm willing to listen. I'm here if you want to talk. But please, no expectations. Just the truth. We'll go from there.

--Matt

-------------------------

I stared at the screen for a moment before hitting send. I wasn't sure if I was making the right choice, but I knew that leaving things unsaid wasn't going to help either of us. I'd spent years living with the silence, the absence of Erin in my life. Maybe it was time to finally let some of that go.

As I sat there, I couldn't help but think about what this meant for Lena, for us. She was growing up, and soon, she'd start asking about the past. About Erin. I couldn't shield her from that forever. And maybe, just maybe, this was the first step in figuring out how to move forward.

_________________

Introductions -

Matt:

The store buzzed with energy, as it always did. There was a hum to the place, the kind of liveliness that came from people who shared a love for the outdoors--people who loved OEO not just for the gear, but for the community it had built. But today, everything felt different. Today, everything felt heavy.

I stood at the entrance, my eyes on Lena as she wandered down the aisle, her backpack bouncing with every step. She didn't know what was happening. She didn't understand the weight of it, not yet. She was just excited to be here, to see the store again, to be with me. But I felt the tension in my shoulders, the quiet anticipation that had been building ever since Erin reached out.

When I glanced back at the door, I saw her standing there. Erin. She hadn't changed much. Still the same presence, the same poise, but with something softer in her eyes, something tentative, like she wasn't sure where she fit in anymore. She had arrived early, just like I had asked, but the silence between us was louder than anything.

I walked toward her, feeling the weight of the moment. "Are you ready?" I asked, though I wasn't sure if I meant for her to meet Lena or for me to finally face the reality of what had been unspoken between us for so many years.

Erin nodded, her voice barely a whisper. "I think so."

I led her to where Lena was standing near the bike section, testing out a helmet. She looked up as we approached, her face lighting up with the bright, curious energy only a seven-year-old could have.

"Lena," I said gently, crouching down to her level. "I'd like you to meet someone."

Lena's eyes widened. "Who?"

"This is Erin," I said softly, looking at Erin. "She... she used to be very important to me."

Lena looked up at Erin, studying her with the curiosity only children could afford. "Hi, Erin," she said, her voice shy but not unkind.



Erin smiled, that same small, uncertain smile that still made my heart ache. "Hi, Lena," she said, crouching down to meet her eyes. "It's nice to finally meet you."

The air between them felt like it was thick with more than just their words. There was an unspoken distance--a gap that wasn't just about time, but about the things that had been left behind. I could see the hesitation in both of them. Lena, unsure of who this person was in relation to her. Erin, unsure of how to step into a world that had moved on without her.

The silence stretched for a moment before I cleared my throat. "I know this is a lot, Lena," I said, standing up and glancing between the two of them. "But Erin's been a part of my life for a long time, and I wanted you both to meet."

Lena's gaze shifted back to Erin, her eyes still soft with that childlike curiosity. "Are you gonna ride bikes with me?" she asked, her voice full of innocent hope, a simple question that cut through the tension.

I watched Erin's face soften as she looked at Lena, and for the first time, I saw the smallest flicker of something familiar in Erin's eyes--something that looked a lot like longing. But it was gone as quickly as it appeared.

"I'd love to ride bikes with you," Erin said, her voice steadier now, her smile more real.

There was still a lot of space between them. Too much, I thought. But this was a start. This was the beginning of something, a bridge we had to build slowly, carefully.

The soft chime of the store door opening drew my attention away. I looked over to see Rebecca walking in, her warm smile lighting up the room as always. She saw me first and gave me a small nod, a quiet understanding in her gaze. But when she saw Erin, the smile softened, and she walked over, her steps gentle but sure.

"Erin," she said, her voice warm and welcoming, "It's good to see you again."

I watched as Erin stiffened just a bit. I couldn't blame her. But Rebecca was never one to force anything. She stepped closer, her eyes bright with unspoken warmth.

"I know it's been a while," Rebecca continued, her smile softening. "But we're all family here, no matter the distance. Welcome back."

Erin's eyes flickered with something that was too fleeting for me to read. She nodded, a slight tremor in her smile. "Thanks, Rebecca," she said quietly. "It's good to be back."

The tension wasn't gone--not by any means. But in this small, quiet moment, I saw a shift. Erin was here. Lena was here. And for the first time in years, it felt like we could begin again. Slowly. Carefully. But with the promise that there was still something worth rebuilding.

I stood back, watching them. Watching Lena, who didn't know anything of the past, just excited to meet someone who was important to me. Watching Erin, who had stepped into a world she had walked away from but was still willing to try. And watching Rebecca, who understood more than anyone the power of forgiveness, of second chances.

It wasn't going to be easy, but it was a start.

_________________

Unresolved -

Erin:

The rain had stopped by the time I made my way to Lake Side Cycles. I hadn't planned on coming here today. In fact, I hadn't even thought about it until my feet found themselves walking toward the familiar, worn doors. The neighborhood hadn't changed much, but I had. I'd changed in ways that weren't always visible on the outside. But here, standing on the sidewalk in front of the place where it all began, I couldn't help but feel like I was walking into another life.

The door chimed as I pushed it open, and the familiar scent of rubber and wood hit me immediately. It was a smell I'd once taken for granted--one that used to comfort me in a way I hadn't realized until now. The store was quieter than I remembered. There were a few people browsing, but the bustling energy I'd once felt when I worked here was absent. Instead, there was a peaceful stillness, as if the store was waiting, patiently, for something to fill the space.

I let my eyes wander over the familiar shelves, the bikes lined up in perfect rows, the walls adorned with accessories and tools I used to know so well. It was a snapshot of the past--a time when I was part of something that felt so real. So alive. Back then, we had been building more than just a business. We were building a dream. And I had walked away from it. From him. From everything.

I took a deep breath, letting the weight of it all settle in my chest. The years had passed, but the ache didn't feel like it had gone anywhere. It was just a quiet, constant presence, lingering in the corners of my thoughts.

I walked deeper into the store, running my fingers over the shelves, letting the tactile familiarity ground me. As I moved past the bike repair section, something caught my eye. The old wooden beams that ran across the ceiling, worn from years of use. They had always been a part of the charm of the store, the rustic, authentic feel that had made it special.

I walked toward one of the beams, drawn to it like it had some kind of magnetic pull. And there it was.

My initials, carved into the wood.

E+M.

The carving was faint now, faded with time, but there was no mistaking it. The memory hit me like a punch to the gut. We had done that together--Matt and I. Late one night, after the store was closed, when the air was thick with the smell of fresh paint and old wood. I had taken the small carving knife, and he had held the flashlight, our fingers brushing in the dark.

It felt like a lifetime ago.

E+M. The first logo. The symbol of everything we had built together, before it all fell apart.

I reached up, my fingers tracing the grooves of the carving, as if somehow doing so would bring me closer to the past. To us. To what we had before I left.

A soft voice broke through my reverie.

"Can I help you with something?" The clerk stood a few feet away, watching me with a kind but curious expression.

I pulled my hand away from the beam, startled, and forced a smile. "No, thank you. Just... just reminiscing," I said, my voice quieter than I intended.

He nodded, offering a polite smile before turning back to his work. I stood there for a moment longer, staring at the carvings, the memories that still felt so fresh despite everything. I had walked away from this place, from Matt, from the life we had started building, convinced that the next step in my career would bring me fulfillment. But now, standing here, I realized how much I had lost.

The ache in my chest wasn't just about what I had left behind. It was about the unresolved pieces, the things I hadn't said, the chances I hadn't taken. I hadn't given myself permission to grieve the life I had walked away from. I hadn't given myself permission to miss Matt, to miss what we had.

I turned and walked toward the door, the weight of the past heavy on my shoulders. As I stepped outside, the cool air hit my face, but it didn't feel like it was enough to clear the fog that had settled over my mind.

I wasn't sure what I was hoping for by coming here. Maybe I thought I'd find some kind of closure, some kind of answer that would make the pain go away. But all I had found was a reminder of everything I had left behind and everything that had remained unresolved.

I didn't know where to go from here. But standing in front of Lake Side Cycles, I knew one thing for sure: I couldn't keep running from my past. I had to face it. I had to face the person I used to be, and the person I had become.

_________________

Two Rides -

Erin:

The trail hadn't changed.

It had been years--too many years--since I had ridden through this particular stretch of land. The trail where Matt and I used to bike together, where everything felt simpler, lighter. I had almost forgotten how much I missed it--the familiar twists and turns, the cool dampness in the air, the scent of wet earth and pine. The only thing different was the weight that hung in the air between Matt and me, the things unsaid, the years we'd lost.

It had started to rain as soon as we'd left the parking lot, the sky darkening almost immediately. At first, I thought it would be too much, that the weather would make the ride uncomfortable. But something about it felt right. It felt like it was meant to be, like the rain had come to wash away the weight of everything that had happened between us.

Matt was in front of me, moving effortlessly through the wet earth, the sound of his tires cutting through the mud blending with the rhythm of my own. I hadn't realized how much I had missed this--riding side by side, the world narrowing to just the trail ahead and the feeling of the wind (or in this case, rain) against your skin. The silence between us was natural, not awkward. It wasn't the silence of discomfort. It was the silence of two people who had once shared everything, who now shared the same air, the same trail, but without the words to fill it.

I had no idea what to say to him. After everything that had happened--after the years of separation, the distance, the misunderstandings--it felt impossible to bridge the gap. We hadn't talked much since we'd reconnected, and even now, as we rode together through the rain, the space between us felt too wide to cross with words alone.

Matt glanced back at me occasionally, his expression unreadable, as though he was holding back, unsure of what I wanted from him. And maybe I didn't know what I wanted from him, either. The past was still too fresh, too sharp in my mind, and I didn't know if I had the right to ask for more than what I had walked away from.

We reached the old clearing--our spot--where the trail curved around a bend, opening up to a small meadow. I slowed my pace, letting the cool rain fall against my face, washing away the tension in my shoulders. I stopped beside Matt, who had already dismounted and was standing beside his bike, his head tilted slightly upward as though he, too, was letting the rain soak in.

The silence stretched between us for a long moment, and I felt the old comfort of being near him--of being in this place we had once shared. The rain was steady now, the kind that made everything feel fresh, like it was cleaning away the past.

Finally, Matt spoke. His voice was soft, quiet, but steady.

"It's different," he said, looking out over the meadow. "But it's still the same, you know?"

I nodded, unsure of how to respond. It was the truth. The trail hadn't changed, the trees still stood tall, the path still curved just right. But everything else had. We had changed. We had been different people, living different lives, and no matter how much I wanted to reach back to the way things were, I couldn't go back. Not entirely.

"I remember the first time we rode here," I said, my voice a little quieter than I intended. "It was raining that day too."

Matt smiled softly, the expression small but genuine. "I remember," he said. "You were so damn determined to beat me, even though you could barely see through the rain."

I laughed, the memory warm despite the chill in the air. "I didn't care. I wanted to win."

"I think you were determined not to let the rain stop you. I remember thinking you were crazy, but I respected it," he said, his smile widening slightly. "You've always been like that."

It wasn't much--just a few words, a brief exchange--but it felt like a bridge. A start, at least. Not everything could be said in one ride, not everything could be fixed with a few sentences. But there was something about this moment--the rain, the trail, the shared history--that made it easier to breathe. Easier to exist in the space between us.

The rain began to fall heavier, and I could feel it soaking into my clothes, chilling me, but I didn't want to leave yet. Not yet. We weren't done here. Not in this place, not with these feelings. Not with the quiet way Matt had opened up, even if only for a second.

"You know," Matt said, breaking the silence, "you're still the same person. You still fight for what you want. Even in the rain."

I smiled, feeling a flicker of something in my chest. "I guess I'm stubborn."

"I guess that's why I always liked you," he said softly, his voice carrying the weight of years.

We didn't say much more after that. We got back on our bikes, riding through the rain in silence, but it wasn't awkward anymore. It was just us--the way we used to be, the way we would always be, even with the distance we had built. We were the same, and yet different. But the rain, the trail, the shared memories--they were enough for now.

And maybe, just maybe, that was all we needed.

_________________

Truths and Tears -

Erin:

We met at the park, the same one where we used to ride bikes together. The rain had stopped, but the sky was still heavy, as if the clouds themselves were holding onto something they couldn't release. I had asked Matt if we could meet, and when he agreed, I hadn't realized just how much I was dreading it. This conversation had been a decade in the making. A decade of silence, of assumptions, of running away from what had happened between us.

I stood by the bench, trying to steady myself, my hands fidgeting with the strap of my bag. I had rehearsed the words a thousand times, in my head, on paper, but now that I was here, in front of him, I wasn't sure if I'd be able to say any of them.

Matt arrived a few minutes later, walking slowly toward me, his eyes scanning the park, maybe looking for me, maybe just lost in his own thoughts. When he saw me, his expression softened--familiar, yet distant. He had changed so much over the years, and I had too. But in this moment, standing in front of him, it felt like we had never been apart.

"Hey," he said quietly, a small smile tugging at the corner of his lips.

"Hey," I replied, my voice shaky. "Thanks for meeting me."

"Of course," he said, his gaze lingering on me for a moment longer than I expected, before he glanced down at the bench. "You okay?"

I nodded, though I wasn't sure if I was. I had wanted this for so long, but now that it was here, the weight of it was too much. I sat down first, and after a brief hesitation, he joined me, leaving a space between us that felt both comforting and painful.

"I don't even know where to begin," I said, my voice barely above a whisper. "I've spent ten years thinking I was doing the right thing--thinking leaving was what I needed. I thought New York would fill whatever was missing in me, but it didn't. It hasn't. I'm not the person I thought I'd be."

Matt looked at me, his expression unreadable, but I could see something in his eyes--maybe recognition, maybe something more. He didn't say anything at first, and I realized he wasn't pushing me. He was waiting for me to say what I had to say, without forcing it.

"I owe you an apology," I continued, my voice trembling now. "For leaving. For walking away without even giving you a chance to try. I thought I was doing what was best for me, but I wasn't. I wasn't thinking about you. Or about Lena. I just... left. I couldn't see how much you needed me. How much I needed you."

I paused, my hands tightening around the strap of my bag. The words felt heavier now, harder to say. But I had to say them.

"I'm sorry, Matt. I'm so sorry."

The silence that followed felt like a weight pressing down on me, but it wasn't uncomfortable. It wasn't the silence of avoidance. It was the kind of silence that existed in a space of shared pain--pain that had been buried for too long.

Finally, Matt spoke, his voice low, controlled. "I know you are, Erin. I've always known that. But it doesn't make it easier. You left. And it took me a long time to understand why. I spent years blaming myself for not being enough. For not being the man who could make you stay."

His words hit me like a punch to the gut. I had never fully understood the depth of his pain until now. He had carried that weight for ten years, just as I had carried my own. But his had been wrapped in guilt. In wondering if he had done something wrong. I never realized how much he had suffered because of my decision.

"I know," I said, my voice breaking. "But Matt, I didn't leave because of you. I left because of me. I was running from something inside me that I didn't understand. And I thought that leaving would fix it. But it didn't. It just made everything worse."

He looked at me then, really looked at me, his eyes searching, the weight of the past heavy in the air between us. "I get it now. I do. And I know I wasn't perfect either, Erin. But I tried to move on. I had to for Lena."

At the mention of Lena's name, something twisted in my chest. She was a part of him now--his world, his heart. I knew that, but hearing him speak about her so gently, with such love, reminded me of what I had walked away from.

"I tried to make sense of it all," Matt continued, his voice softer now. "But every time I looked at Lena, I saw you. I saw the way she looked at me, asking questions I didn't know how to answer. I wasn't ready for that, Erin. I wasn't ready to be a single father, to do it all on my own. But I did. And I've loved every moment with her. Even the hard ones."

Tears pricked at my eyes, but I didn't wipe them away. I let them fall, because this was the truth we had both needed to hear. The truth that had been buried beneath everything we hadn't said.

"I can't change the past, Erin," Matt said quietly, his voice a little rough now, like the emotion was breaking through. "But I'm not going to let it define me anymore. I have Lena. I have OEO. I have a life I'm proud of. And I'm okay with that. I'm okay."

I nodded, my heart aching for him--for us. For everything we had been, everything we had lost. And yet, in that moment, I realized something. Matt had done more than survive. He had built a life. A good life. And for the first time in years, I realized that maybe--just maybe--there was still space for me in it.

But I wasn't going to rush that. Not yet.

"I'm glad you're okay," I whispered, my voice raw with emotion. "And I hope... I hope Lena gets to know me. If she wants to."

"She will," Matt said, his voice steady now. "In time."

We sat there for a while, the words we had needed to say finally out in the open. And for the first time, it felt like we could start again--not in the way we had imagined, but in a way that was right for us. Whatever came next, we had opened the door. And maybe that was enough.

---

The next few days felt like a slow unraveling. I had reached out to Matt, yes, but now I had to face the reality of being in Lena's world. I knew I couldn't just step in as if nothing had changed--because everything had. Ten years had passed, and in those ten years, I had missed so much. Lena was no longer the baby I had said goodbye to all those years ago. She was seven now--growing, learning, becoming her own person.

When I first saw Lena again, it had been awkward. She had called me Mommy at OEO, and I had frozen, not knowing how to respond. I wasn't her mother. I wasn't even sure what place I had in her life anymore. But I couldn't let that moment pass without addressing it, so I had smiled and told her that I was Erin, a friend of her dad's, someone who had known him a long time ago. She seemed to accept it easily enough, but I could tell there was a flicker of curiosity in her eyes. A question that I wasn't sure how to answer.

Now, a few days later, I stood outside Matt's apartment building. I had promised him I would visit, that I would try to get to know Lena again. But standing here, just feet from the door, I felt my hesitation return. What if she didn't want me there? What if my presence was just another reminder of a time long gone?

I took a deep breath and rang the bell.

Matt opened the door almost immediately, his face softening when he saw me. "Hey," he said, stepping aside to let me in. "Lena's in the living room. We're just hanging out."



"Okay," I said, forcing a smile. I felt an overwhelming wave of uncertainty. I had missed out on so much. How would I fit into this world, this routine they had built without me?

As we walked into the living room, Lena was sitting cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by toys. When she saw me, her face lit up with that bright, innocent smile that was so familiar, yet so different from the little girl I remembered.

"Hi, Erin!" she said, her voice full of excitement. "Daddy said you were coming today!"

"Hey, Lena," I said, my voice a little softer than I intended. "How are you?"

"I'm good!" she replied, bouncing a little in her seat. "I got new markers yesterday. Wanna see?"

I nodded, walking over to her and sitting down. She eagerly grabbed a piece of paper and handed it to me, showing me her drawings with so much pride. As I looked at the scribbled colors and shapes, I realized how much she had grown. She was a different person from the baby I remembered. She was her own person now, and that realization hit me harder than I expected.

"You're really good at this," I said, smiling as I studied her work.

Lena beamed. "Thanks! Daddy says I'll be an artist when I grow up."

I glanced at Matt, who was standing a few feet away, watching us with an unreadable expression. He smiled softly when he saw me looking at him, and I could feel the weight of unspoken words between us.

Lena looked back at me, her eyes bright with curiosity. "Do you like to draw, Erin?"

I hesitated, thinking back to the days when I used to draw with Matt. The memories were there, but they felt distant now, like something I could touch only if I reached far enough back.

"I used to," I said quietly. "Maybe I'll try again, though. It looks like fun."

Matt stepped forward, his voice light. "I think Lena would love it if you joined her."

I looked at him, surprised by how easy it was to fall back into this. It was like I had never left, and yet, everything had changed. Matt had built a life without me. He had raised Lena without me. And I wasn't sure how to fit into that. But right now, in this moment, it felt okay. It felt like a step in the right direction.

Lena handed me a new sheet of paper, clearly excited for me to start drawing with her. "Let's draw something together!"

I smiled at her, my heart heavy but full. Let's start fresh, I thought to myself, sitting down beside her. One step at a time.

The afternoon passed slowly, filled with laughter, colors, and quiet moments. I drew a few simple shapes alongside Lena, trying to find my place again in this small, yet significant, part of her life. I was still figuring it out, still working through the regret, the fear, the uncertainty. But as I sat there, surrounded by Matt and Lena, I realized something important: I didn't have to have all the answers right now. I didn't have to fix everything.

All I had to do was show up. And for the first time in a long time, that felt enough.

---

It had been a week since I had spent that afternoon with Lena and Matt. In some ways, it felt like a quiet victory. There was no grand reconciliation, no immediate shift in our relationship, but there was something there. Something I couldn't quite place. It was a crack in the silence that had stretched between us for ten years. We weren't fixed, not by any means, but we had started something. A slow rebuild.

Matt and I had talked more since that day--small, careful conversations about Lena, about the business, about the years that had passed. It was the way two people reconnect after a long, painful silence--awkward at first, unsure, but steady. It wasn't easy, but it felt right.

Still, every conversation carried an undercurrent. There were things we had never addressed, things we couldn't avoid forever.

Tonight, we were meeting for dinner--just the two of us. Lena was at her friend's house, and Matt had suggested we grab a bite, just to talk. I wasn't sure what to expect. Would we pick up where we left off, or would the weight of the past resurface again?

When I arrived at the restaurant, I was surprised to see Matt already sitting at the table. He wasn't in a rush, wasn't checking his phone, wasn't worried about what was coming next. He was just waiting. And for the first time in a long time, it felt like we had room to breathe.

"Hey," I said as I sat down, giving him a tentative smile. "I didn't think you'd be here before me."

He looked up, his face softening when he saw me. "I'm early," he said simply, a small, genuine smile crossing his lips. "I figured I'd beat you here for once."

I laughed lightly, something about the moment making the tension in my chest ease just a little. It had been so long since we'd shared this kind of moment, this easy back-and-forth, and it reminded me of how comfortable we used to be.

We spent the first few minutes talking about Lena. How she had taken to her new school, how she'd started asking more questions about her mom, questions I wasn't ready for but knew were coming. We laughed about how she still believed she could win every race, even when it was clear she hadn't quite mastered the art of balance on her bike yet.

But as the conversation shifted, I felt the familiar weight of unspoken words settle between us. The past, the things I hadn't said, the things I wasn't sure how to address, lingered in the air like a storm waiting to break.

"I've been thinking," Matt began, his voice softer than usual, his eyes avoiding mine for a moment. "About the time we spent apart. About everything I didn't say when you left."

I felt a tightness in my chest at his words, but I didn't interrupt. I wanted to hear it, needed to hear it, even if it was harder than I expected.

"I was angry, Erin," he said quietly. "I was angry because I didn't understand why you left. Because you just... left. And I blamed myself for it. I thought if I had been different, if I had been more... something, maybe you would have stayed."

I opened my mouth to speak, to apologize, but he held up his hand, stopping me. "I don't blame you anymore," he continued, his voice thick with emotion. "I've had a long time to figure that out. I had to let it go, because I realized something important. You left because you needed to. It wasn't about me. It wasn't about us. You were running from something inside yourself, and I couldn't fix that. I couldn't change it. And that hurt. But I get it now."

The air between us felt charged. The things he had just said, the truth of it all, hung in the space between us like a bridge we had finally crossed. The words we had avoided for so long were finally being spoken, and I felt the weight of them pressing down on me, pulling me into a place I hadn't been ready to go.

"I'm sorry," I whispered, my voice barely audible, my heart heavy with all the regret I had carried for years. "I didn't mean to hurt you, Matt. I was scared. I thought leaving would fix me, but it didn't. It made everything harder."

He finally met my gaze, his eyes softening. There was something in his expression now--something that had shifted, something that hadn't been there before. "I know," he said simply. "And I'm sorry too. For all the things I didn't say. I didn't know how to deal with it. But we're here now. And that's what matters."

We sat in silence for a moment, the weight of everything between us finally giving way to something more. Understanding. Acceptance.

I didn't know where this would go. I didn't know if we would ever be able to pick up the pieces of our past and build something new. But in that moment, I realized something important--that maybe, just maybe, it wasn't about fixing everything. It was about being honest with each other. It was about facing the past, not running from it. And for the first time, I felt the possibility of starting over--not in the way I had imagined, but in a way that felt like it could be real.

"I don't know what comes next," I said quietly, my voice breaking the silence. "But I'm willing to try. I don't want to keep running."

Matt reached across the table, his hand resting on mine, warm and steady. "Neither do I," he said softly. "Neither do I."

_________________

Drawing Lines -

Erin:

The afternoon had a quiet, peaceful quality to it. Matt and Lena were out, running errands, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I had spent the morning cleaning the apartment, unpacking the last of the boxes that had been sitting in the corner since I had moved in. I'd always kept busy, but something about today felt different.

I was beginning to feel like I could breathe here. There was no pressure to prove anything, no expectation to become someone else. Seattle, in its own way, was giving me space to process the mess I had made of my life over the years. I didn't know if I had figured everything out, but I knew that this place--this life I was beginning to rebuild--was where I needed to be.

When they came home, Lena was the first to burst through the door, her sneakers squeaking on the hardwood floor. She ran up to me, holding something in her hands.

"Look, Erin!" she said, her voice full of excitement. "I made this for you!"

She handed me the drawing, and my heart stilled for a moment when I looked at it. It was a simple drawing, done in bright crayon strokes--Lena's distinct, childlike style. There was Matt, with his dark hair and big smile, and there was Lena beside him, drawn just as she looked--bright eyes, a little giggle, her playful stance. But the figure next to Lena was the one that stopped me.

It was me. My face, awkwardly drawn with a smile that I recognized as her interpretation of me--bright, yet somehow uncertain. And underneath the drawing, Lena had written:

"My Daddy, Me, and You."

I swallowed hard, trying to keep my emotions in check, but I couldn't. The simple act of her drawing us--of her including me--made everything I had been holding in come to the surface. I wasn't just Erin to her anymore. I was a part of this life. I had a place in it.

I felt the tears before I realized they were coming, and before I could stop them, they were spilling down my cheeks. Lena, looking concerned, leaned in and wiped them away with her tiny hand.

"Are you okay, Erin?" she asked, her voice soft and innocent.

I nodded, my voice thick with emotion. "Yeah, sweetie. I'm just so happy." I smiled through the tears, bending down to hug her tightly. "Thank you for this. It means more than you know."

Matt stood in the doorway, watching us with a small smile on his face. He didn't say anything, but I saw the warmth in his eyes, the understanding that came from shared history and the connection we had rebuilt over the past weeks.

As Lena ran off to put the drawing on the fridge, I stood up, wiping my face with the back of my hand, trying to steady myself. But the truth, the one I had been avoiding for so long, was there--clearer than ever.

I turned to Matt, my heart racing. The moment felt right, but I had to say it. I had to stop running.

"I'm staying," I said, my voice quieter now, but firm. "For good. I've made up my mind."

Matt's expression softened, the corners of his mouth curving into a gentle smile. But there was something in his eyes--hope, maybe, or maybe just relief. I had always been afraid of my own decisions, afraid of stepping into something I wasn't sure I could handle. But this time, it felt different. I wasn't leaving. Not this time.

"You don't have to say that if you don't mean it," Matt said carefully, taking a step closer to me. "But if you do..."

"I mean it," I interrupted, stepping forward. I looked up at him, my chest tightening with both fear and certainty. "I'm here, Matt. For Lena. For us. For everything I walked away from and everything I never should have left behind."

Matt didn't say anything for a moment. He just looked at me, like he was taking in the weight of my words. Then, slowly, he nodded.

"I'm glad you're here," he said softly, his voice a little hoarse. "And I'm glad you're not running anymore."

I nodded, my eyes meeting his, finally allowing myself to feel the fullness of what I was saying. The years of silence, of regret, of missed chances--they hadn't vanished, but they didn't define me anymore.

Lena's laughter echoed from the other room as she pulled a chair over to the fridge to proudly hang her drawing. It felt like the world was in its right place, even if it was only for a fleeting moment.

"We'll figure it out," Matt said, his voice steady and warm. "Together."

I smiled, my heart finally settling, the storm inside me calming for the first time in years.

And as I looked at Matt, standing beside me, and Lena, who was grinning widely at her artwork, I knew that whatever came next, I wouldn't have to face it alone.

_________________

Cycles -

Matt:

The rain had stopped, and the air was crisp in that way Seattle air always was before sunset. We were on our bikes, the three of us, riding along the trail that hugged the edge of Lake Union. It was familiar--too familiar in a way that made everything feel like it was coming full circle, but different in a way I didn't know how to explain. The sounds of our tires on the wet pavement, the occasional hum of an engine from a distant boat, the quiet rhythm of breathing.

There were no promises here. No grand speeches. No "this is where it all comes together." It was just motion. Just us, riding through the world we had somehow found our way back to. After everything--after all the years that had passed, the pain, the distance--it felt like we were finally in sync. Like we were riding for no other reason than to simply be here, together, in this moment.

Erin was ahead of me, her movements steady and confident, though I could see the small smile tugging at her lips every time she glanced back. Lena was a few paces behind her, zooming along with a speed that made me laugh every time she glanced over at us with that excited grin. She had inherited that from both of us--the willingness to push ahead, to take the next turn, to keep moving even when it didn't always make sense.

There was no rush. There didn't need to be. We weren't racing toward anything or away from anything. We were just riding. I could feel Erin beside me now, riding side by side with me for the first time in years, and it wasn't uncomfortable, wasn't strange--it was easy. And it made the space between us feel smaller, the years apart feel like less. Her presence was a quiet kind of healing.

I glanced over at her, catching the way her eyes reflected the soft colors of the sky as it dipped into evening. She was breathing in time with the motion of her bike, her face calm, peaceful. Maybe it was just the ride, maybe it was the simple rhythm of this moment, but I couldn't help but feel something settle inside me. It was the absence of fear--the absence of regret.

Lena called out from behind us, breaking the quiet rhythm of our ride. "Daddy! I'm winning!" she shouted, her voice full of the thrill of being the fastest, of not thinking about anything except the race in her head.

I laughed, picking up my pace slightly as we all neared the turn toward the water's edge. Lena had that same boundless energy I'd always admired. And in that moment, I realized how much of that I had missed--how much of that joy had been absent from my life for so long, simply because I hadn't been willing to let go. But now, here I was. With Lena, with Erin. And it was enough.

We slowed as we reached the lakefront, the water stretching out before us, reflecting the colors of the fading sky. We stopped, all three of us, just before the park's edge. I leaned my bike against the railing, looking out over the water. Erin did the same beside me, her breath steady, her face relaxed. Lena raced ahead, as if the world around her was one endless adventure.

No promises. No speeches. But in this space, in this moment, I knew something I hadn't fully allowed myself to understand. Healing wasn't always about fixing what was broken--it was about finding a new rhythm. It was about riding through the world with the people who mattered most, even if the path wasn't always clear.

"Do you think we can go even faster next time?" Lena asked, her eyes wide, always wanting to push forward, always dreaming of what was ahead.

I smiled, shaking my head. "We'll see," I said, but I could tell by the sparkle in her eyes that she was already planning her next race. And in that moment, I knew that whatever came next for us, whatever obstacles we'd face together, we'd keep moving forward. Together.

Erin looked at me then, her gaze meeting mine, and I could see the same quiet understanding there that had been building between us for the past few months. There were still things unsaid, still pieces of the past that needed to be healed. But for now, this--this was enough.

"Ready to go?" I asked, offering her a smile.

She nodded, and we both turned our bikes back toward the trail. No words. Just the sound of our tires on the path, the feeling of the wind against our faces, and the steady beat of our hearts in time with the world around us.

And for the first time in years, I realized that the road ahead was long, but it didn't have to be ridden alone.

-----------

Together:

We don't talk about "forever."

We talk about tomorrow.

And tonight.

And whether or not the rain will hold off for a ride.

And somehow, that's more than enough.

Because some stories don't need a perfect ending.

They just need to keep going.

In breath.

In motion.

In love.

In cycles.

_________________

Epilogue -

Lena:

Today is my wedding day. I should be nervous, or maybe even overwhelmed, but for the first time in my life, I feel a sense of calm. I'm standing here, in my wedding dress, reading my mom's letter, the one I've read every year since I was twelve. I don't even have to open it anymore. I know the words by heart. "Lena, you are everything I could have hoped for." That's how it starts every year. And every year, I find new meaning in it. Today, as I read her words, I feel like I can finally understand them.

I haven't missed a year since I was twelve. At first, it was because I was too young to understand the gravity of it all. But as I grew older, I realized that reading her letter wasn't just a tradition--it was a way of keeping her with me. I needed to hear her voice, even if it was just in the form of ink on paper. It gave me something to hold onto when I felt lost. And today, when I finish reading, it hits me harder than ever before: my mom is here, in me, in the choices I've made, in the woman I've become.

Growing up, I had Dad and Erin--two people who taught me everything I needed to know about love, patience, and strength. Dad was always there for me, steady and reliable, even when I didn't understand what he was going through. He gave me everything he had, and I never once doubted his love. Erin was different. She wasn't my mom, but she became my mother in the truest sense. She taught me that love doesn't always come from where you expect it. Sometimes it's the people who choose you who end up teaching you more than you ever thought possible. She adopted me when I was fourteen, and from that day forward, I was her daughter--no questions asked, no hesitation.

I think about Stephanie, too. She's my half-sister, and growing up, I never understood how I could feel so much love for her even though we didn't share the same mother. She's sixteen now, and I see so much of Erin in her. I used to think that we could never be as close as I was with Dad or Erin, but over the years, I've realized that family isn't defined by blood. Family is the people who show up for you, the ones who teach you how to live and love. Stephanie and I may not have grown up the same way, but she is my sister, and I love her more than I ever thought possible.



Today, I can't help but think about the lessons my parents taught me. Matt and Erin--no matter how much time passed, how much life changed--always showed me the importance of showing up. They taught me that love isn't about grand gestures or perfection. It's about being there, being steady, and allowing yourself to grow alongside the people you care about. It's about forgiveness, patience, and understanding that we're all doing the best we can.

As I stand here on the edge of this new chapter, I realize how much of who I am comes from them. Erin and Dad didn't try to replace my mom; they simply gave me what they could. I never realized how much I needed that, how much I needed to feel *whole* again after losing her. They gave me a foundation I could stand on, one I could build my future from. They taught me that you don't have to have all the answers right away, but you have to keep moving forward, keep building, and trust that the people around you will be there, just like they were.

I think about Chris, my soon-to-be husband. He's been by my side through the ups and downs of this journey. And in a way, he's like my parents--he shows up. He's steady, but he challenges me too. He makes me laugh when I don't want to smile. And he holds me when I cry. We've built something together that feels like home. And I know, just like Dad and Erin showed me, I can trust him to be there. No matter what comes next.

I look at the mirror one last time before I head down the aisle. I'm no longer that scared, confused girl who had to learn what love meant through loss. I've grown. I've learned. And now, as I prepare to walk down the aisle to Chris, I can say with certainty that I am ready for the life ahead of me. Because I've had the best examples of what it means to love, to build, and to grow. And now, it's my turn to pass those lessons on. To create a future with Chris that feels as steady, as secure, as full of love as the one Dad and Erin gave me.
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High Wire

My name is Julien Moreau.

I spent twenty years walking wires for Cirque du Soleil. Headliner. Catch specialist. The guy you trusted to grab your wrist mid-air and not let go. I was born into the life, second-generation performer, raised on chalk dust and calluses. By the time I was ten, I could rig a harness blindfolded. By twenty-three, I was flying nightly under Vegas lights. They called me "the anchor." Not because I was heavy, but because I held everyone else in place.

It was supposed to be forever. The stage. The rhythm. Her.

Anca Vasile was my wife. Aerialist. Star. Force of nature. We built something up there together, acts, trust, a whole mythology. Until the trust cracked. And the mythology turned into a routine I didn't believe in anymore.

The day I saw her with someone else-

Chapter -- "Above It All"

(POV: Julien)

It was supposed to be a routine inspection. Final pass before curtain. I had done it a thousand times before. Boots on steel. Eyes up. Harness unclipped because I trusted my footing more than the rig. The catwalks ran like veins through the ceiling, and I moved through them with muscle memory. No spotlight. No audience. Just the creak of cable under tension and the faint scent of rosin and metal dust.

Halfway through, I saw them. Just movement at first. Two shapes beyond the spotlight spill. I thought it was a rigger and an aerialist rehearsing something last-minute. Happens all the time. But the moment I stepped quietly onto the upper platform and looked down, I saw the truth. It was Anca. My wife. Her hands on Léo's chest. His lips on hers. Their bodies pressed together like no one was watching.

They were twenty feet below, near the anchor point of the secondary lift line. Just close enough to be seen if you knew the angles. I didn't make a sound. Didn't grip the rail tighter. Didn't breathe too hard. Instead, I scanned the mounts. Checked the weight distribution. Logged the tension offset. I did my job. Even as the world tilted sideways beneath me, I clung to the process. One bolt. One wire. One breath at a time.

People think heartbreak makes noise. Glass shattering. Yelling. Thunder. But mine sounded like a rigging latch locking into place. Finality has a click. You either hear it or you don't. I did.

I climbed back down through the shadows, avoiding the spotlight spill. I passed within ten feet of them. They didn't even look up. Didn't even sense me. Maybe that was the part that hurt the most. How easy it was for her to forget I was part of this world. This stage. Like I had already been replaced. Both in the act and in her life.

Back in the workshop, I scrubbed the grease from my hands like it would take the betrayal off too. I didn't cry. I didn't scream. I just sat in silence for almost an hour. Then I logged my final clearance report and walked up to the producer's office with the transfer papers in hand.

Frank Delaney, showrunner and fixer of all mid-tier catastrophes, glanced up from his espresso and frowned. "Montreal?" he said, blinking. "You serious?"

"I don't joke on paperwork," I said.

"Is Anca going with you?"

I met his eyes for the first time. "No. Just me."

He hesitated, like he wanted to press. Maybe ask why. Maybe talk me down. But then he saw something in my face. Or didn't see something. Either way, he let it go.

"You'll be missed," he said finally.

"No, I won't," I replied, and walked out the door.

That night, I didn't pack everything. Just took what I needed. My tools. My name. And the part of me that hadn't completely broken yet. She could keep the spotlight. I would take the shadows. At least they were honest.

Somewhere high above, the rig held steady. Bolts locked. Lines taut. Everything in its place. Except me.

Back at the apartment, I laid my harness across the kitchen counter. Not folded. Not packed. Just draped over the cold tile like something recently removed from a body. The buckle was still warm from my hand. I didn't sit. I didn't turn on the lights.

I moved through the space slowly, pulling essentials from drawers and shelves. Tools. Gloves. The photo of my parents mid-flight, still clipped to the fridge with a rusting magnet. Every motion was deliberate. No panic. No pause.

By sunrise, my duffel was zipped and leaning against the door. I didn't bother with the rest. The furniture, the framed posters, the costume storage in the back closet they could stay. So could the silence.

I left while the city was still sleeping. Vegas always runs loud at night, but backstage in the early morning, it's quiet. Just the buzz of exit signs and the soft hum of rigging tension holding air where no one's flying. I didn't say goodbye. Didn't want to explain. Whatever I owed her, it had already been spent.

My locker was still plastered with years of stickers and old cue sheets. I emptied it in under five minutes. I kept the essentials. Tools. Gloves. The small photo of my parents in mid-flight, caught decades ago between two arcs of a swing. I stared at that photo longer than I should have.

I walked the perimeter of the stage one last time. Not for nostalgia. For closure. I touched the support cables, checked the knot points, passed the spot where I used to stand before every act. It didn't feel like leaving home. It felt like walking away from the wreckage of one.

I submitted the transfer request the night before, routed it directly through internal channels to Montreal HQ. They approved it within twelve hours. No questions asked. I had seniority and a clean record. Nobody cared why I was leaving, just that I signed off on all safety clearances.

What they didn't know was that every one of those sign-offs had been done with a lump in my throat. Every time I tightened a bolt or tested a line, I did it wondering how long she had been slipping away while I was keeping everything else in the air.

Later that morning, I passed Frank Delaney again. He caught me just outside the loading bay, dragging my duffel.

"You're really doing this," he said, arms crossed, voice low.

"I am."

"You two have been the anchor here for a decade."

"Not anymore."

"You want me to tell her?"

I didn't answer. Just kept walking. It would take her a few hours, maybe half a day to realize I was gone. That I'd left without drama. No fireworks. Just silence.

By nightfall, I was on a one-way flight to Montreal with a middle seat and a numb heart. I didn't even glance out the window. There was nothing left to see.

Back in Vegas, the city kept moving. Shows ran. Lights stayed lit. People clocked in and out like nothing had shifted overhead.

But somewhere, in a shared apartment above a quiet stretch of Industrial Road, a second set of keys sat untouched on the kitchen counter. A cup waited in the sink. A side of the bed remained cold.

"Has Anca even noticed yet?" I asked myself

**********

Chapter -- "The Vanishing Act"

(POV: Anca)

Julien didn't come home last night.

I noticed around two a.m., somewhere between my second shower and the end of whatever show I had playing in the background. His side of the bed was still untouched. No message. No text. At first, I assumed he was brooding again. Maybe another late-night inspection. He did that sometimes when the tension on the secondary rig line was off or when someone made a stupid cue call during warmups. I figured he was just walking it off.

But by morning, nothing had changed. Still no sign of him. No coffee brewed. No tools left by the door. Even the faint scent of resin he usually carried like cologne was gone.

I checked my phone. No missed calls. No message waiting. I tried calling. Straight to voicemail. He never turned off his phone. That wasn't like him.

I walked into wardrobe like I wasn't unraveling inside. Asked one of the riggers casually if they'd seen him. He blinked at me and said, "Didn't you hear? Julien's gone. Transferred out."

I laughed. Actually laughed. Thought he was joking. "Gone where?"

"Montreal," he said, lifting a coiled cord. "Left last night. HQ sent the clearance this morning."

I stared at him like he'd misread something. Julien wouldn't just leave. Not without saying anything. Not without telling me. We'd been through worse arguments than this silence. He had always come back.

He couldn't know. That had to be it. He didn't know about Léo. Maybe he was burnt out. Needed space. Or maybe it was about the family thing again. The conversation I kept dodging. The pressure he never stopped applying.

But this? This wasn't like him.

Julien was the type to hold everything inside until it broke him. He didn't shout. He didn't storm out. He swallowed things. I had counted on that.

So no, he couldn't know. If he had, he would've confronted me. Thrown a bottle. Slammed a door. Done something. But instead, he just vanished.

The only thing colder than the realization he was gone was the creeping suspicion that, for once, I might not be the one in control of the ending.

I waited.

A day. Then two.

The silence stretched, thin and sharp, like the wire we used to share. I told myself it was just a pause, a momentary gap before he came storming back through the door demanding an explanation. He always did.

But the door stayed closed. And so did he.

I called him three times the next day. Once in the morning. Once in the afternoon. Once just before curtain.

Each time, it went straight to voicemail. No ring. No click. Just that familiar low tone and Julien's voice, curt and impersonal: *"Leave it short. I'll get back to you."*

He didn't.

I sent a message that night, then deleted it. Typed another. Deleted that too. I finally landed on something halfway neutral. "Hey. Can we talk when you have a moment?" It felt ridiculous. Like I was asking to borrow a coffee grinder. I hit send anyway.

Nothing.

I asked Frank again, more directly this time. "Did he say anything before he left?"

Frank shrugged. "Turned in his paperwork. Told me it was just him going. Didn't say goodbye to anyone. Didn't even clean out his locker fully."

I tried to play it cool. Smiled like it was no big deal. "You know how he gets," I said. "Always disappears into himself when he's upset."

But inside, a pit opened.

Julien had left before. To cool off. To work in silence. But he always came back. He always gave me a chance to fix it. Bend things. Twist the narrative just enough to pull him back into orbit.

Not this time.

By the third day, I called from a different number. He still didn't answer.

I even checked with HR. Asked for the transfer timeline, played the concerned-spouse card. The woman on the line said it was a *voluntary reassignment*. Fast-tracked. Approved and cleared in under 24 hours. Julien didn't leave in anger. He left with intention.

That was when I stopped pretending.

He knew.

Not just about Léo. About everything. The way I stalled the family talks. The subtle ways I cut him down when he stopped performing. The cold superiority I never thought he noticed.

He had noticed. He just didn't say anything.

Julien's silence wasn't absence. It was judgment.

And worse than that--it was final.

Somewhere, I imagined his phone lighting up with my name. I imagined his thumb hovering over the screen, debating whether to open the message or let it rot.

But that was just fantasy.

In reality, I didn't even know if the number still worked.

*********

Chapter -- "Out of Range"

(POV: Julien)

I changed my number the morning after I landed in Montreal.

I didn't bother forwarding calls. I didn't set up a voicemail greeting. I just walked into a corner shop, bought a local SIM card, and started fresh. I didn't even give it to HR until the onboarding was done. For the first time in years, my phone was silent. And I liked it that way.

By the second day, I figured she had tried to call. Probably sent something cryptic. Maybe We need to talk. Or worse, something casual. A test to see how mad I was.

I didn't look. I didn't need to.

She would assume I left because I was tired. Or because of the argument last week about starting a family. She would spin a version where I was overwhelmed, emotionally fragile, and just needed space. That was her magic trick. Turning herself into the victim before anyone noticed the knife in her hand.

What she wouldn't expect was silence. Real silence. Not the kind you hold over someone in a fight, but the kind that closes the door and walks away for good.

Frank had probably told her. I figured she asked around. Maybe even called HR. But she didn't know the real reason. Not officially. I never said the words. I didn't give her the satisfaction of knowing when I saw her kiss him. Or how long I stood there. Or how deep that moment carved into me.

She didn't deserve that.

She didn't deserve me.

And if she was pacing the dressing room, waiting for me to storm in and demand answers, she was going to be waiting a long time.

Because the truth wasn't hiding in a confrontation or a shouted match under the rig. It was in the absence. In her reflection without me behind her.

Let her wonder. Let her sit in it.

I had a new number. A new city. A new job. The only part of Las Vegas I brought with me was the lesson.

And I never leave that behind.

Montreal greeted me with snow and silence. Exactly what I wanted.

I didn't unpack much. Just the tools I trusted and the silence I'd earned. The rest stayed boxed. Out of reach.

A year passed like that. Quiet. Controlled. Unremarkable in all the right ways.

Montreal had winter in its bones. The kind that settled in the steel girders and the joints of the old practice rigs. I didn't mind. The cold kept people honest.

I spent most of my days in the rafters or at the console, reviewing tension patterns and maintenance logs. I ran the crew tight. We didn't talk about shows. We talked about safety. Precision. Anchor points. The things that kept people alive when their feet left the ground.

Montreal had winter in its bones. The kind that settled in the steel girders and the joints of the old practice rigs. I didn't mind. The cold kept people honest. I spent most of my days in the rafters or at the console, reviewing tension patterns and maintenance logs. I ran the crew tight. We didn't talk about shows. We talked about safety. Precision. Anchor points. The things that kept people alive when their feet left the ground.

A year had passed. I hadn't reached out to anyone from Vegas. Not once. My phone had stayed silent, except for the occasional check-in from HQ. I had made myself forget Anca's voice, her perfume, the look she used to give me before a drop sequence. Most days, it worked. But sometimes, in the silence between shifts, her face would drift back. Like a trick of the light in a dusty mirror. I'd blink, and it would be gone.

Then, one morning, a legal memo arrived in my inbox. Filing received. Vasile, Anca. Petition: Divorce. Cause: Abandonment.

I stared at it for a while. No emotion. No anger. I clicked Archive and went back to checking the rotation weights on a new static line. That was her final performance. A paperwork finale. No applause.

It was after hours when I first saw her. The rig was mostly cleared, the lights dimmed to maintenance levels. I was finishing an inspection on the secondary trapeze mount when movement caught my eye. A young woman on the wire. No spotter. No safety line. Just her and the tension. She wobbled slightly at midpoint, corrected, and continued like it never happened. Again and again. Sweat soaked through her tank top. Her feet were blistered, bandaged, and she kept going.

I descended quietly and watched her from the floor. She was training the way people do when they are chasing something they can't name. Her movements weren't polished yet, but they were relentless. Her balance was all instinct. It was like watching a song with no sheet music. Wild. Imperfect. Honest.

After twenty minutes, she slipped. A full loss of footing. Arms pinwheeling. Body tilting into open air. I didn't move. Not out of cruelty, but instinct. I wanted to see if she would recover or crumble. She didn't fall. She caught the wire with both hands, pulled herself back up, and kept going like it hadn't happened.

Later, I checked her file. Élodie Marchand. Twenty-eight. Graduated from École Nationale de Cirque. Background in aerial hoop and wire. No major company credits yet. Just one note scrawled at the bottom of the coach's log: "Fearless. Sometimes to a fault."

I saw something in her I hadn't felt in years. Not since I was the one walking that wire, back when flight still meant freedom. And for the first time in a long time, I stayed a little longer than I needed to.

I started staying later than usual. At first, it was under the pretense of equipment checks. Tension recalibration. Harness storage audits. No one questioned it. Everyone knew I was thorough to a fault. But the truth was simpler. I wanted to see how far she would push herself without anyone watching.

Every night, Élodie returned to the wire. She trained in silence, no music, no mirrors, no audience. Just her breath and the creak of taut cable under foot. I watched from the mezzanine or the side rail, always far enough to avoid being noticed, but close enough to study her form. She was reckless, but aware. Her mistakes weren't from lack of focus. They came from testing the limits of her own fear.

One night, she tried a switch-hop sequence well above her level. Slipped on the second shift. Nearly went over. Her recovery was ugly but effective. She landed hard, chest heaving, hands shaking. Instead of stopping, she laughed. Not a big, victorious laugh. A small one. Tired. Honest. That was when I decided to intervene.

The next morning, I left a note on the rig log: "You're training too hard, too fast. If you want guidance, ask for it." I didn't sign my name, but she would figure it out. Only one person reviewed the logs in red ink.

Later that day, she approached me. No introduction. No preamble. Just a quiet, "Was that you?" I nodded. She nodded back. "Good. Then let's begin."

It wasn't a request. It was a challenge. I respected that.

We started working officially two days later. She was sharper when observed, more measured in her technique. The chaos was still there underneath, but now it had a container. She followed cues well. Learned fast. Argued on occasion, but never from ego. It was about the work. The craft. That made her dangerous in the best way.

By the end of the week, I caught myself doing something I hadn't done in a long time. I waited for her to arrive before I began my own prep. And when she stepped into the rigging bay, something in the room shifted. Not electricity. Not desire. Something quieter. Like stillness that had been waiting to be broken.

I didn't speak to her that night. I rarely did.

But the next time I climbed the rig alone, I caught a flicker of movement from the upper gallery.

Someone else was watching.

*********

Chapter -- "The Ghost in Flight"

(POV: Élodie)

I stayed late that night, not for training, but curiosity. He thought I had gone home, but I hadn't. I was upstairs, stretching near the catwalk rail when I saw him climb the rig, with no crew, and no cue lighting. Just the soft ambient glow of the practice bay and the hollow echo of footfalls above.

Julien moved with the kind of confidence people cannot fake. Measured. Deliberate. Spare. I had watched him walk the floor, check cables, rerun tension tests, bark at careless riggers, but I had never seen him in the air. Never seen him like this.

He stepped onto the wire like it was part of him. The rig lights were on low, casting long shadows across the crash mat below. No warmup. No hesitation. Just motion. He didn't walk it. He breathed it. Smooth transfer, heel to toe. Perfect distribution. His back stayed straight. Core tight. Shoulders low. Arms loose, not stiff like most instructors. I had studied enough to know the difference. What he did wasn't technique. It was memory written into the muscles.



I held my breath when he reached midpoint and paused. He didn't sway. Didn't reset. He just stood there, silhouetted in the half light, suspended. For a second, he looked like someone who had never fallen in his life.

I had heard whispers. That Julien Moreau used to be one of Cirque's top performers. A headliner. That his drop sequences made crowds gasp and grown men forget to blink. I had never seen a clip. He didn't talk about it, and no one dared ask. Most of the younger performers only knew him as the brooding technical guy who said very little and fixed everything before it broke.

But I knew more. One of the older coaches had let it slip. Julien used to work in Vegas. He had been married to a performer there. Some big name. There was drama. A scandal maybe. The kind people gossip about behind closed doors but never put in writing. He left suddenly. Quietly. Came here and never looked back.

Watching him now, I understood why they had talked about him like a ghost. He hadn't just left the stage. He had haunted it first.

And now, he was here. Walking a wire alone at midnight, like it was the only place he still allowed himself to be seen.

The next morning, I found myself distracted during warmups. I kept replaying the way Julien moved. Balanced. Still. Like gravity had rules for everyone else and merely suggestions for him. He hadn't seen me, or if he had, he made no sign of it. That was just like him. Contained. Controlled. Almost surgical in how much of himself he let anyone see.

Between drills, I drifted toward Alex, one of the newer highwire recruits. He had been there longer than me and liked to talk, especially if you asked the right questions.

"Hey," I said, keeping my voice casual. "What do you know about Julien?"

Alex raised an eyebrow. "Moreau? The guy's a legend. Everyone knows that."

"I mean before this. Vegas."

He gave a quick glance toward the upper walkways, like Julien might appear just for being mentioned. "Used to perform with Cirque's Vegas show. Top of the billing. They called him the anchor, I think. Because he held every midair catch. Never missed. He was married too. To another performer. She was big."

"What happened?"

He shrugged. "He left. That's all I know. No one really talks about it. It's like... he died and came back as a tech. Doesn't even step on the wire anymore."

I nodded and pretended that was enough. But I knew better. I had seen the ghost float across that cable like he had never stopped. He hadn't vanished. He had buried himself in silence. And I was beginning to wonder why.

I didn't ask about him again. Not directly.

But I started arriving earlier. Leaving later.

Part of me hoped he'd step onto the wire again. The other part hoped he'd say my name.

Neither happened. Not at first.

But then, on a quiet Tuesday morning, the program coordinator pulled me aside with a clipboard in hand.

"Julien requested to take you on officially," the program coordinator said, as if they hadn't just handed me to a legend. Like it was a box on a form to check, not a turning point in gravity. I nodded like I understood. But inside, my pulse jumped.

Up until now, he had only watched from the edges, quiet and distant, almost mythic. The man who once held whole routines in the palm of his hand. I had seen him in the rafters, tuning the rig like it was a violin only he could hear. I never imagined he would step down into my world, let alone invite me into his.

When I walked into the bay, he was already there. No greeting. No smile. Just a nod. He stood near the base of the wire with his arms crossed, staring at a tension point like it might confess something. I didn't move right away. I just watched. The way you watch something sacred or something dangerous.

"Go ahead," he said, voice low. "Show me what you've been doing."

I climbed up, every breath tight. My palms were dry, but my heart wasn't. Knowing he was watching changed everything. He didn't correct me. He didn't even speak. He just stood there with his hands in his pockets, a sculpture with eyes that didn't blink.

Halfway through a pass, I slipped.

My left foot moved too fast, balance lost. The drop was already writing itself when I felt a hand at my hip. Solid. Grounding.

He had moved. I never saw it. One moment I was falling. The next, I wasn't.

He looked at me. Not sharply, not gently. Just steady. "Again," he said. "Slower this time."

I nodded. My legs felt like they were waking up from a dream. I climbed again. This time, I found the wire instead of chasing it. The rest of the session smoothed out. Fewer hesitations. Fewer ghosts. But I still felt his hand long after he let go, like a signature burned into skin.

Later, while we cooled down, I finally asked, "Why did you stop?"

He didn't look at me. He just sat near the platform's edge, elbows resting on his knees like he had done it a thousand times before. "Sometimes you fall in ways no net can catch."

He said it like it wasn't for me to carry. But I felt the weight of it anyway.

What I didn't say: He hadn't needed to catch me.

But he did.

And now, somehow, impossibly, I wasn't just training beside a legend. I was tethered to one.

What I didn't know, what he didn't show, was how close he had come to letting me fall.

Or how much it startled him that he didn't.

*********

Chapter -- "After the Catch"

(POV: Julien)

She shouldn't have slipped. Not that early in the pass. Her weight was pitched too far forward, left foot a fraction late. I saw it three steps before it happened.

I told myself I wouldn't step in. Let her fall. Let her learn. That's the rule. That's the wire. But the moment her balance broke, I moved before the thought had time to form. No rope. No cue. Just instinct.

My hand found her hip, steady and precise. Just enough pressure to stop the spiral. The heat of that moment stayed with me long after. Not the physical contact. The stillness. The breath between two heartbeats when she looked at me like I had just rewritten gravity.

Maybe I had. Once, that used to be the whole act.

It wasn't the technique that surprised me. That stays in the bones. What caught me off guard was the feeling. That old, familiar current I hadn't touched in years--the one that passes through you when someone trusts the fall, even if they don't know it yet. The weight. The silence. The moment that's both terrifying and holy.

She didn't thank me. Didn't flinch. Just nodded and climbed again.

That's what stayed.

Not the catch.

The courage.

She didn't break. She recalibrated.

I've worked with performers my whole life. Some chase applause. Some chase perfection. But she--Élodie--she moves like she's chasing truth. Like she's trying to meet a version of herself she hasn't quite earned yet.

Not for the spotlight. Not for anyone watching. Just for her.

I told her, "Sometimes you fall in ways no net can catch." What I didn't say was this:

Sometimes, you catch someone and realize the fall was never hers.

It was yours. And it's still happening

She showed up after hours again. No wire work this time. Just a clipboard in one hand and her hair pulled back in a messy braid like she didn't care who saw the effort behind it. She didn't speak at first, just climbed the ladder to the mid-rig like she belonged there.

I was checking load on the primary tension cable, trying to track down a subtle vibration we'd been hearing during transitions. I didn't expect company. Definitely not hers.

"You're off tonight," I said, not looking up from the ratchet. "Crew rotation was posted."

"I know," she said. "Just wanted to watch. Maybe learn something not written in the manuals."

She said it like it wasn't personal. Like she wasn't inching closer to the part of me I kept bolted shut. I handed her a pair of gloves anyway and pointed to the opposite side of the rig. "Loosen the secondary counter line. Two full turns, then lock it."

She moved easily. Followed instruction. Worked in silence. We adjusted cables, checked mounts, measured swing clearance. Thirty minutes passed. She didn't fill the space with chatter like most of them do. No nervous questions. No need to impress. Just focus. That earned her more than she realized.

Eventually, she broke the quiet. "Do you miss it?" she asked, not looking at me. Just watching the rig breathe above us.

"Yes," I said.

She nodded. No follow-up. No press. Just let the answer hang there like a loaded net that never dropped.

When we finished, I watched her run her hand along the edge of the platform, fingertips brushing the chalk-dusted metal like it had told her a secret. Maybe it had. Maybe the wire speaks to people who don't run from the silence.

She turned to leave but paused at the ladder.

"You know," she said softly, "I don't think you left the air. I think you're just waiting for a reason to go back."

She didn't wait for my response. And I didn't give one.

But she wasn't wrong.

*********

Chapter -- "The Line Between Us"

(POV: Élodie)

I didn't expect him to say yes.

I had asked if he missed it more out of instinct than intention, like a hand reaching in the dark. His answer came without hesitation. No pause. No guarded joke to deflect it. Just yes. Clean and quiet. And somehow heavier than I expected.

That's the thing with Julien. He never gives you more than necessary. But what he does give feels deliberate. Anchored. Like every word has to pass through a filter of memory and pain before it reaches daylight.

We spent almost an hour under that rig. Moving between tools and pulleys, counterweights and measurements. I kept sneaking glances at his hands. Calloused and sure, like they still remembered what it meant to catch someone falling. I wondered if he ever thought about reaching again, or if the wire only existed for him now as something to be fixed, not flown.

When I touched the platform on the way down, I felt something strange. Not nostalgia. Not nerves. Something more like quiet recognition. Like I was standing inside the echo of someone else's memory. His memory.

I didn't know what made me say it. Maybe I just wanted to see if he'd flinch. "I don't think you left the air. I think you're just waiting for a reason to go back."

He didn't say anything. No sharp look. No correction. But I saw his hand pause at the rigging cleat for just half a second before he went back to tightening it. And that half second told me more than anything he might have said out loud.

I climbed down without looking back, but I felt him watching me. Not with intensity. Not with desire. Just... attention. The kind that doesn't chase, but also doesn't let go.

Something was shifting between us. I didn't know what it was yet. Only that it felt like standing on the wire again for the first time, toes curled over the edge, heartbeat loud in your chest.

Waiting.

*********

Chapter -- "Poetry in Motion"

(POV: Julien)

We trained in silence now. Not because there was nothing to say, but because there was nothing that needed saying.

Two months had passed since I agreed to take her on officially. Since then, something had shifted in the way we moved. Cleaner lines. Tighter steps. That space between us, the one I had once guarded so carefully, had narrowed. Not in a way that demanded attention, but in a way that demanded trust.

She was already waiting on the wire when I arrived. Hands chalked. Feet bare. No warm-up today. Just breath control and sharp focus. I stepped onto the opposite platform, gave her a nod, and we began.

We moved as if choreographed, though we never rehearsed specific patterns. Every motion was a conversation. She leaned, I countered. She pivoted, I held. It wasn't about tricks. It was about rhythm. Presence. We weren't performing. We were remembering what it felt like to fly without permission.

Halfway through a mirrored balance transfer, I caught her eyes. Green. Steady. Focused. She didn't smile. Neither did I. But the current running between us didn't need expression. It lived in the way our feet moved, in the tiny corrections we made without thought.

I didn't notice the others at first. But by the time we reached the midpoint hold, bare feet balanced five meters above the mat, three techs had stopped working near the back rig wall, their eyes fixed upward. One of the aerialists leaned against a crash mat, arms crossed, expression unreadable. Another had his phone out, recording. I ignored it. So did she.

Let them watch.

We finished the pass with a shared drop catch--low altitude but sharp--and dismounted in sync. No applause. Just that familiar tight breath in the chest and the slow release that came after.

Élodie broke the quiet first. "I think we're scaring the others."

I wiped my hands and looked up at the wire. "Then we're doing it right."

She laughed, soft and clean. And for once, I didn't feel the weight of memory pulling at me. I was here. In this place. In this moment.

Not remembering who I used to be.

Just becoming who I might be again.

I thought that might be the end of it, just us, the wire, and the quiet rhythm we had found.

But silence has a way of drawing attention when it's honest enough.

And people had started to notice.

They had been watching for a while.

Not just today. Not just this session. Word had started to move through the halls. A technician paused to watch. Then a choreographer. Then two more from casting. We never invited it. We just kept working. But something about the way Élodie and I moved on the wire had begun to pull people in. Not with flash. With rhythm. With silence.

Today, the ones watching were different.

They showed up without warning. Two executives from HQ, both in tailored coats and soft-soled shoes that had never touched a rig floor. They stood at the mezzanine rail with their arms folded, trying to blend in. But they didn't blend in. Not with their clipboards and calculated expressions. They watched as Élodie and I ran through a training circuit. No announcement. No introductions. Just quiet scrutiny, like investors touring a gallery right before making an offer.

We weren't even at full height. Just working low-wire transitions and partner balance shifts. Things that didn't impress on paper, but meant everything in practice. I caught her on the third pass. Her weight transfer was slightly off. We reset. Clean. Efficient. Quiet. I didn't perform. I just did the work.

After we finished, I climbed down and was wiping chalk from my palms when they approached. Polite smiles. Clipboard energy. One of them, Marc, spoke first. "Julien, that was... something."

I didn't reply. Just nodded and waited for the pitch.

They launched into it like they'd been rehearsing. Cirque was developing a new touring concept. Something intimate. Minimal sets. Focused on trust, risk, and flight. And they wanted it built around me. Not as a technician. Not as a coach. As a performer. Headlining again. And Élodie, of course. The protégé. The contrast. The story arc that sells tickets.

I told them no.

Flat. Immediate.

I hadn't touched a spotlight in years, and I didn't want one. That part of my life was over. I had burned that bridge and poured concrete over the ashes. They pushed again. Said the footage from training spoke for itself. Said the timing was right. Said I could help shape the direction of the entire production.

Before I could shut it down a second time, Élodie stepped closer. She didn't look at me. Just kept her voice low and steady.

"I think you still have something to say. Even if it's not in words."

That stopped me.

I didn't answer them right away. I told them I'd think about it. That was as much ground as I was willing to give. But later that night, I found myself standing under the wire long after the lights were off.

And it didn't look like a machine anymore. It looked like a memory. Something unfinished. Something waiting.

Maybe she was right.

Maybe I hadn't finished what I started.

**********

Chapter -- "What Comes Next"

(POV: Élodie)

I found her by the water station, wrapping her wrists before rehearsal. Naomi, one of the aerial hoop performers. We weren't close, but we'd trained side by side enough times to trade quiet truths when no one else was listening.

"He hasn't said anything yet, has he?" she asked without looking at me.

I shook my head. "Not officially."

"They're calling it a comeback," she said. "Julien Moreau. Back on the wire."

The words sounded strange. Like someone describing a ghost returning in a new body.

"He didn't ask for it," I said.

Naomi glanced at me, then back to her wraps. "No. But he didn't run from it either."

That stuck with me. He hadn't run. Not this time.

I leaned against the wall, hands still chalky from morning drills. "I don't think he's afraid of performing again. I think he's afraid of what it'll pull out of him. Of who he has to become to make the crowd believe."

"And you?" she asked. "Are you ready to stand in that light too?"

I thought about the way his eyes softened when he watched me move. The way his voice stayed calm when I faltered. The way we never had to explain anything on the wire. We just adjusted until the rhythm came back.

"I didn't ask for the spotlight either," I said. "But I'm not afraid of it."

Naomi smiled. "Then maybe you're the one who's ready. Even if he's still catching up."

I didn't answer. Just stared up at the rig above us and wondered if it would ever feel the same once the world was watching.

Then I brushed my hands off and turned toward the stairs. I didn't want to wonder anymore. Tonight, I would talk to him. Not about the choreography. Not about the tour. About us. About the space between who we are now and who we could be.

If he still wanted to fly, I needed to know whether I was just part of the act, or part of something more.

*********

Chapter -- "The Weight of Yes"

(POV: Julien)

We didn't talk about it right away.

The executives left, and training resumed like nothing had happened. But I knew she was waiting. Watching. I could feel the question in the way she lingered by the gear case, the way she glanced toward the high rig between sets.

It wasn't until two days later, after a late maintenance session, that she brought it up. We were sitting on the edge of the platform, boots off, feet dangling above the mat. The bay was quiet except for the hum of distant lights and the tick of cooling steel.

"You're going to say no, aren't you?" she asked.

I didn't answer at first. I traced a line of chalk dust along my palm. "I didn't come back here to perform."

"I know."

"I came back to be invisible. To keep other people safe. That was the deal."

"You don't strike me as the kind of man who hides." She didn't say it with judgment. Just observation. Like she was stating a fact she had already accepted.

I looked at her. Really looked at her. She wasn't asking for fame. Or a spotlight. She wanted the work. The flight. The rhythm. She wanted it with me, and for me, and maybe that was what scared me most.

"I don't know if I still belong up there," I said quietly.

She leaned back on her hands, looking up at the wire above us. "You don't have to belong to it. But I think it still belongs to you."

I let that sit for a while. The silence wasn't heavy. It was patient. Honest.

Finally, I nodded. Just once. "Alright."

She smiled. Not wide. Not triumphant. Just steady. Like someone who had always known we'd get here eventually.

That night, I signed the offer.

And it didn't feel like closure. It felt like a beginning.

And beginnings, like wirework, demand balance.

We rehearsed. We revised. We stepped out under lights brighter than I remembered, in front of crowds that didn't know what it had cost to get there.



Then the curtain rose.

Montreal opened like a fuse line.

Standing ovation. Every night. Critics called it electric. Intimate. Some said we made gravity look negotiable. Others just called it dangerous in the most beautiful way. I didn't read all the reviews. I didn't need to. I could feel it in the silence before each act, in the way the crowd held its breath when we crossed each other mid-wire.

For the first time in years, I didn't doubt the decision. Not the tour. Not the return. Not her.

That night, after the fifth sold-out show, the crew went out to celebrate. A quiet bar tucked into a narrow street. No neon. No cameras. Just drinks and music and the kind of laughter that only comes when you know the worst part is behind you.

I stepped out to grab another round from the counter. Five minutes, maybe less. When I returned, Élodie was near the end of the bar, cornered by two men. Fans, maybe. Or opportunists. One of them leaned too close. The other touched her wrist as she tried to step away.

I stopped.

I watched.

Not out of hesitation. Out of calculation.

She didn't scream. She didn't shrink. But she was uncomfortable. Her eyes scanned for an out, not panicked, just controlled. Always controlled. But still, I moved.

I crossed the floor in three slow steps and stopped behind the taller one. He turned just as I reached for Élodie's hand and placed myself between them. "She's not interested," I said calmly. No threat. No growl. Just fact.

The man scoffed. The second one muttered something about overreacting. I stared until their mouths stopped moving.

They left.

Élodie looked up at me, breath measured. "You didn't need to--"

"It's my job," I said. "To protect the performers. On the wire and off."

She didn't say thank you. She didn't have to.

She just stayed beside me the rest of the night.

**********

Chapter -- "The Way He Stands"

(POV: Élodie)

He didn't make a scene. He didn't raise his voice. He didn't posture or puff up like men sometimes do when they want to be noticed for being protective.

He just stood there. Between me and them. Still as steel.

They backed off the way people do when they sense a line they shouldn't cross. Julien didn't look back until they were gone. And when he did, it wasn't to check if I was okay. It was to return to me, like I was already part of where he belonged.

He said, "It's my job. To protect the performers. On the wire and off."

It could have meant anything. It could have been impersonal. A matter of policy or principle or some half-buried code from his old life backstage. But the way he said it wasn't cold. It was specific. Like the word performer meant me. Just me.

I didn't say thank you. Not because I wasn't grateful. But because I knew that if I did, it would break the quiet between us. The quiet we had been building for months. The kind that holds more truth than explanation ever could.

Back at the table, he sat beside me without question. Didn't hover. Didn't crowd. Just stayed close enough that I didn't have to check the room again. His presence did the scanning for me.

There's a difference between someone watching over you and someone seeing you. He did both.

And when the night ended, and we walked back in the cold, he didn't offer me his jacket or reach for my hand. He didn't have to.

He just walked in step with me. Steady. Solid.

Like the ground itself had decided not to let me fall.

*********

Chapter -- "Center of Gravity"

(POV: Julien)

The tour moved like breath. Inhale in Montreal. Exhale across Canada. Each city blurred into the next. Toronto. Winnipeg. Vancouver. Then Paris. Amsterdam. Munich. We touched down, strung cable, rehearsed, performed, packed, repeated. The wire became our constant. The only thing that didn't change under our feet.

And every time we stepped on it, we brought the audience with us. Not with spectacle, but with silence. They held their breath when we passed each other midline. They gasped when we spun. They whispered when we didn't fall. People started using words like hypnotic and magnetic. But none of them saw the thing that made it real.

It wasn't the act.

It was the connection.

I didn't choreograph it. Neither did she. But over time, our instincts lined up. She anticipated my adjustments before I made them. I caught her by the hip before her balance shifted. We dismounted in sync without a cue. And on stage, it looked effortless.

Offstage, it was slower. Softer. Stranger. At first it was shared meals because we had no one else. Then it was shared silence that didn't feel awkward. Then it was rigging checks that turned into stories. Her childhood in Sherbrooke. My parents and the flying act I once thought would be mine forever. We talked until stagehands kicked us out of the bays at midnight.

She asked me once if I missed Las Vegas.

I said no.

She didn't press.

I caught myself laughing more. Sleeping better. Eating real food. I caught myself watching her hands when she braided her hair before warmup. I caught myself not checking my phone after shows. I caught myself wanting things I had buried years ago.

Barcelona was packed. Sold out. The finale was tight. Mid-air catch clean. Dismount perfect. The kind of show you remember not because it was showy, but because no one missed a single breath.

Backstage, we stripped off our chalked gear, hearts still pacing. Someone handed us water. Someone else slapped my back. She leaned against the wall, eyes closed, breathing like she'd just outrun a storm.

I watched her. And I knew.

There was no performance in this moment.

Just truth.

She opened her eyes and met mine.

I stepped forward. She didn't move.

When I kissed her, it wasn't careful. It wasn't calculated. It was quiet and honest and full of all the things we had never said out loud.

She kissed me back.

And for the first time since I left Las Vegas, I didn't feel like I was carrying the weight of the wire alone.

I had found my center of gravity.

And she had a name.

*********

Chapter -- "No Safety Net"

(POV: Élodie)

The hotel room was quiet. Heavy with post-performance stillness. The adrenaline had faded, but something else remained. Julien closed the door behind us with the same deliberate calm he used before stepping onto the wire.

We didn't speak.

We didn't need to.

He kissed me before I could overthink it. His hands were steady, warm. His lips slow but sure, like he had waited long enough. I answered with everything I had been holding back for months. My hands found the hem of his shirt. His breath hitched when I slipped my fingers beneath the fabric, tracing the lines of muscle and old tension.

When he kissed my neck, I forgot about applause and stage lights. I forgot about control. My body arched toward him instinctively, craving contact, connection. He slid his hand along my side, over my ribs, and cupped my breast with reverence, not possession. The sound that escaped my mouth was a moan I didn't try to swallow.

"I need you," I whispered, voice trembling but certain. "Now."

We stripped like people who had waited too long. No show. No choreography. Just skin and heat and breath. He moved between my legs, eyes searching mine for permission, for trust. He found both.

When he entered me, it wasn't fast. It wasn't frantic. It was full. Anchoring. The kind of motion that spoke a language older than fear.

I moved with him. Matched his rhythm the way I had on the wire. Each thrust deeper, slower, more intentional. Every kiss a promise. Every moan a release.

There was no rush. No mask. No safety net.

Just the two of us, breathing in time, finally letting go.

We didn't stop.

Not after the first wave of pleasure broke. Not after the second. We pulled each other back in like gravity had been rewritten just for us. The sheets tangled. My legs wrapped around his waist. My name fell from his lips like it was something sacred, something earned.

I had never known my own body like this. Not with anyone else.

Julien didn't just move like he knew what he was doing. He moved like he knew me. Every response. Every gasp. Every arch of my back. He listened without asking, touched without hesitating, and kissed without apology. As if I had always belonged in his hands.

When I cried out, it wasn't from pain or surprise. It was relief. Like my body had been waiting for this kind of honesty and didn't know it until now.

He didn't rush. And I didn't want him to.

We tested each other, rhythm, breath, control, surrender. We collapsed. Caught our breath. Then started again. His hands slid along my hips, across my stomach, up to my shoulders. I traced every scar I found. The ones on his skin. The ones he didn't talk about. I kissed them both.

Between the hours, we spoke in low murmurs. Things we'd never said aloud. Things we'd only trusted to the wire until now. He told me I was stronger than I knew. I told him he was softer than he wanted to admit.

At some point, I fell asleep on his chest. Then woke to his hand brushing hair from my face, his lips at my collarbone. He kissed me again like the first time hadn't been enough. And it wasn't.

It never would be.

Not with him.

**********

Chapter -- "Morning, Unspoken"

(POV: Julien)

I woke before the sun.

The room was dim, still wrapped in that early gray where time feels slower. Élodie was curled against my side, one leg draped across mine, her hand resting against my chest like it had always been there. Her breathing was steady. Light. Peaceful.

I didn't move.

Not yet.

Her hair was a mess, trailing across her shoulder in soft auburn waves. Her skin carried the imprint of our night. Fingertips. Mouth. Memory. I could still hear her, those sounds she made when I touched her like no one else ever had. Not just the volume. The honesty.

I hadn't expected it to feel like that.

I had thought maybe I had forgotten how. Or worse, that part of me had gone quiet forever. That the part of me that could connect, not on the wire, not on a stage, but in a bed, had been stripped away by years of silence, loss, damage.

But last night.

Last night rewrote the script.

She stirred beside me, eyes still closed. Her thumb traced a small, unconscious circle against my ribs. That simple motion nearly undid me.

"I didn't mean to fall asleep on you," she murmured, voice rough and soft at the same time.

"I didn't mind."

She blinked up at me, then smiled. It was slow, unguarded. "You're staring."

"I am."

"Why?"

I hesitated, just for a breath. Then: "Because I've never known anything like that. Not just the act. The rest of it. The way it felt after."

She looked at me like she already knew. And maybe she did.

"You let go," she said. "That's what it was."

I nodded. "I didn't know I could."

"You did."

And for a long time, we just stayed there. Wrapped in silence. No performances. No crew. No crowd waiting to be impressed.

Just us.

And for once, that was enough.

But silence has a half-life.

And by the time we stepped back into the rig the next day, something in the air had changed. Not fractured. Just shifted.

She was already at the rig when I walked in.

Chalk on her hands. Hair tied back. Focused. From the outside, nothing had changed. But something had. I could feel it between us like a ripple under the floor. Not tension from conflict. The other kind. The kind that comes from knowing something now you didn't know the day before.

We hadn't talked about it. Not past what we said that morning. There hadn't been time. Or maybe we were just holding onto it a little longer, quiet and unsaid.

The others moved through warmups around us, casual and noisy. Crew resetting lines. Spotters checking gear. It was routine. Safe. Familiar. I should have felt at ease.

But as soon as I stepped onto the wire platform, I felt the difference.

Élodie didn't look at me. She just stood at the opposite edge, arms loose at her sides, waiting for my cue. I gave it. A nod. We stepped onto the line together.

And everything was off.

Only slightly. Her weight shift was a half-second late. My adjustment overcorrected. The center line felt too tight. Our pacing was off by maybe three beats. But it was enough to notice.

We reached midpoint and paused. I saw her jaw tighten. She wasn't frustrated. She was thinking. Recalculating. I knew that look. I had worn it for years.

"You alright?" I asked, voice low.

She nodded once. "Just finding the rhythm."

I nodded back. But we both knew it wasn't just the rhythm. It was us.

What we had found last night was real. And now it was here, under the lights. In the space between our steps. Not hidden anymore. Not contained.

We didn't say anything else. Just finished the run. Clean. Professional.

But when we dismounted, I glanced at her. She didn't meet my eyes, not right away. Then she did. Just for a second.

And in that second, I saw it. The same thing I was carrying.

Something real. Something fragile. Something that might change everything.

I thought we'd settled it. That what happened between us would move with us, not against us.

But just as we were finding our balance again, the next stop on the tour appeared. Printed clean in black ink.

Las Vegas

I saw it on the schedule two weeks before it happened.

Las Vegas. Four nights. Center billing. Same venue. Same crew office. Same rigging bay I had once called home. I stared at the name printed on the itinerary like it might blink or fade or change. It didn't.

I didn't say anything to Élodie.

She didn't ask.

But something in me went quiet.

My steps grew sharper. My tone colder. I stopped lingering after rehearsal. Stopped staying in the wings to watch her stretch. I packed early. I checked tension twice. She noticed. Of course she noticed. But she didn't push.

I think she knew this wasn't a wire I could cross with someone holding my hand.

When the plane landed, I didn't look out the window. I knew the skyline by heart. I could still feel the heat rising off the pavement. I could still hear the echo of my footsteps in the hallway the night I left without a word.

We arrived late. Tech had already checked the equipment. Costumes were laid out in the dressing room. Nothing had changed. And that was the problem.

I went alone to the back corridor behind the main rigging bay. It smelled the same. Rosin. Oil. Chalk. History. My history.

My old locker still sat at the end of the row. I reached for the handle, hesitated, then opened it. Inside, dust had settled on a coiled harness and a single photo magnet on the back wall. It showed me mid-air, arms wide, eyes forward. Not caught yet. Not falling.

Below that, carved faintly into the metal edge, were the letters I had once scratched in with a rig knife.

A.V.

Anca Vasile.

I stood there for a long time.

No one interrupted. No one had to.

She was gone. But she wasn't. Not entirely. She lived in the bolts I used to torque. In the weight I still carried. In the fact that I hadn't told Élodie what happened. Not all of it.

The past wasn't behind me.

It was about to share the stage.

*********

Chapter -- "Underneath the Silence"

(POV: Élodie)

Julien hadn't been the same since the itinerary changed.

He didn't flinch when the Vegas dates were announced, but I saw it. In the way his shoulders stayed tense during warmups. In how he checked the wire too often. In how he didn't wait for me to walk out of rehearsal anymore.

He wasn't cold.

Just distant.

The kind of distant that doesn't come from anger. The kind that comes from memory.

We arrived late. The crew moved like it was any other stop. Laughter. Logistics. The usual rhythm. But Julien didn't speak much. He walked ahead of me when we unloaded our gear. Took the call from production in a hallway. Spent more time in the rafters than beside me.

I didn't take it personally.

But I felt it.

This city meant something to him. Something unfinished. Something sharp. And whatever it was, it lived behind his silence.

I thought about asking. I almost did, three times. But every time the words started to form, he would glance at me with that look. Not warning. Not avoidance. Just... weight. Like the past had hands, and they were already wrapped around his voice.

So I waited.

I had learned to trust him on the wire. I would have to trust him here too. Even if the ground felt less certain.

But as I walked into the rigging bay that night, saw the faded chalk stains, the ghost of someone else's name still written in the steel, I felt something tighten in my chest.

Whatever we had built together was strong.

I just hoped it would hold under the weight of what he hadn't told me.

*********

Chapter -- "A Ghost in the Wings"

(POV: Anca)

They said we were on hiatus.

Two weeks. Maybe three. Cirque often rotated headliners through the Vegas residency, but this was different. No accidents. No injuries. Just a quiet note from production. The regular cast would take a break while something new took over the stage.

Something new. That phrase always made my teeth clench.

I wasn't worried at first. These "limited engagements" came and went. A novelty act. A test pilot. They never lasted. But then I started hearing things. From costumers. From riggers. From the dancers still getting paid to stand on the sidelines.

It's beautiful, they said. Dangerous in a good way. Real.

One of them even whispered, it feels like what we used to be.

That was when I started listening.

Then I heard his name.

Julien.

I told myself it had to be a coincidence. Some tech assistant. A rigger with the same surname. But when I saw the cast list pinned to the staff board, there it was. Julien Moreau. Lead performer. Not supervisor. Not safety director. Performer.

And under his name, paired as a duet: Élodie Marchand.

It felt like a wire snapped inside me.

I waited until midnight when the theatre was dark and the main crew was gone. Slipped past a distracted security guard with a borrowed jacket and an old ID badge. The floor still remembered my footsteps. The shadows bent around me like they knew how I moved.

I climbed to the side catwalk above the stage. Quiet. Invisible.

They were rehearsing a midair sequence. No music. Just tension and breath. She stood opposite him on the wire. Bare feet. High chin. Hands ready.

He gave her a nod.

She stepped.

And I watched them move.

Not just in sync. In tune. Her timing anticipated his. His hands caught her without force. When she spun, he was already there. They didn't perform for each other. They connected. Like the wire was a conversation, and they had long since stopped needing words.

Then, during the dismount, she laughed.

Laughed.

Right into his shoulder.

He didn't flinch. He smiled.

I nearly choked on it.

Because I knew that smile. I had worn that laugh.

Once.

But that was before he walked away. Before he erased me like chalk dust from the bay floor.

And yet. Watching them. Seeing the precision, the honesty, the ease. I recognized it for what it was.

Something real.

Something I once had.

And then I smiled.

Not because it didn't hurt. It did. But because I remembered something Julien had clearly forgotten.

I always knew how to rewrite endings.

And this story wasn't finished yet.

**********

Chapter -- "Collision Course"

(POV: Julien)

She was waiting by the crew lockers when I turned the corner.

I should have seen it coming. She never did subtle well. A shadow on the wall. A stillness where there should have been motion. Then her voice.

"Did you really think I wouldn't find you?"

I didn't stop walking until I was five feet from her. Close enough to see she was still using the same foundation shade that didn't quite match her skin tone. Close enough to see that her eyes hadn't changed. Still sharp. Still looking for leverage.



I crossed my arms. "You're not supposed to be back here."

She smiled. "Neither were you. And yet, here you are. Front and center again."

"I'm not here to fight," I said.

"But you will." Her smile vanished. "Because you walked away without a word. Without giving me a chance."

I felt it start to rise. That heat in my throat. That hum under the skin I had buried for years.

"You never fought for us," she snapped.

I laughed. It wasn't warm. "You made sure there was nothing left to fight for."

"I made a mistake."

"No. You were the mistake."

That did it. Her jaw tensed. "You think I didn't love you? That I didn't try?"

"You loved the spotlight. You loved the way people looked at you when you stood in the air like it was a crown. You didn't love us. Not enough to stay grounded for five minutes. Not enough to make room for anything that wasn't about you."

"That's not fair."

"Isn't it?" I stepped closer. "You got everything you wanted. Every role. Every decision. You pushed. I gave. You climbed. I followed. Until there was nothing left in me to give. So no, I didn't fight. Because there was no reason to."

"You let go."

"I did." I kept my voice even. "Because I finally saw what was real. You didn't want a partner. You wanted a mirror."

She looked like she was about to slap me, or maybe cry. But she did neither. Just stood there, staring like she was trying to find the old version of me she used to control.

He wasn't there.

I turned to walk away.

"I can still be part of this," she called after me.

I didn't stop. "Not this time."

And for the first time since I moved away from Vegas, I didn't feel like I owed her anything.

Not a glance.

Not an apology.

Not even a goodbye.

**********

Chapter -- "The Replacement Plan"

(POV: Anca)

I told myself I wouldn't go.

That I didn't need to see it. That nothing they did on that stage could touch what I used to be. But when the lights went down and the house filled up, I found myself standing behind the curtain, just out of sight, staring through the gap in the wings.

The crowd was silent. Not bored. Held. Like they had all leaned forward at once and forgotten to exhale.

Then they stepped out.

Julien and her.

He moved with that same calm precision he always had. But this time, it was different. Not stiff. Not guarded. He was fluid. Confident. Present. And she, Élodie, moved like she had been built to match him. They didn't just perform. They communicated. Every pivot, every lean, every catch was intimate. Honest.

And when she smiled at him during the final hold, he smiled back.

I had never seen that smile from the audience.

And then came the applause.

Not polite clapping. Not the kind that says well done. This was thunder. It rattled the walls. It rolled over the stage like a wave and didn't stop. And it wasn't for spectacle. It was for connection. It was for them.

It was louder than anything I had ever received.

I felt something break. Not just inside. Through. Like a thread that finally snapped and took my balance with it.

That was supposed to be me.

It was mine before she ever showed up. Before he left. Before the silence.

I didn't want the spotlight back just for the fame. I wanted him to look at me like that again. To move like I mattered again. To feel needed. Chosen. Irreplaceable.

But I was replaceable.

Unless I changed that.

Unless I made room.

The plan came to me slowly, but with clarity. Nothing cruel. Just... subtle. One rig line. One anchor. Slight tension miscalibration. Enough to fail under load, but not enough to trigger flags during setup.

The wire would give out. She would fall.

Not fatally. Not if the net was close. But enough to pull her off the roster. Enough to clear space. Enough to get me back on that stage. Back in his arms. Back where I belonged.

I didn't feel guilt. Not yet.

Only hunger.

Because I had always known how to rewrite endings.

And this one was about to begin.

**********

Chapter -- "Cut Line"

(POV: Élodie)

The rig felt perfect.

The tension was right. The mounts had held all week. The crowd was loud, but their voices faded once my feet left the platform. Julien was already on the line, waiting. I met his eyes across the gap. He gave me the smallest nod.

We began.

Every move was muscle and breath. My body knew the sequence like it knew gravity, like it knew him. We crossed in perfect tempo, counterbalanced in the center, pivoted to our dual pose.

The lights caught us midair. The crowd gasped right on cue.

Then came the drop lift.

I took my mark. Hands forward. Knees soft. One foot back.

And as I pushed off--

The line gave out.

Not tension. Not resistance. It simply wasn't there.

I felt myself fall. Not a stumble. Not a misstep. A free fall. My breath caught. My stomach flipped. I saw the wire snap backward behind me and knew before I hit bottom that something had gone wrong. Really wrong.

Then came Julien.

I didn't see him move, but suddenly his arms were around me. One under my back, one gripping my wrist. The entire world narrowed to his face, taut with focus, jaw clenched. His grip locked. The audience roared, thinking it was part of the act.

We hit the net together, hard. Pain bloomed through my shoulder and down my arm. I couldn't lift it. Could barely breathe. But I was alive. And I was still in his arms.

The house lights went dark. The applause swelled like thunder.

I wanted to scream.

Backstage, medics swarmed. The pain sharpened, then dulled as the adrenaline wore off. Someone said the arm was fractured. Clean break. I'd be out for six to eight weeks.

Julien didn't leave my side.

Not until they wheeled me off for X-rays. Even then, he held my hand too long before letting go.

And in that moment, through the fog of pain, I saw something in his eyes.

Not guilt.

Suspicion.

Something hadn't just failed.

Something had been tampered.

I didn't have the words for it then. The shape of the thought. The why.

But later, in the quiet white of a hospital room, the weight of it returned, settling just behind his eyes.

The hospital light was dim and too still. The kind of silence that usually made me nervous. But tonight, it was a relief. After the fall, after the shock, after the cheers that didn't belong to what actually happened, I just needed a place to breathe.

Julien hadn't left.

He was sitting in the corner, hands clasped between his knees, like he hadn't moved since they rolled me in. His shirt was still dusty from the net. His hair flattened from sweat. His jaw hadn't unclenched.

They had already told me. Fracture. Clean. Simple. Eight weeks, give or take. The kind of injury that performers live with, learn around, come back from. But that wasn't what he was thinking about. I could see it in the way he looked at me.

He wasn't worried about the show.

He was worried about me.

"I'm alright," I said, voice soft.

His eyes lifted slowly. "You fell."

"You caught me."

He didn't smile. Just leaned forward, elbows on his knees, like he was anchoring himself there. "The rig should not have failed. Not like that. Not mid-sequence. That's not... normal."

"I know."

We sat in the quiet. For a moment, there was just the hum of equipment and the soft rhythm of my own breathing.

Then he said, "I didn't think I'd feel this again."

"What?"

He looked at me, eyes raw in a way I hadn't seen since our first night together. "What it's like to be afraid of losing someone. Not the act. Not the performance. You. I thought I had buried that part of myself years ago. But tonight... when the line gave out..."

He trailed off. Then stood. Crossed the room slowly.

When he took my hand, his grip was warm. Grounded.

"I love you," he said.

There was no grand gesture. No music swelling in the background. Just truth.

I didn't answer right away. I pulled him gently closer, and kissed him. Not out of relief. Out of certainty.

"I know," I whispered. "I love you too."

He stayed beside me while the medical team came in. Asked questions. Adjusted my sling. Took notes. He didn't move. Just held my other hand and watched everything they did like he was memorizing it.

He had always been the one catching people.

Tonight, I think he realized he could be caught too.

**********

Chapter -- "The Suggestion"

(POV: Anca)

They were already looking for a fix.

You could see it in the producers' eyes. Stress wrapped in pleasantries. Concern disguised as strategy. A fractured star wasn't something they knew how to market. Not when the show had sold out five cities and was headed toward a press run in LA.

So I offered them a solution.

Just five shows. Temporary coverage. A seamless transition. I pitched it like it was nothing. Like I wasn't volunteering to step onto the same wire that nearly broke the girl. I framed it as generous. Responsible. A little nostalgic, even.

I already know the rig. I know Julien's pacing. I've worked this crowd. I can step in without needing weeks of rehearsal.

They listened. Of course they did. I was still the name audiences recognized from Vegas. My face was still on posters in the staff hallway. They were just waiting for someone to make the first bold offer.

I made it.

Later that afternoon, they called us in. Julien. Élodie. Me.

The meeting room was quiet. Tense.

Julien walked in stiff-backed. He looked at me, then at the producers. Then at Élodie, sitting beside him with her cast resting carefully across her lap. She looked smaller than usual, but not weaker.

Marc, one of the producers, cleared his throat. "We've considered a short-term pivot. A five-show placeholder to maintain momentum and press interest. Anca has offered to fill in during Élodie's recovery window."

Julien's jaw flexed. "No."

"It's only temporary," Marc said quickly. "The choreography is already mapped. The story is intact. And Anca--"

"No," Julien repeated. Louder this time.

All eyes turned to Élodie.

She looked at him. Just him. And in the calmest voice I've ever heard, she said, "You taught me the show must go on. Let it go on with her. Just be careful."

He turned to her, as if she had said something unforgivable. But then he saw it.

She wasn't surrendering. She was trusting.

He nodded once. The smallest gesture. But it was enough.

Just like that, the stage was mine again.

Julien didn't look at me as he stood. He just walked out, shoulders rigid.

Élodie met my eyes and smiled.

Not sweet. Not soft.

Just enough to say, I see you. I know.

But the wire would say more.

Soon.

**********

Chapter -- "Practice Makes Friction"

(POV: Julien)

She missed the catch again.

Only by a fraction, but it was enough to throw the dismount. I adjusted too late, the angle skewed, and we both hit the mat harder than necessary. She landed first. I rolled to the side and sat up, breathing through my teeth.

Anca exhaled sharply and pushed herself up. "You were off tempo."

"No," I said, standing. "You were."

We didn't argue further. There was no point.

This was day three of rehearsal. Every sequence felt forced. Every pass too calculated. She was sharp, physically capable, but there was no flow. No give. No breath between movements. We weren't moving together. We were colliding in sequence.

Just like the end of our marriage.

Two artists, too proud to admit they needed each other, too different to make the same rhythm work. Back then, I thought time would fix it. That love would round the edges. But here on the wire, time had only sharpened the contrast.

She was always half a beat behind or one step ahead. And I was always waiting or recovering.

We ran the sequence again. Missed again. I called for a break.

Anca stayed where she was, perched on the platform, eyes distant. Then, finally, she spoke.

"I don't want to lose you again."

The words weren't loud. They weren't dramatic. They just hung there.

I didn't answer.

She stood and faced me, arms crossed tight, voice steadier than I expected. "I made a mistake. I know that. The affair. The way I treated you. I pushed you away and then acted surprised when you left. I was selfish. I saw the spotlight and not what was right in front of me."

Still, I said nothing.

"I should have given you more. A home. A family. You asked for so little, and I gave even less. I'm sorry."

She meant it. At least part of her did.

But what I heard wasn't change.

It was regret. And those aren't the same thing.

I looked at her for a long moment. "Thank you," I said, because I didn't know what else to give her. "But we're not the same people anymore."

She looked away then. Down at the chalk dust on her hands. "Maybe not. But we still move like we used to. That has to mean something."

I shook my head. "It means we remember the steps. That's all."

Then I turned back to the rig.

We had a routine to finish. And five more shows to survive.

**********

Chapter -- "Ghost Notes"

(POV: Élodie)

I wasn't supposed to be there.

The producers had asked me to rest. Doctors insisted on physical therapy and patience. But I couldn't stay away. I told them I was just checking in on the crew. In truth, I had timed my visit to align with their first full rehearsal.

Julien and Anca.

Back on the wire.

I stayed behind the curtain, tucked into the shadows near the second lighting tower. From there, I could see the full rig and both platforms. The wire stretched between them, steady and clean. Everything else was uncertain.

They started the routine.

At first, it was fine. Technically correct. Clean footwork. Steady passes. But after the first pivot, I saw it. The pause. The half-beat hesitation that threw off the balance. Julien recovered quickly, but Anca was already compensating in the wrong direction.

They didn't fall. But they didn't connect.

It was like listening to a duet where both musicians are slightly out of tune. Close enough to trick the casual listener, but anyone paying attention could feel the dissonance.

Julien's face gave little away. Focused. Guarded. But I saw it in his shoulders. In the way his hands hovered just a second longer after each catch, like he wasn't sure she would be where she was supposed to be.

Anca pushed harder with each pass. Reaching. Forcing chemistry that wasn't there anymore. It wasn't malicious. It was desperate. And desperation on the wire always looks like pride.

I didn't stay until the end.

I slipped away before they dismounted, my cast heavy at my side.

There was no jealousy in me. Not exactly. Just a quiet ache. Like watching someone try to rewrite a song you already finished.

They remembered the choreography.

But they had forgotten the music.

I told myself that was enough. That seeing it once was all I needed to understand.

But the next day, I found myself in the wings again. Different seat. Same ache.

I just needed to be sure.

I wasn't supposed to be there.

Technically, I had cleared the hour with the physical therapist. Walking was fine. Sitting too. I just needed to stay off the wire. So I sat near the back of the house, out of sight, cast resting in my lap, watching through the shadows as Julien and Anca rehearsed.

They were good.

Not flawless. Not like us. But sharp. Precise. Cold.

There was no music between them. Just muscle memory. It felt like a conversation where neither person really listened, only waited to speak.

Then came the stumble. Another catch missed. Another roll off the mat. Julien stood first and called for a break.

I thought they would reset and move on. But Anca didn't get up right away. I leaned forward, just enough to hear.

"I don't want to lose you again," she said.

The air between them stilled. She stood, and her voice was clearer now, more practiced, like a line she had rehearsed.

"I made a mistake. The affair. The way I treated you. I pushed you away and then acted surprised when you left. I was selfish."

I froze.

This wasn't for the crew. It wasn't for the producers. It was for him.

"I should have given you more. A home. A family. You asked for so little, and I gave even less."

And in that moment, it all made sense.

Not the show. Not the stage. Not the casting.

Julien.

Why he never looked back. Why he stayed so quiet when I asked about Vegas. Why his eyes sometimes darkened when no one was speaking.

He had already given everything to someone who couldn't hold it.

Now, I understood what he had walked away from. And what he had rebuilt since.

He hadn't needed a reason to return to the wire. He had needed a reason to believe in it again.

And maybe, quietly, I was becoming that reason.

**********

Chapter -- "Smoke and Mirrors"

(POV: Anca)

The wire remembered us.

The second the lights hit and Julien stepped onto the platform across from me, it was like no time had passed. We didn't miss a single beat. The crowd leaned in, then erupted when we nailed the drop-catch near the end. Their applause was thunder. Familiar. Addictive.

I smiled as we exited the stage.

Julien didn't look at me. Not really. He nodded. Professional. Distant.

But the producers noticed. Press noticed. Our names trended together for the first time in years. Articles called it a return to form. The icons of Cirque reunited. A spark re-lit. A story that sells.

It felt good.

I felt the rhythm of things shifting back toward me.

After the third show, I stopped playing humble. I started making suggestions. Small ones. Strategic. I told Marc that audiences were responding well. That the chemistry was authentic. That it made sense to continue through the next leg of the tour. At least until Élodie fully recovered.

I phrased it as caution. As professionalism. I smiled when I said it.

Backstage, I asked questions in earshot of the right people. I mentioned the possibility of overexertion. Of Élodie maybe returning too soon. I asked if the physical therapist had approved stage-level work or just rehab.

I never said she wasn't ready.

I just let others wonder if maybe she wasn't.

By the end of the week, there was a memo drafted. A proposal. I wasn't removed from the cast after the fifth show. I was extended for five more.

Julien didn't find out until the night before.

He said nothing when they told him. Just nodded once, jaw tight, eyes unreadable.

I could feel the wire between us fraying again. Not from missed timing this time, but from something deeper.

Still, the crowd loved it.

That was what mattered.

Because the show wasn't just a comeback.

It was a reclamation.

I wasn't just performing.

I was taking back everything.

Even him.

**********

Chapter -- "Echoes in the Wire"

(POV: Julien)

The wire should have held.

That thought kept circling, even days after the accident. I had inspected that rig myself. Double-checked every anchor, every clip, every tension line. If there had been even a whisper of compromise, I would have heard it. Felt it.

But I didn't. Until it was too late.

After the fourth show with Anca, I stayed late. Told the crew I needed to recalibrate the load offsets for the new drop sequence. It was half true. The other half was quieter, colder.

I went straight to the rig Élodie fell from.

At first glance, everything looked clean. Welds were intact. Cable sheath smooth. But I didn't trust first glances anymore. I climbed the structure slowly, hands methodical, ears tuned to every creak and shift.

And then I saw it.

A load-bearing clamp, secondary anchor, looked right. Perfect, actually. But when I put pressure on the joint, it flexed. Too much. I disengaged the bolt housing and found the thread had been filed. Not broken. Not stripped. Filed. With just enough wear to cause catastrophic failure under dynamic swing.



Not visible from a safety check.

Not even a bad install.

Intentional.

I froze.

My first thought wasn't anger. It was cold. Clinical. Who would know how to do this? Who would know how to file down a bolt so precisely, with just enough give to pass visual, but snap under momentum?

Then the answer hit me.

Anca.

She used to sit with me for hours in the rafters. Watched how I worked. She learned my checks. My redundancies. My habits. She knew how I built safety into the mounts. She knew how to break them without leaving a trace.

I sat back on the catwalk and stared into the dark below. The silence wrapped around me, thick and final.

It hadn't been an accident.

Élodie didn't fall.

She was dropped.

Anca knew exactly how to make it happen.

My breath left in a short, sharp burst. Not fear. Not disbelief.

Rage.

It rose fast--tight and blinding. I gripped the nearest beam so hard my knuckles went white. My jaw locked. Every muscle braced like I was about to launch myself into open air just to scream her name into the void.

She had watched Élodie climb. Had smiled as she stood on that wire. Had smiled knowing it might not hold.

She didn't just sabotage the rig. She aimed it at the one person who never tried to change me. Who never once made me feel small.

And I had let her back in. I had nodded. I had agreed to share the stage.

I wanted to hit something. Break something. Break her.

But instead, I stayed still. Sat in the dark. Let the anger settle into something colder.

I knew what she had done. I knew what it meant.

And now, I knew what had to happen next.

**********

Chapter -- "Return to Form"

(POV: Anca)

The buzz was everywhere.

Articles. Photos. Old interviews dragged back into circulation. Someone posted a grainy video of me and Julien from our first year on tour, soaring in perfect tandem across a sunset-lit rig. The caption read, Legends never fall.

I liked that.

The producers stopped giving me time limits. PR floated a "reunion" narrative, calling it a "legacy pairing reborn." A few backstage crew started whispering again when I walked by, but this time it was with curiosity. Not judgment.

I hadn't felt this relevant in years.

I made myself available for interviews. Posed with fans at the stage door. I let the tabloids speculate. Smiled for the wrong reasons. I even heard someone say we were Cirque's power couple, past and present, together again. I didn't correct them.

Because in my mind, we were almost back to how it was.

The applause. The press. The wire.

And Julien.

He was the last piece to fall back into place.

So I brought wine to his trailer after rehearsal. Same vintage we used to drink after shows. I wore the scent I knew he liked. I tapped the door lightly and let myself in without waiting for permission, just like before.

He was at the counter, wiping chalk from his hands with slow, practiced motions. His back was to me.

"Thought we could toast," I said, holding up the bottle. "Like old times."

He didn't answer.

I set the wine on the small table near the window, unscrewed the cork, poured two glasses. He still hadn't turned around.

"You hear what they're calling us?" I smiled. "The legends. Together again. It's good, right? Feels good."

He finally turned, but not toward me. Just away from the counter, toward the door. "You should go."

"Julien."

"I have nothing to say to you."

I laughed once, softly. "You're really going to pretend we don't still have it?"

He looked at me. Not like a man. Not like a partner. Not even like a stranger.

Like I was something he had finally stopped trying to fix.

"You're right," he said. "We still have something. But it isn't what you think."

He walked past me and opened the door.

I stood there for a second, confused. Angry.

Then I left the glasses on the table and walked out, chin high.

Because I still knew how this worked.

This wasn't the end. Just another scene.

And I always win.

Eventually.

**********

Chapter -- "Nothing Left to Catch"

(POV: Julien)

She used to leave a scent behind when she walked out. Expensive perfume. Jasmine with something sharper underneath. It lingered, once.

Now it just irritated me.

The wine glasses sat untouched on the table, still catching the faint light from the trailer window. Same kind we used to drink. Same brand. Same story. Only I wasn't in it anymore.

Not the way she remembered.

I stood there for a long time after she left. Not thinking. Not pacing. Just still.

There was a time I would have followed her. Said too much. Tried to rewrite something we both knew had cracked long before the final drop. I had chased the silence between us for years, trying to fill it with movement, with wire, with routine. But it never held.

And tonight, for the first time, I didn't feel the pull.

There was nothing left to fix.

No anger. No longing. No spark.

Just the weight of nothing. And in a strange way, it felt like peace.

She believed this was a second chance. But I wasn't falling for her anymore.

And I wasn't going to catch her either.

I had nothing left to give to the past.

But there was still someone I hadn't walked away from.

Not even once.

She was in the physical therapy room, alone.

No techs. No clipboard. Just her, stretching her good arm, slow and careful, while her cast rested in her lap. Her hair was up, a few loose strands falling along her neck, and she didn't hear me come in. I stayed by the doorway for a moment, watching the way she moved.

Even off the wire, she was still performing. Not for anyone else. For herself. Like her body was reminding her it still knew how to fight.

"You're supposed to be resting," I said gently.

She didn't flinch. Just turned toward me with a small smile. "I am. This is the part where I convince my muscles I'm not done yet."

I stepped inside and sat on the bench beside her. The air between us was quiet, easy.

"I saw Anca leave your trailer," she said after a moment. Not an accusation. Just fact.

I nodded. "She brought wine. And a rewrite of our entire history."

Élodie tilted her head, watching me. "Did she get to the part where you fall for her again?"

"No," I said. "Because that chapter's closed."

She studied me for a second longer. Then looked away, focusing on her stretch again.

"I just needed you to know," I said. "Whatever happens out there the next few shows... she's not part of my story anymore. Not really."

"You don't owe me that," she said.

"I know," I replied. "But I wanted to give it anyway."

She didn't answer right away. Then her voice softened. "You didn't flinch when she fell out of your life."

I met her eyes. "I only catch what's worth saving."

She leaned into my shoulder then. Quietly. Like gravity had decided that's where she belonged.

And for the first time all week, I breathed easy.

But peace doesn't last on a wire.

Especially when the next step is shared with someone you no longer trust.

The crowd wanted beauty. The producers wanted control. Anca wanted both.

And all I wanted was to get through the next five shows without someone else getting hurt.

The house was packed.

Third night of the extended run. Press in the front rows. Lights brighter. Expectations higher. I could feel it in the way the crew moved--efficient, clipped. No one lingered. No one talked more than necessary.

And still, something buzzed beneath the surface. Not excitement. Not nerves. Tension. The kind that builds in your jaw and refuses to leave.

I stood backstage, watching the wire sway slightly in the draft from the overhead fans. The rig had passed inspection. Twice. I had checked it myself. And then I had checked it again. Still, I didn't trust it.

Not anymore.

Anca arrived late. Of course she did. Full makeup, pristine costume, smile polished to gleam. She waved at a tech and gave the crew chief a kiss on the cheek. Everyone saw it. That was the point.

She came over. Not close. Just enough for me to hear her.

"You ready to give them something they'll never forget?"

"I'm here to do the job."

She didn't like that answer. Smirk faded, just a fraction. "We used to call it magic."

"No. You did."

She didn't press. She knew better now.

I watched her stretch out her arms, checking her range of motion like it was a ritual. She was loose. Confident. Too confident.

A little voice in the back of my mind whispered again.

Check the rig.

But I had. Three times. It was fine.

Still, something about tonight felt wrong.

When the call came over comms--five minutes to curtain--she straightened and gave me that old stage smile. The one that meant nothing and everything.

"Let's make it perfect," she said.

I didn't respond.

Because I didn't trust the rig.

And I didn't trust her.

Not anymore.

**********

Chapter -- "Élodie's Goodbye"

(POV: Élodie"

I didn't tell anyone I was leaving.

Not officially. Not the cast. Not the crew. I packed my bag in the early morning, the hospital paperwork folded neatly beside my sling. My train back to Quebec was booked for the afternoon.

I wasn't angry. Not bitter. Just tired.

Julien still had five shows to finish with her. And I wasn't going to sit through five nights watching Anca dangle herself across the wire like she belonged there. Like she hadn't broken something sacred and called it ambition.

I watched him from the doorway of the rigging bay. He was doing another solo check, hands moving with that same brutal efficiency I had fallen in love with. No wasted motion. No noise. Just quiet control.

Part of me wanted to walk away without saying a word.

But that wasn't who we were.

I stepped into the room. He didn't look up at first. Then he did.

"You're not supposed to be here," he said.

"I know." I held up my brace slightly. "Not planning to climb anything."

His eyes flicked to the bag on my shoulder. He didn't say anything, but the question was there.

"I'm heading home for a while," I said. "Letting this heal. Giving you space to finish what you started."

He walked over, slow and quiet. "This isn't what I started."

I waited.

He looked tired. Not from rehearsal. From holding too much.

"I don't love her," he said. "Not even a little. I'm not staying for her. I'm staying because the show's not over."

"I know," I said. "But shows end. And when this one does..."

I reached for his hand.

"...survive it. And come home to me."

He didn't speak.

He just held on.

And in that silence, I felt something settle between us. A promise. A weight. A vow.

He would finish this.

Then he would come back.

And we would begin again.

**********

Chapter -- "Final Adjustments"

(POV: Julien)

Marc called just before noon.

The line was filled with congratulations. Applause. Numbers from the last three shows. Praise from execs. They were thrilled with the revival. With the nostalgia. With "how natural it feels having Anca and Julien together again."

They wanted to extend the tour.

Six more cities.

I let him finish. I said the right things. I told him I'd think about it. He hung up happy.

I stared at my phone for a long time after that.

Then I grabbed my bag and walked straight to the rigging bay.

The wire was coiled. The platforms quiet. The catwalks above casting long shadows in the afternoon light. I climbed without gloves. Without music. Just me and the metal.

I moved carefully. Checked the anchors again, but not Élodie's this time.

Anca's.

There, at the top swing point, where she liked to show off. Where she let herself hang just long enough to draw the crowd's breath. I traced the tension point with my fingers.

She had known exactly how to sabotage it. Not sloppy. Not obvious.

It had to be convincing.

I loosened the clamp. Filed the threading just enough. Too subtle for the standard checks. Enough to fail under the weight of a timed swing. I knew exactly where she'd be. What her grip would rely on. Where she expected the rig to hold.

It wouldn't.

Not this time.

I tightened the bolt back into place. Stepped down. Checked the rest.

Nothing looked different.

Nothing would until it was too late.

And when it was, the crowd would never know.

Just like they didn't know the first time.

I climbed down slowly, the silence in the rigging bay louder than any applause I'd ever heard.

I thought I was alone.

But just before I reached the ground, I felt it-

That quiet shift in air. That sense you get when someone else is breathing in your story.

I was closing up the rig bay when Vince walked in.

Old-school. Quiet. One of the few people who'd been with Cirque longer than me. He was carrying a coil of backup line and a clipboard with nothing on it. Which meant this wasn't about gear.

"Thought you left already," I said, not turning.

He shrugged. "Heard you were doing a final pass. Figured I'd come check your work."

That was a joke, mostly. We didn't check each other. Not like that.

Still, I looked up. His eyes were on the catwalks.

"You've been on edge," he said after a beat. "Since the fall."

"So has everyone."

"Yeah," he replied. "But everyone else moved on. You didn't."

I didn't answer. Just pulled the tarp over the crate and tied it off.

He stepped closer. "You know what I hate about highwire guys?"

I raised an eyebrow.

"You're all calm until you're not. Then something burns down."

I let out a breath, small and dry. "I'm fine, Vince."

He studied me. Not like a supervisor. Like a friend.

"Whatever this is... make sure you're not building something you can't walk away from."

I nodded once. Not because I agreed, but because I wanted him to leave.

He did.

But not before glancing up at the swing rig one more time.

Almost like he knew.

Almost.

I stayed after he left.

Long enough for the lights to shut themselves off. Long enough to hear the wire settle.

I told myself it was just nerves.

But it wasn't.

It was weight.

Five minutes to curtain.

The stage crew moved with purpose behind the velvet. The orchestra warmed up. The hum of the crowd bled faintly through the walls like distant waves. Someone laughed near the wardrobe bay. Normal sounds. Familiar. Steady.

I stood just inside the rigging corridor. Out of view. Still in shadow.

My harness was tight. The carabiner looped cleanly through the belt. Gloves on. Chalk dusted. Everything in place.

And yet nothing felt right.

My hands were steady. Too steady. Like they already knew what came next and had made peace with it. My heart wasn't racing. My breath didn't shake.

That scared me more than anything.

This wasn't like the first time.

The first time, I froze when I found the sabotage. Rage had filled the space where reason should have lived. I had spent days trying to understand how someone could do it. Could calculate it.

Now I understood.

I had done the same.

Except I had the choice. No panic. No blind anger. Just math. Just timing. Just intent.

I closed my eyes and saw Élodie's face when she told me to survive it. The quiet in her voice. The belief. She hadn't asked me to win. She had asked me to come home.

And here I was.

Standing in the dark, waiting to trade one fall for another.

I pressed my gloved hand to the side rail. Cool steel. Familiar weight.

Maybe there was still time.

Maybe the curtain hadn't risen yet.

I told myself I'd wait.

But the moment the overture started, I knew, this was it.

The line was drawn. And I was already standing on it.

The audience clapped as the overture faded.

I walked out with Anca under the pre-show lights. Not into the center, not yet. Just behind the veil of the curtain, waiting for our cue. The crew gave the final checks. The platforms gleamed under the rig. High above, the wire stretched like a single line of truth suspended in silence.

Anca leaned over and whispered, "One more time for the history books."

I didn't answer.

She smiled anyway, certain the script was still hers.

The platform creaked slightly as I stepped forward, one foot settling near the launch point. I looked up at the rigging, at the place I had touched with such precision. The filed thread. The quiet betrayal. Still hidden, still lethal.

I thought of Élodie.

The way she had said, come home to me.

Not win. Not punish. Not erase the past.

Come home.

The wire felt cold under my glove. I closed my eyes and remembered what it meant to trust someone in the air. Not just to catch you, but to believe you wouldn't let them fall.

This wasn't justice anymore.

It was a mirror.

And I didn't like the reflection.

I stepped back. Off the platform. Off the path I had drawn.

The crew glanced up. I waved them off. Took a slow breath. Then climbed the ladder again, this time not to sabotage, but to undo.

The bolt came free with a single turn. The anchor reset.

Clean. Safe. Honest.

Anca would never know.

But I would.

And that was enough.

**********

Chapter -- "The Final Flight"

(POV: Julien)

It was our best show.

The irony wasn't lost on me.

Every cue hit. Every hold balanced. Every pass clean. We moved like we used to, like we were still gods of gravity. The crowd responded in waves, rising with each impossible step we took.

But it wasn't real.

Not to me.

It was motion. Memory. A hollow reenactment of a life that no longer belonged to me.

Then came the finale.

Anca turned to me with that same radiant, triumphant smile. The one she used when she thought she had won. She climbed, one hand over the other, up the suspension line to the high swing. The spotlight followed her. The music swelled.

She reached the platform. Stepped out into space.

And leapt.

For a second, the audience held its breath.

Then

The line snapped.

Not loud. Not dramatic. Just a quiet, sickening give of tension.

And Anca fell.

I didn't move.

I didn't reach.

I didn't even raise my eyes.

******

(POV: Anca)

The lights were warm. Brighter than usual. The air crisp at that height.

The wire had held all week. Why wouldn't it tonight?

I felt the swing beneath my feet. I knew the weight of it. The shape of the arc. I had done this finale hundreds of times. More.

And yet, something in the air felt too still.

I smiled anyway.

Because I always smiled.

Because this was mine.

I kicked out, perfect form, arms wide

And the world gave out beneath me.

For the first time in my life, no one caught me.

*****

(POV: Julien)

She hit hard.

No scream. Just the sickening crack of finality.

The audience gasped. Someone screamed. Someone else sobbed.

Stagehands froze. Lights held too long.

Then the curtain dropped.

No music.

No bows.

Just silence.

Total and clean.

**********

Chapter -- "A Crack in the Wire"

(POV: Élodie)

The call came just after midnight.

I was already awake, though I couldn't say why. Some nights were like that. Sleep avoided me, hovering somewhere outside the window. I had been staring at the ceiling of my small apartment in Quebec, one hand resting against the sling still wrapped around my shoulder.

When my phone buzzed, I thought it might be Julien.

But it wasn't.

The message was short. Just a line from Marc, the producer.

Anca is dead. Line failure. Final swing.

I sat up too fast and winced, my brace tugging tight. My first thought wasn't disbelief. It was silence.

I had watched that act a hundred times. Knew its beats, its rhythm. I had run it with Julien before she ever touched the wire. She was careful, flashy, calculating. But she knew her body. She didn't fall. Not without cause.

I stood and walked to the window, trying to find my breath in the dark.



Was it sabotage?

Was it karma?

Was it just gravity finally calling in a debt?

I didn't know.

All I knew was that Julien had been there. On stage. In that moment.

And whatever line snapped up there, something else snapped inside him too.

I didn't text. I didn't call.

I just whispered the same thing I had said before he left.

"Come home."

**********

Chapter -- "No Encore"

(POV: Julien)

The investigation was swift. Cold. Exacting.

HQ suspended the tour within twenty-four hours. The theater was locked down. Crew pulled into interviews. Reports filed. Engineers brought in from Montreal and Paris. I answered every question like I was reading from a script. Calm. Clean. Cooperative.

They examined the rig. All of it. Every anchor, bolt, and swing line. I stayed late the night before the auditors arrived, alone in the rafters. I brought the tools I trusted, the gloves I always wore, and the silence I had lived in for years.

I climbed the old platform, the one Anca had fallen from. I undid the rig she had tampered with. The failure point she had built into Élodie's line. I stripped it back and replaced it with the original specs. Reinforced threading. Full support. Triple-check configuration.

Then I climbed to the other platform.

The one I had altered.

It took only minutes to undo what I had done. To erase the precision. To restore the integrity. I moved carefully. Slowly. Not because I was afraid of being caught, but because I wanted to remember every movement. I wanted it to cost me.

When the investigators arrived, they found nothing.

Anca's death was ruled an equipment failure. A tragic flaw in a decades-old support system. Something that slipped through checks. Something no one saw coming. The press accepted it. The audience moved on.

And I let them.

No one would ever know what really happened in those last days. Not the crew. Not the producers. Not even Élodie.

The secret stayed in the steel.

And the price, quietly, was mine to carry.

I left Vegas two days later. No announcement. No interviews. No goodbyes.

Just the silence I'd earned and the ticket in my hand.

And at the end of that line, a door I hoped she'd still open.

She opened the door in bare feet and an oversized sweater. Her hair was damp from a shower, her eyes still swollen with sleep. When she saw me, she didn't speak. Just blinked twice, like I might vanish.

I didn't.

I stepped inside, dropped my bag by the radiator, and held out the small box I had carried in my coat pocket the entire train ride. It wasn't dramatic. No speech. No preamble. Just me, standing there, trying to keep my voice steady.

"I want to come home," I said. "Not just to you. But with you."

Her hand flew to her mouth. She didn't cry right away. She laughed first. Soft, unsure, almost like she didn't trust it. Then she stepped forward and said yes against my chest.

We didn't talk much after that. Didn't need to.

We made dinner out of leftovers and sat on the couch, eating in quiet fits of laughter and glances that said more than words could. Later, we lay in bed, her back against me, her breathing deep and steady.

She was asleep within minutes.

I wasn't.

I stared at the ceiling for a long time. The quiet of her apartment was different than the quiet of the catwalks. Softer. Warmer. But it still had weight. I thought of Anca's last smile. The way her fingers had stretched into open air before the swing gave way. I thought of the moment I didn't move.

I had chosen this ending.

And I would live with it.

Not out of guilt.

Out of memory.

Out of love for the woman beside me, and the woman who never gave it back.

The world didn't stop when I came home.

It spun louder. Faster. Hungrier.

While Élodie and I pieced our lives together in silence, the headlines filled the air like static. Everyone wanted a version of the fall.

Just not the truth.

Montreal was quiet. A strange kind of quiet that followed headlines and hushes. I watched it all unfold from the small couch in my apartment, Élodie's coffee mug still drying in the rack beside the sink. The news didn't care about nuance. It never had. It wanted blood or glory. Nothing in between. And Anca's fall gave them both.

The first headline hit within the hour. "Cirque Tragedy: Performer Dies Mid-Show." The image was old, taken from her Vegas years, all sequins and false light. The next day it was "Wire Malfunction Blamed in Death of Cirque Veteran." Then came the videos. Grainy audience clips, half-muted gasps, the silence after the fall. The world watched what I didn't stop. What I chose not to stop.

Cirque HQ scrambled. They suspended all touring wire acts immediately. Meetings stacked on meetings. Safety reviews launched across every production, every rig, every city. Internal memos bled panic behind their bullet points. Publicly, it was professionalism. Internally, it was damage control.

A rep from Montreal called two days later. Asked me if I would offer a statement. I told them no. Not unless it was off the record. She asked why. I said because statements are for the living, and this one didn't belong to me.

For every article that painted her as a star lost too soon, there were three others speculating about pressure. About rivalry. About ambition. One even floated the idea of sabotage, but quietly, tucked behind disclaimers and anonymous sources. Cirque denied it, of course. The final report blamed fatigue, design fatigue, metal fatigue. Everything except the truth.

Behind the scenes, they began rewriting protocol. Additional checks. New cross-verification forms. Every bolt logged. Every clamp photographed. I even heard talk about ending all high-wire finales in touring acts. Too risky, they said. Too much room for uncertainty. No one said sabotage again. But they didn't have to. The silence was enough.

I sat through every broadcast. Every clip. Every manufactured tribute. I didn't turn it off. Not out of punishment. Out of responsibility. Out of memory. Because someone had to witness it without dressing it up. Without cutting to commercial. Just as it was.

The world moved on faster than I expected. It always does. But here, in this small apartment, in this city we never performed in together, I stayed still. Not in mourning. Not in guilt. But in remembrance. Of who she was. Of who I became. Of the wire between those truths, and the moment it finally broke.

We left the city not long after.

No press. No send-off. Just bags in the trunk and the quiet kind of road that doesn't ask questions.

The further we drove, the more everything softened, headlines, whispers, memory.

Until all that was left was the rustle of wind through the trees and the sound of her voice

The air smelled like pine and woodsmoke.

We found the cottage by accident. An older couple was selling it just outside Saint-Adolphe, tucked between a frozen lake and a ridge of trees that swallowed the sky by noon. There was no reception. No traffic. Just the wind across the snow and the soft creak of timber when the sun shifted.

Élodie said it felt like an exhale. I agreed.

I told her I didn't want to perform again. Not even in small shows. Not even for fun. The wire would always be a part of me, but I didn't need it anymore. Not the spotlight. Not the applause. I just wanted something real. Something quiet. Something ours.

She nodded without hesitation.

We signed the papers within the week.

Her arm healed in stages. Some days were better than others. When it ached, she would sit by the fireplace and hum softly to herself, tracing the curve of her forearm like a promise. I started working with the local youth center, quietly offering to help with balance and movement classes. They didn't know who I was. I liked it that way.

We married under an open sky with snow still clinging to the trees. No stage. No rig. Just us, a handful of friends, and a silence that didn't need to be filled.

Sometimes, when I chop wood at dusk or walk the edge of the lake while Élodie sketches in the window, I remember what I almost became. What I almost lost. What I could never forgive.

But I don't carry it with me anymore.

That wire, the one stretched thin between love and vengeance, broke for good.

And I never plan to walk it again.

The dreams come less often now. But when they do, they stay longer.

Sometimes I'm on the wire again, arms out, breath still, watching Anca swing through the light like she used to. In the good versions, I reach her. I catch her. We land together and the audience roars. Then I wake up to Élodie breathing beside me and wonder if that version ever existed at all.

In the other dreams, I fall too.

She grabs me on the way down. Her hands pull, her weight anchors mine, and the wire gives way for both of us. I wake before we hit, but the fear lingers. Not fear of dying. Fear of being remembered for the wrong version of myself.

I never told Élodie everything. Not the filed clamp. Not the second thoughts. Not the moment I stood still when I could have moved. She asked once, gently, if I ever felt responsible. I said yes. That was the truth. Just not all of it.

Today I buried the rest.

Behind the cottage, where the pines grow close together, I dug a small hole beneath the roots. I placed the knot first, pulled from the failed rig the day after the show. Then the photo. We were young in it, laughing under cheap lights, sweat still fresh from the performance. Last, the letter. Unsent. Anca had left it folded in my old locker. Her handwriting was small, precise. It ended with one word. Forgive.

I covered the box and pressed the soil flat with my palms. The dirt was cold. The knot still smelled faintly of resin and steel.

I stood there a long time.

Not to mourn.

Not to justify.

Just to accept.

Because some things we let go of by holding them one last time.

And then leaving them in the ground.

**********

Chapter -- "Stillness"

(POV: Élodie)

The lake thawed early this year.

I sit on the porch with my feet up, a blanket wrapped around my shoulders even though the sun is warm. The baby kicks lightly beneath my ribs. I smile at nothing, the kind of smile that comes when silence feels earned.

Julien is out by the rig, the small practice one we built together last fall. He's showing a group of local kids how to move across the beam without looking down. He always starts with trust. Always reminds them the body remembers what the mind forgets.

He laughs now. More than he used to. There's still something guarded in him, but it softens around the edges. The kind of calm that doesn't come easy. Or cheap.

He sleeps most nights. I know because I watch him breathe. His brow doesn't furrow like it did that first winter. Some nights he still gets quiet, but the weight he carries doesn't seem to bend him anymore. He walks straighter. Stays present. Looks forward.

I rest my hand against my belly and watch the sun catch in his hair as he demonstrates a balancing pivot. The kids cheer. He grins. And just for a second, he looks young again.

"He saved me," I whisper. I don't know why I say it aloud.

I don't know how true it is.

Maybe we saved each other.

Maybe that's enough.

**********

Chapter -- "The Wire Remembers"

(POV: Julien)

The trees were just far enough apart.

Tall pines with bark like worn rope and branches that reached without touching. I rigged the line myself. Nothing fancy. No tensioners. No anchors drilled into steel. Just rope, knots, and the kind of trust you only earn by losing it first.

It was dusk. The wind moved through the clearing in slow passes, brushing the grass and whispering things I didn't need to hear. I stepped onto the line barefoot, arms relaxed at my sides. No crowd. No lights. No music.

Just me.

The wire bent slightly under my weight. Familiar. Honest. I took a few steps, then closed my eyes. Let my body remember what it meant to shift, to counter, to breathe with the earth instead of against it.

Midway across, I let myself sway.

Not dangerously. Just enough to feel the edge.

For a second, I wondered what it would be like to fall. No harness. No second chances. Just the clean break of gravity taking over.

But I didn't.

I opened my eyes.

I kept walking.

"Forgiveness isn't weightless. But some things are worth carrying across."

**********

Epilogue -- "The Line We Leave"

(POV: Julien)

The rig's different now.

Lower, for one. Safer. Fewer bolts, simpler anchors. Just enough height to teach respect, not fear. It creaks when it rains and hums in the wind, but it holds.

I built it for her. Years ago. Before the pines grew thick around the clearing. Before we had anyone else to climb it.

Now it's theirs.

Our daughter took to it first. Balanced before she could ride a bike. Quiet like me, stubborn like Élodie. Our son came after, louder, lighter, always jumping before we said he could. He laughs when he falls. She doesn't. She resets.

Some evenings, we all go out together. Élodie checks the knots while I adjust the line tension. The kids chase each other barefoot across the pads. They don't know what the wire was to us, not fully. Only that it's part of their world now. A thing we do. A thing we share.

I don't perform anymore. Haven't in years. But I still walk the line sometimes. Usually when the sun's low and the light goes gold across the grass. The wire catches it just enough to glow.

They watch me, our kids, like I'm doing something impossible. But I'm not.

I'm just walking. The way I was taught. The way I taught them.

No crowd. No score. No fall worth fearing.

Just a line stretched between who I was and who I get to be now.

Their father.

Her partner.

Still tethered.

And still steady.

"Dinner's ready, tightrope boy," she calls from the porch, voice smiling.

I nod once, let the wire settle, and climb down.

Some things, it turns out, are worth carrying across.

_____________

Notes from the Wyld:

This idea came to me while watching an episode of How Do They Fix That?, where they were repairing a backstage lift system for a Vegas show. Somewhere between the hydraulic piston teardown and a discussion about load-bearing tolerances, I thought, "Hm. Emotional collapse really is just structural failure with better lighting." So naturally, it spiraled into rigged sabotage, highwire betrayal, and a quiet man with a wrench and unresolved trauma.

Anyway, thank you to educational programming for once again turning minor technical maintenance into a full-blown existential metaphor.

Also, for those asking about Airspace: yes, there's a sequel coming. No, I don't know when. My wife is taking the lead this time, but progress is slow, she's currently down to one functional arm until the end of June. That said, based on what she's managed to dictate into her iPhone notes, I already feel bad for Brandy. And that's saying something.

P.S. Melody's Silence: Unwritten Orders is almost done. And no, I'm not saying that in a George R. R. Martin kind of way. It's actually happening. It's not a mystery like the original. It's more of a segue into what comes next.

And what is next after Unwritten Orders, you might ask? That would be an idea my wife came up with. Which, quite frankly, terrifies me. The concept is brilliant, unsettling, and disturbingly plausible. And to think I sleep next to and am physically intimate with someone capable of something so diabolical.

Anyway. Stay tuned. Probably don't cross her.
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Once

"Woe, destruction, ruin, and decay; the worst is death and death will have his day"

- William Shakespeare, Richard II

__________________

THE REAPER FILE -- CLASSIFIED DOSSIER

[TOP SECRET -- MI6/BLACK OPERATIONS DIVISION]

Clearance Level: ALPHA BLACK

Eyes Only: Directorate Level Personnel

SUBJECT FILE: BARNES, GABRIEL ("REAPER")

OPERATIVE STATUS: ACTIVE / ROGUE POTENTIAL

AGENCY AFFILIATION: SAS -- SPECIAL AIR SERVICE

LAST VERIFIED ASSIGNMENT: OPERATION BLACK SWAN [SEE: FILE 001-A THROUGH FILE 003-F]

MISSION OBJECTIVE:

Monitor, neutralize, or contain foreign operative:

Subject: VETROVA, NATALIA ("SWAN")

Threat Level: EXTREME

Risk of Alliance Compromise: CRITICAL

Psychological Vulnerability Indicators: CONFIRMED

NOTES:

Barnes demonstrated operational drift during deep field missions Istanbul, Milan, Lisbon.

Unauthorized personal connection to target suspected.

Psychological evaluations inconclusive: classified "high-functioning liability."

FINAL DIRECTIVE:

"The Reaper doesn't miss. Ensure he doesn't start now."

--Directorate Order D-17 / Eyes Only

__________________

[TOP SECRET -- MI6/BLACK OPERATIONS DIVISION]

Clearance Level: ALPHA BLACK

Eyes Only: Directorate Level Personnel

SUBJECT FILE: VETROVA, NATALIA ("SWAN")

OPERATIVE STATUS: ACTIVE -- UNCONFIRMED ROGUE

AGENCY AFFILIATION: SVR (FOREIGN INTELLIGENCE SERVICE, RUSSIA)

LAST VERIFIED SIGHTING: NATO Summit Perimeter -- [REDACTED AIRFIELD]

MISSION OBJECTIVE:

Monitor for intent to compromise NATO security infrastructure.

Confirm suspected defection attempts.

Authorize neutralization if extraction becomes impossible.

Threat Level: EXTREME

Psychological Profile: CLASSIFIED -- POTENTIAL EMPATHIC FRACTURES DETECTED

NOTES:

Subject is fluent in English, Russian, French, and Italian.

Primary tactics:

Psychological manipulation.

Seduction and embedded asset conversion.

Precision termination operations ("no prints, no traces").

Behavioral Deviations Recorded:

Lisbon, Portugal: unexpected hesitation during termination window.

Vienna, Austria: uncharacteristic rescue of foreign operative (Subject: BARNES, G.).

Munich, Germany: deviation from exit protocol; compromised mole with lethal force without secondary clearance.

FIELD RISK ASSESSMENT:

Subject may have developed personal emotional ties inconsistent with SVR operational standards.

Monitoring agency recommends immediate reassessment: high probability of dual loyalty or unclassified motives.

FINAL DIRECTIVE:

"If Swan flies too far from the pond, clip her wings before she learns how to land."

--Directorate Order S-8 / Eyes Only

__________________

(POV: Gabriel "Reaper" Barnes):

__________________

FILE 001-A | OPERATION: IRON VEIL

LOCATION: Montenegro Airfield

DATE: 15 March

TIME: 0700 HRS

STATUS: MISSION PENDING

OBJECTIVE: Confirm Subject: VETROVA, NATALIA. Intervene if threat exceeds clearance level.

The scope hums in my ear like a heartbeat I no longer trust.

Wind's steady--seven knots, southeast. Distance: 1,900 meters. Angle of elevation: two degrees, give or take. Easy math for someone like me. I've taken harder shots in worse conditions. But not like this. Not with her in the crosshairs. Not with my finger trembling like it forgot who the hell I am.

It's almost funny.

This wasn't the life I was supposed to have.

My father made damn sure of that.

Military man to the core--Queen's Guard, stiff upper lip, medals he never wore because pride got you killed faster than a bullet. He spent every penny, every last breath, trying to carve me a different future. Best schools. Best tutors. Best lies. Wanted me behind a desk, not a rifle. Wanted me safe.

I threw it all back in his face.

I chose Sandhurst. I chose boots on the ground and blood under my nails. When I volunteered for the SAS, he didn't even come to the ceremony. Said he didn't raise a son just to watch him die for someone else's orders.

We never talked about it after that.

We didn't talk about much, after that.

MI6 was supposed to be the clean version. The sharp suit, the polished lies, the detached patriotism.

I should've known better.

You can't polish a weapon like me. You can only hide it in the dark and hope it doesn't remember how to bite.

And now here I am.

Rifle loaded.

Heart empty.

Pointed at the only person who ever made me think maybe there was a way out of all this.

She's laughing again. Natalia Vetrova--codename Swan--perched beside a NATO general like she belongs there. White wine. Designer sunglasses. A scarf the color of arterial blood. If the intel's right, and it usually is, she's about to turn him. The man's got enough clearance to cripple half the defense infrastructure of Europe. And she--she's not bluffing this time. Not seducing for intel. Not playing a part. She means it. Which means I've got a decision to make.

I shift my weight slightly, careful not to rattle the gravel beneath me. The rifle stays steady. Breath in. Hold. Breath out. My finger hovers just shy of the trigger, not quite ready to commit the sin.

I glance at the black cord bracelet on my left wrist--frayed, worn smooth at the edges.

The only thing left from the last time I believed in something.

Funny.

Ten years ago, I wore this to remember Brenda.

Now I talk to it like it's her ghost.

"You wouldn't understand," I whisper to it. "Or maybe you would."

Natalia didn't do anything to me. Not really. She didn't lie. Not more than I did. She didn't pull away. Hell, she was the one who wanted more. Marriage. Escape. Peace.

But this... this thing she's about to do?

It's not personal.

It's treason.

It's betrayal on a scale that breaks nations.

And I can't ignore it.

Even if part of me would rather put this bullet in my own head..

People think betrayal comes with broken glass and screaming. Truth is, it sneaks up quiet. Dresses itself in familiar smiles and shared beds. Breathes you in, and when you're not looking, guts you clean.

That's what this is. That's what she is. The second woman I ever loved. And now I have to erase her like bad handwriting on a death warrant.

The Reaper of Death. That's what they call me. A whisper in the halls of command. A threat in the mouths of war criminals. I've never missed a mark. Never second-guessed the kill. But I also never imagined I'd find someone after Brenda. Someone who made the noise stop. Made the killing feel like a bad habit I could finally kick. Until now.

Natalia lifts her glass, lips curled into that knowing smirk. I wonder if she knows I'm here. Part of me hopes she does. Maybe she'll walk away. Maybe she'll give me a reason not to pull this trigger.

But deep down, we both know the score.

You're here because you want to know how it got this far.

How a man who was trained to forget learned to love again--

--and how that love became just another target.

Alright. I'll show you.

But don't expect a fairytale.

Don't expect forgiveness.

This is the story of how love dies quiet.

With a breath held too long...

And a bullet born screaming.

The trigger's cold against my finger, but the memory still burns.

Five months ago, I was standing in the Syrian desert, sweat in my eyes and blood on my boots, chasing a ghost I hadn't even met yet.

You want to know how it ends?

First, you have to see how it really started.

__________________

FILE 001-B | OPERATION: SAND ECHO

LOCATION: Northern Syria Outpost

DATE: 05 November (5 months prior)

TIME: 0027 HRS

STATUS: OBJECTIVE COMPLETED

OBJECTIVE: Neutralize arms broker. Secure intel asset

The desert never sleeps. It just changes the way it watches you. In the day, it blinds you--heat boiling the horizon into a blur, haze clawing at your throat until you forget your own name. At night, it breathes against your neck. Whispers secrets in the wind. And if you stop listening--if you stop moving--it folds you into its silence and forgets you were ever there.

I crouched outside a compound stitched together with rust and stubbornness. Northern Syria. Off every map that mattered. The kind of place built for men who didn't want to be found, and who deserved even less. Intel said a Russian arms dealer was holed up inside--moving black-market drones to Iranian proxies.

My orders were simple: confirm the bastard's presence.

Kill him.

Burn everything else to ash.

I moved like a stitch ripped through black cloth--silent, fast, inevitable. One guard at the rear--out cold before he even finished blinking. Another on the roof--dropped with a suppressed shot, the pop swallowed whole by the desert's infinite indifference.

I don't think about them anymore.

Not their faces.

Not their names.

They were obstacles.

And I've never had much patience for obstacles.

The main structure sagged under its own filth--warped wood, rust-gnawed sheet metal, concrete baked brittle and splintered by years of merciless sun. I breached through the back--no finesse, no ceremony.

Found the dealer cross-legged on a threadbare carpet, counting blood money with fingers too soft for this kind of work. His bodyguards laughed in the next room, arguing about football.

They didn't hear a thing.

Two shots.

One to the throat--so he couldn't scream.

One to the face--so no one would ask for an open casket.

Clean. Mechanical. Forgotten before he hit the ground.

I moved fast after that. Satellite phone. Laptop. Hard drive tucked under a prayer mat, like he thought Allah was running tech support. I set a small charge on the munitions stash--just enough for fireworks.

Figured the locals would blame it on rival smugglers.

They always do.

Before I exfiltrated, I cracked open the laptop.

Most of it was garbage--encrypted dead weight.

But one folder stood out.

Unmarked. Hidden under five layers of false trails.

I dug. I broke through.

The first word that greeted me: Swan.

It stopped me cold.

You don't get moments like that often in the field--when the blood's still drying on your hands and the reek of gun oil clings to your skin--and then something slithers in sideways, all wrong.

A name.

A codename.

Something that doesn't belong.

Swan.

At the time, it meant nothing to me.

Just another ghost buried in a dead man's sins.

But now?

Now it howls.

Back at the outpost, I uploaded the files to MI6 under priority flagging--red-labeled, encrypted, shuffled off to analysts who'd pick it apart like carrion birds tearing at the bones.

I didn't wait for orders. Didn't stick around for the aftertaste.

The job was done.

At least, it was supposed to be.

Still, the name followed me.

I'd seen plenty of aliases--Viper, Kraken, Widowmaker.

Names built to terrify or taunt.

But Swan...

Swan felt different.

Elegant. Untouchable.

The kind of lie that wears a silk dress and smiles at you while it slips the knife between your ribs.

I remember standing outside the compound right before detonation.

The wind kicked up, hot and sour, carrying sand like razors across the sky until the stars themselves bled into smoke.

I watched the place burn.

Watched a man's empire crumble to ash in less than two minutes.

It should've felt like victory.

It didn't.

It felt like the match had only just been struck.

Like I'd kicked open a hornet's nest wrapped in silk and dared it to sting.

Funny thing about mirages:

They don't lie.

They just make you hope that what you're seeing is real.

I thought Swan was a ghost.

Turns out, she was real.

And even back then--covered in blood, lungs full of grit, hands already moving toward the next kill--I was already falling into her orbit.

Long before I ever laid eyes on her.

That name--Swan--haunted every satellite ping and whispered dead drop after that.

By the time I made it to Istanbul, I wasn't chasing answers anymore.

I was chasing her.

And lying to myself about what I hoped I'd find.

__________________

FILE 001-C | OPERATION: BLACK WATER

LOCATION: Istanbul, Turkey

DATE: 14 November

TIME: 2145 HRS

STATUS: CONTACT ESTABLISHED

OBJECTIVE: Monitor target activities; identify rogue actors.

Istanbul smells like secrets and old blood. Spice, salt, sweat, and the ghosts of empires rotting slow in the alleys.

If there's a city where a handshake can start a war, it's here.

And if you're dumb enough to come looking for truth in a place like this, you deserve what you get.

I wasn't here for truth. I was chasing a whisper across a wire. A thread from Syria that led straight into this concrete hive of knives and nicotine. Satellite bounce said a meeting near the Bosphorus. Same broker. Same filth. Black market drone components--sold to anyone willing to pay in blood and crypto.

I checked into a hotel so run-down even the rats looked like they needed a drink. Waited for my contact.

He was late.

Typical CIA.

When he finally slithered through the door, he looked like something a wet bar towel coughed up. Face like a used napkin. Stank of desperation and bad bourbon.

"Back off, Barnes," he said before his ass even hit the chair. "You're not cleared for this op. We've got someone inside."

I just stared at him over my tea. Didn't say a word. Didn't have to.

We weren't friends.

We weren't allies.

We were two hammers arguing over who got to break the glass first.

He kept talking anyway. "You show up, you risk blowing the whole thing."

I told him I'd take that risk.

He called me a bloody idiot.

He wasn't wrong. But idiots live longer than heroes in this business.

The meet was set for a penthouse across the canal. Flashy, loud, dripping in rented gold and broken promises. A riverside club crawling with mercs who thought earpieces and cheap suits made them invisible.

They didn't.

From my rooftop, I watched three cars pull up. Lazarenko climbed out of the second--fat on stolen money and bad cigars.

And then I saw her.

She stepped out of the third car like sin wrapped in silk.

Tall. Raven-black braid. Mirrored sunglasses catching the sun just enough to blind you if you stared too long.

Sidearm tucked under a tailored jacket like a promise she knew how to keep. Not a bodyguard. Not a mark.

Something else.

The kind of danger you don't clock until it's already got a knife in your ribs.

I didn't know her name yet. Didn't need to. I knew she wasn't one of ours.

And I knew she didn't give a damn who saw her.

I went in low and quiet. Maintenance corridor. Badge stolen from a man who wouldn't be needing it anymore.

No fireworks. No heroics. Just another shadow moving through the cracks.

Inside, it stank of cheap cologne and cheaper intentions.

Lazarenko was holding court, thinking he was invincible.

But the tension in the room said otherwise.

Too many earpieces. Too many guns. Too many exits planned that no one intended to use unless it all went sideways.

It went sideways faster than even I expected.

Gunfire ripped through the air like the roof had torn open.

Someone jumped early. Maybe greed. Maybe fear. Didn't matter.

Blood was already on the floor, and Lazarenko was scrambling for cover like a rat under a floodlight.

And her?

She moved through it like it was just weather.

Two shots--clean, clinical--dropped a sniper off the mezzanine.

A knife flicked through another man's throat without slowing her stride.

It was poetry.

Ugly, perfect poetry with blood for ink.

I moved without thinking. Covered her left.

We didn't speak. Didn't need to.

Some rhythms you're born knowing--you just don't realize it until it's slicing bodies beside you.

She glanced at me once--calculating, clinical--and said, "You're not one of his."

Accent blurred. British? American? Didn't matter.

I gave her a nod. "Neither are you."

She smirked--barely. A flicker. A challenge. Then she was gone, chasing Lazarenko down a hallway lined with bodies and bad decisions.

I let her go. Not because I couldn't follow.

Because for the first time in too many years, I wanted to.

I didn't know her name. Didn't know what side she was playing.

But the second our knives carved air in the same breath, I knew one thing:

She wasn't a ghost. She was real.

And God help me...

Something in me had already started to burn for her.

I should've walked away. Should've let her disappear into the night like the bad idea she was.

Instead, we met again.

Over cold tea.

Over a broken informant.

Two wolves sizing each other up--

Not sure if we were hunting the same prey...

or each other.

__________________

FILE 001-D | OPERATION: MERCURY GLASS

LOCATION: Istanbul (Grand Bazaar District)

DATE: 15 November

TIME: 0315 HRS

STATUS: INTERROGATION COMPLETE

OBJECTIVE: Extract local intelligence on SVR/Swan activities.

The tea was cold. Bitter. The kind you drink in silence because everything else in the room is louder than words. We sat across from each other in a crumbling café near the Grand Bazaar--her in a silk blouse that dared the morning light to touch her, me in a nondescript jacket that could've belonged to a tourist, a merc, or a ghost. The man between us was shaking. Broken nose. Swollen lip. Eyes darting between the Reaper and the Swan like a rabbit caught between two wolves who weren't sure if they were hungry yet.

"He says someone's targeting both SVR and MI6 assets," I said flatly, translating his Turkish through cracked lips.

Natalia raised a single brow, elegant and amused. "And you believe him?"

"I believe he's scared. Which means someone made him that way."

She sipped her tea, unbothered by the blood on her sleeve. "Or it's just a performance. Men like him are born liars. They die the same."

We'd tracked the same lead. Different sources. Same name: Mesut Kaya. Street broker. Former logistics runner for Turkish intelligence turned freelance peddler of half-truths and dirty whispers. She got to him first. I got there second. Now we were sharing a table with a man who reeked of sweat and betrayal, trying to convince us the game had changed. That there was a new player--someone with reach, and an appetite for chaos.

"He's not lying about the kills," I muttered. "Three dead in the last week. One of them was ours. The other two? Yours."

Her fingers tensed slightly on the cup. A tell, but only if you knew where to look.

"Then perhaps we're not the ones hunting anymore," she said. "Maybe we're the game."

"Unlikely," I replied. "You don't look like prey."

She smiled. Slow. Dangerous. "Neither do you. But you lie like an American."

I let that one hang.

She thought I was CIA. She hadn't said it, but the questions were there--in the way she watched me reload, the way she didn't flinch when I broke the man's finger to make him talk, the way she studied my eyes like she expected stars and stripes hiding behind the blue. I didn't correct her. Better she chase the wrong ghost. I'd spent a lifetime perfecting the art of being underestimated.

Kaya finally passed out--pain or relief, I couldn't tell. She stood first, brushing dust from her slacks with bored grace. "You have a habit of showing up where you're not wanted."

"And you have a habit of stabbing people before they speak," I said.

"Efficiency," she replied, slipping on her sunglasses. "You should try it sometime."

She turned and walked out without another word.

I stayed behind. Not for him. He'd told us everything he knew--or everything we'd let him keep. No, I stayed because something caught my eye. A napkin. White linen. Lipstick stain at the edge. Her glass had barely been touched, but she left the imprint behind. I stared at it a moment, then folded it and slipped it into my pocket. No reason. Just instinct. Something to remind me this moment happened.



Later, I told myself it was evidence. A precaution. Something a good soldier would do.

But the truth?

The truth is, I kept it because it smelled faintly like her perfume.

And I was already in deeper than I wanted to admit.

Back in London, I handed Alden the kind of report that gets filed and forgotten--clean, clinical, sanitized of everything that mattered.

I told myself it was operational discretion.

Truth was, I just wasn't ready to share her with anyone else.

__________________

FILE 001-E | DEBRIEF: WIDOWMAKER TRACE

LOCATION: MI6 HQ London

DATE: 20 November

TIME: 0900 HRS

STATUS: DEBRIEF INCOMPLETE

OBJECTIVE: Confirm or deny field contact with 'Swan.'

London always feels colder when you've been carrying bodies in your wake. Grey skies, wet pavement, and that damned drizzle that never quite becomes rain. MI6 headquarters was sterile as ever--polished floors, glass walls, and smiles that didn't reach the eyes. I walked in soaked from Istanbul, bone-tired but wired. The kind of edge that doesn't fade until the blood does. My boots echoed through the corridor like war drums no one wanted to hear.

Alden was waiting in the debriefing room, sleeves rolled, tie loose. Deputy Director of MI6's Omega Division. The man who signs the orders that don't officially exist. He gave me that look--the one that says he's not sure if I'm back from the field or just passing through before I disappear again.

"You've been off comms," he said. "We got some chatter. Messy in Turkey."

"Messy, but done," I replied.

"And the girl?"

"What girl?" I asked, like I hadn't already memorized the curve of her jaw and the way she moved like a whisper before a storm.

I gave him the report. Clean, surgical. Lazarenko's escape, Kaya's intel, dead ends and dead men. All of it true. Just not all of it. Natalia didn't make the page. Not by name. Not by shadow. I told myself it was strategic. Operational security. Need-to-know. Truth is, I didn't want her name on their radar. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

Alden watched me with the calm of a man who's read too many reports from too many dead operatives. "You're good, Barnes. Too good to let something like sentiment rot your gut. But just in case--there's a whisper going 'round. Russian operative. SVR. Codename Swan. She's moved through five operations in the last year, left no prints, no trail. Just corpses. You seen her?"

I met his eyes and said nothing. The silence stretched.

He raised an eyebrow. "That's not a no."

"Just means I'm listening."

He stood, walked to the window, backlit by the London sky. "You've never been the type to go soft. Don't start now. We lost one of ours in Warsaw last week. Neck snapped. Efficient. Clean. Like a ballet. Some think it's her. If it is, she's good. Widowmaker good."

I should've said something. Instead, I asked for reassignment. "Put me on her. Let me trace it."

He studied me for a beat, then nodded slowly. "You sure?"

"No," I said. "But I'm the best chance you've got."

I walked out of that room feeling the weight settle across my shoulders. Not orders. Not duty. Guilt. The kind that seeps through your skin and roots itself in your spine. It felt like her again--Brenda.

Ten years gone, and I still heard the sound of screeching tires when I closed my eyes. Still saw the way her hair fell across her face in the wreck. I was on mission when she died--extraction in Sarajevo. The call came mid-breach. I froze. First time in my life. My team paid the price. Two wounded. One never walked again. That was the day the Reaper was born. Because the man who loved Brenda didn't make it back.

Now I was staring at another fork in the road. Another woman. Another warning.

Brenda had been the light. Natalia was the flame.

And I was the shadow between them.

One had already burned me.

The other...

I wasn't sure if I wanted to be saved or consumed.

So when intel said she'd resurface in Milan, I didn't hesitate.

Didn't ask for backup.

Didn't tell Alden.

I just packed my gear and walked straight into the fire.

__________________

FILE 001-F | OPERATION: SILK DAGGER

LOCATION: Milan, Italy (Palazzo del Leone)

DATE: 29 November

TIME: 2030 HRS

STATUS: ACTIVE SURVEILLANCE

OBJECTIVE: Confirm Subject: VETROVA at trafficking gala.

Milan wears its corruption well--tailored suits, glittering heels, champagne chilled just enough to blur the lines between predator and prey. The Palazzo del Leone was hosting a gala no one would speak of in polite circles. Art exhibit on the surface. Underground market beneath. The kind where women vanished behind closed doors and were never seen again, sold in whispers and wire transfers. My source said Natalia would be there. I didn't expect her to be the goddamn centerpiece.

She walked in like she owned gravity. Long gown, slit too high for decency, elegance sharpened into a weapon. Her hair was pinned up, not a strand out of place, and her eyes--those cold grey storms--swept the room like searchlights. To everyone else, she was just another model-turned-mistress. To me? She was a tactical nuke in heels. And the way the other guests looked at her--leering, toasting, offering smiles lined with teeth--it made something coil in my gut. Something ugly. Something I didn't want to name.

I kept to the shadows, nursing a drink I wasn't drinking. Watching her flirt with an Italian arms investor whose watch probably cost more than my rifle. She laughed at something he said. Threw her head back just enough to show her neck. I knew that move. I'd seen her do it before--just before stabbing a man in the throat in Istanbul. But tonight, she looked... happy. And it messed with my focus. I wasn't there to feel. I was there to observe. Track. Report. Except I hadn't reported her last time, and I wouldn't tonight either. Which made me a liability. I just didn't care.

I didn't realize I'd been staring too long until she turned her head--slow, deliberate--and locked eyes with me from across the ballroom. No flicker of surprise. No fear. Just the slightest quirk of her lip. Then she broke eye contact and began walking. Not toward the man. Not toward the exit. Toward me. My grip on the glass tightened. She was a hundred feet away, then fifty, then ten--and suddenly her hand was in mine.

"If you're going to stalk me," she whispered, pressing close, "at least pretend to be charming."

And before I could reply, we were on the dance floor.

I don't dance. Ever. Not since Brenda. But Natalia didn't ask. She moved like smoke, hands sure, eyes sharper than the dagger I knew was strapped to her thigh. I matched her step for step, more muscle memory than style. Around us, Milan's elite twirled and laughed, oblivious to the fact that a British ghost and a Russian serpent were orbiting each other in plain sight.

"You clean up well," she said under her breath, lips barely brushing my jaw.

"You still haven't told me your name," I replied.

"Maybe I like secrets."

"Maybe I don't."

She smiled. Not the dangerous one. Not the practiced one. A real one. Small. Human. Honest.

It broke something open in my chest that had been welded shut for a decade.

When the song ended, she didn't let go.

"You shouldn't be here," she said.

"Neither should you."

She looked up at me, and for just a breath, the room fell away.

Then she stepped back, turned, and disappeared into the crowd.

I stood there, still holding the warmth of her in my hands.

And for the first time since Sarajevo, I forgot what it meant to be the Reaper.

Because for the first time since Brenda...

I didn't want to be.

But the world doesn't give you peace for long.

Especially not in places like Milan--where beneath the polished glass and gallery lights, monsters buy lives with diamonds.

And the only waltz worth dancing ends in broken crystal and blood on the floor.

__________________

FILE 001-G | EXTRACTION: CRIMSON TIDE

LOCATION: Milan (Safehouse Outside City)

DATE: 29 November

TIME: 2255 HRS

STATUS: HOSTILE ENGAGEMENT

OBJECTIVE: Extraction under duress. Secure operative withdrawal.

Glass shatters before the music stops. That's always how it begins--elegance crumbling in a heartbeat, gunfire cracking like percussion over a waltz. The chandelier above us exploded first, raining down crystal and powdered plaster. People screamed. Men in tuxedos hit the ground or reached for weapons they thought made them brave. The art dealer at the center of the trafficking ring was already dead, a hole blooming crimson in his chest. And Natalia? She didn't duck. She moved.

I was two steps behind her, pistol drawn before the first echo faded. I couldn't tell who fired the kill shot. Maybe her. Maybe someone else with less patience. It didn't matter. Chaos was currency now, and she was cashing out. She ducked through the gallery's rear exit, gown torn, blood on her cheek--someone else's. I followed. Not because I was supposed to. Not because I was ordered to. I just... did. Like instinct. Like gravity.

We shot our way through a wine cellar. Left three armed men bleeding on the steps. At one point, she spun and fired past my head, nailing a shooter on the mezzanine. I turned, stared, said nothing. She smirked. "You're welcome." I didn't say thank you. But I remember thinking it. Somewhere between the adrenaline and the smoke.

We stole a motorcycle from a valet who pissed himself before we even spoke. The drive through Milan's back alleys was all screech and fury--her hands wrapped around my waist like they belonged there, blood drying on her knuckles. We didn't speak. There was no room for it. Not until we hit the safehouse ten kilometers out. A converted farmhouse with locked windows and a cot that smelled like rust and silence.

Inside, we peeled off ruined clothes in tired, mechanical gestures. I handed her a med kit. She ignored it and reached for a rag. I watched her press it to a graze on her shoulder, eyes glassy, mouth set.

"Why do you keep doing this?" she asked.

"Doing what?" I replied, knowing exactly what she meant.

"This," she said. "Risking everything for missions that don't care if you make it back. For people who won't remember your name."

I didn't answer. Not because I didn't have one. But because mine had been buried under a gravestone marked Brenda a long time ago.

She looked at me then. Really looked. The mask gone, just a woman with blood on her collarbone and a question in her throat. "I stopped asking why years ago. The job was easier when I stopped needing a reason."

I moved closer. "You flinch when I lie to you... but not when I sew you shut," I said quietly.

"That's backwards," she murmured. Her eyes softened, just for a beat.

"You're welcome to stop saving me," I offered, not entirely joking.

She smiled--tight and tired. "You're welcome to stop needing it."

She reached for my arm--grazed by a bullet during the escape--and cleaned it in slow, deliberate movements. Her fingers were gentle. More gentle than I deserved.

"You never flinch," she said softly.

"I used to," I whispered. "A long time ago."

She traced the rope burn on my neck--still faint, still there. "You wear ghosts like medals," she said.

"Better than feeling like a corpse," I said, but the line had no edge tonight.

We didn't sleep that night. Not really.

She sat near the window, shoulder pressed to the frame. I stayed by the door, pistol propped beside me.

Between us: silence. Grief. A slow kind of unraveling.

But for once, it didn't feel like war.

It felt like the first time I'd let someone look straight at the wreckage...

And not look away.

__________________

FILE 001-H | OPERATION: VEILED SONATA

LOCATION: Lisbon, Portugal

DATE: 03 December

TIME: 0410 HRS

STATUS: SUCCESSFUL INTEL ACQUISITION

OBJECTIVE: Disrupt rogue NATO broker network.

Lisbon greeted us like a city too tired to ask questions. Narrow alleys, sun-baked tiles, and shadows that stretched like old regrets. The kind of place that swallowed people whole and never gave back the same version. Our target had resurfaced there--a NATO contractor gone rogue, selling access codes to the highest bidder. Natalia found the lead. I verified it. And for the first time since this mess started, we weren't circling each other from opposite rooftops. We were a team. Or at least something close enough to pretend.

We met in cafés and park benches, posed as tourists with maps and tired smiles. She wore sunglasses big enough to hide behind, and I carried a paperback I never read. Between dead drops and fake rendezvous, we shared bitter espresso and stories we didn't finish. She told me about a childhood ballet recital that went sideways. I told her about Brenda's laugh--just once. Neither of us asked the obvious: What happens when the mission ends? Maybe we were afraid to hear the answer.

At night, we planned. Intel exchanges. Routes. Escape options. There was always a whiteboard between us, figurative or not, keeping the feelings compartmentalized. But the cracks were showing. She laughed once--really laughed--when I botched a Portuguese phrase trying to sweet-talk a baker into selling me off-schedule pastel de nata.

I remember freezing--because the sound of her laugh reminded me of Brenda's. For one awful second, I almost said her name. Almost told Natalia about the morning Brenda danced barefoot in our kitchen to that same stupid jazz song.

But I didn't. Because I didn't know if I was remembering...

Or replacing.

We tracked the broker to a luxury marina just before midnight. Natalia infiltrated the dinner party. I handled security suppression. He never saw it coming. One minute he was toasting the future of global surveillance, the next he was face down in caviar with a poisoned pinprick just beneath his jawline. Clean. Quiet. Classic Natalia. By sunrise, his files were ours, and Lisbon was none the wiser.

Afterward, we sat on a rooftop with a view of the river, sharing a bottle of red too expensive to appreciate. No disguises. No weapons. Just two operatives pretending, for a moment, to be something else.

A record player crackled to life in the next apartment over--faint jazz, distant saxophone and static. Natalia froze for a heartbeat, then stood and shut the window with surprising force.

"You hate jazz?" I asked.

She shook her head. "Too honest."

I laughed. "You keep saying things like that, people might think you're human."

She sat beside me. Close, but not touching. "Do you still see her?"

The question landed like a blade between my ribs. I didn't need to ask who.

"Only when I close my eyes too long."

Natalia nodded. "Me too."

"I was never supposed to trust you," she said quietly, eyes on the water.

"Likewise," I said. "Yet here we are."

"Don't read into it," she added. "Spies lie to themselves better than they lie to anyone else."

"I'm not reading. I'm just listening."

She smiled. A tired one. The kind that says she's been at war long before I ever arrived.

When we stood to leave, I expected her to vanish again. She always did.

But this time, she hesitated. Walked right up to me, placed a hand lightly on my chest.

"If you ever want to disappear..." she said, eyes sharp and soft at once, "you know how to find me."

And then she was gone.

I stood there longer than I should've, the echo of her touch still warm through my shirt.

In that moment, I realized something terrifying.

She hadn't just disappeared into Lisbon's shadows.

She'd left with a piece of me I wasn't sure I'd ever get back.

__________________

FILE 001-I | AFTERMATH REPORT: ECHO FROST

LOCATION: London Flat

DATE: 06 December

TIME: 0200 HRS

STATUS: DEBRIEF AWAITING

OBJECTIVE: Finalize operational closure and exit planning.

The plane touched down in Heathrow under clouds the color of bruises. London hadn't changed. Still cold. Still wet. Still indifferent to the ghosts that walk through it. I stepped off the tarmac and felt the weight settle back on my shoulders like an old coat I thought I'd burned. But this time, it didn't fit the same. Something was different. Something in me was different. For the first time in years, I wasn't thinking about my next assignment, or who I might have to kill. I was thinking about Lisbon. About her.

Back at my flat, I sat in the dark and didn't turn on the lights. Just listened to the radiator knock and the wind claw at the windows. The quiet should've been comforting. It wasn't. Silence had always been my ally, my armor. But now it felt... unfinished. Natalia had slipped into my life like smoke under a door. And now that she was gone, everything smelled like her. The tea I didn't drink. The towel I hadn't used. Even the damn soap in the shower. It was absurd, but it was true. She was everywhere and nowhere all at once.

I started researching in the middle of the night. Old habits. I pulled up dark web vendors, encrypted forums, the kind of places I usually scrub for threats--not salvation. New IDs, clean passports, financial networks that didn't trace. I found everything I needed to disappear. I even mapped the safest routes. Two in Eastern Europe. One through the Balkans. Another over water. I logged it all, memorized it, deleted the history.

I told no one. Not even Alden. Especially not Alden.

A few days later, the message came. No subject. No name. Just coordinates and a date. Two weeks from now. Somewhere in the Peloponnese. Simple, elegant, silent. Just like her.

"We'll be ghosts. Together."

It shouldn't have hit me the way it did. I've read death threats with more poetry. But that one line lit something in my chest I hadn't felt since Brenda died. Hope. Not the loud, cinematic kind. The quiet, insidious sort. The kind that slips past your defenses and starts building a life in the spaces you swore were dead.

I started to see it. A cabin in the hills. A view of the sea. No more missions. No more lies. I'd cook breakfast, she'd critique my eggs, and we'd argue over how to hang the laundry. It wasn't realistic. It wasn't even sane. But I let myself feel it. Just for a minute. I let the fantasy breathe.

Every instinct told me it was a mistake. Men like me don't get peace. We are the war.

But I'd seen something in her eyes in Lisbon--just before she walked away. She wanted it, too. A way out. A life not measured in body counts and burnt intel. Maybe we'd earned it. Or maybe we were just two tired killers pretending to be human for one last act.

Either way, I packed a bag. Nothing much. Just enough to leave quickly.

And when I slipped Brenda's bracelet onto my wrist that night, I didn't do it out of grief.

I did it because I wanted her to come with me--just a little.

I wanted her to know that if I disappeared...

I wasn't doing it to forget her.

I was doing it because, for the first time since she died...

I finally believed I might survive.

That dream lasted four days.

On the fifth, a folder arrived--no digital trail, just my name and a stamp in red.

URGENT.

Inside: her face. Her laugh.

And a list of reasons to pull the trigger.

__________________

FILE 001-J | DIRECTIVE: SWANSONG

LOCATION: MI6 Safe Room

DATE: 07 December

TIME: 0645 HRS

STATUS: PRIORITY DIRECTIVE RECEIVED

OBJECTIVE: Terminate Subject: VETROVA if confirmed defection imminent.

The file was already waiting when I walked into the safe room. Cream-colored folder. No digital trail. Physical only--means it came from high up or someone didn't want it logged. My name scrawled across the front in Alden's tight handwriting. One word stamped in red across the cover: URGENT. I didn't sit. Just stared at it, keys still in hand, like opening it would be the moment I stopped being a man and started being a weapon again.



I peeled it open anyway. I always do. That's the job.

First page: image. Black and white. Surveillance still. Natalia. Smiling. Leaning across a table toward a NATO general with clearance levels that require entire floors of encryption. My pulse skipped. I've been shot, stabbed, burned--and none of it ever made my hands shake. But they were shaking now. Because I knew that expression. Knew the look in her eyes. It wasn't seduction. It was something worse. It was real.

Second page: decrypted comm logs. Keycard transfers. Financial anomalies. A slow bleed of secrets routed through diplomatic blind spots. All signs pointed to a turn. Or worse, a deep game she hadn't told me about. If this had been anyone else, I'd have read the file and loaded my weapon before the coffee got cold. But this was Natalia. My Natalia. And for the first time since Sarajevo, I hesitated.

Alden's note at the bottom was short and clinical:

"If she's compromised, neutralize. Full discretion. No blowback. Assume the worst."

No mention of Lisbon. No sign they knew what she meant to me. Which meant they didn't know. Or they were testing me.

Either way, they'd handed me the bullet.

Now they were waiting to see if I'd fire it.

I spent the next six hours trying to prove the file wrong. Checked every angle, pulled every thread. But it all led to the same place: a private airfield in eastern Europe. Natalia scheduled to meet with the NATO liaison in less than 48 hours. If she flipped him, it wouldn't just compromise operations. It could fracture the alliance. People would die. A lot of them. And all that hope I'd let myself feel?

It curdled. Fast.

I told no one. Packed my bag. Cleaned my rifle like it was just another Tuesday. Except it wasn't. This was supposed to be the day I disappeared. The day I stopped being The Reaper.

But ghosts don't get happy endings. They get assignments.

__________________

Present Time: 15 March

On the roof. Prone. Rifle set.

Target in sight: 1,900 meters. Wind southeast.

She's laughing again.

I remember that laugh.

And now I have to end it.

__________________

FILE 002-A | DEEP TRACE: OPERATION CLASSIFIED HEARTS

LOCATION: London, MI6 (Private Terminal)

DATE: 09 December

TIME: 0315 HRS

STATUS: [DATA DISCREPANCY DETECTED]

OBJECTIVE: Verify Subject: VETROVA, NATALIA -- Confirm allegiance.

The file sat on my desk like it knew what I wouldn't say out loud. I'd opened it a dozen times, maybe more. Natalia Vetrova. SVR. Codename: Swan. The evidence wasn't just convincing--it was surgical. Surveillance footage, intercepted messages, travel patterns, aliases. If MI6 had painted her as a ghost, this was her exorcism. But even with all that in front of me, I hadn't said a word. Not to Alden. Not to anyone. I told myself I needed more time. But the truth? I didn't want to confirm what I already knew.

I cross-referenced everything. Scrubbed through MI6 intel, SVR defector interviews, backdoor chatter from Langley. Her name came up like a knife in soft fabric--never loud, but always deliberate. I built a timeline, one operation at a time. Geneva. Prague. Warsaw. Her fingerprints weren't on any of them, but her ghost was. Men who'd died clean. Secrets that vanished. Patterns that looked a hell of a lot like hers. The more I read, the more my hands clenched--around the truth, around the hope that perhaps she was playing both sides for something better.

What a joke. Hope. That's the first casualty in our line of work, and yet there I was, resurrecting it like a lunatic whispering to bones. I didn't delete the files, but I didn't forward them either. Kept them on a locked drive, buried behind ten layers of encryption even Alden couldn't breach without sweating. It wasn't about protecting her--not really. It was about me. About needing to believe that I hadn't let my guard down for a lie in heels and a pearl earring.

I told myself I was doing my job--cross-checking, verifying, making sure the intel was solid. But it wasn't orders I was following. It was instinct. Worse--it was guilt. Every photo of her face, every transcript that hinted at betrayal, felt like a blade under the rib. I wanted to believe I was being thorough. But in truth, I was digging for a reason not to end her.

Late at night, when the flat went quiet and the radiator tapped like old memories, I'd sit at my desk and wonder: what if she already knew? What if she saw me back in Milan or Istanbul and recognized more than just the uniform? What if she saw through all of it--the grief, the ghosts, the guilt I wear like a second skin? What if she stayed anyway?

That thought twisted something sharp in me. Because if she knew who I was--what I was--and didn't run? Then maybe she wasn't playing me at all. Maybe she was just as tired of running as I was. Maybe those moments in Lisbon weren't part of some long con. Maybe they were real. And if they were... how the hell do I put a bullet in someone who gave me that?

I didn't sleep much that week. I'd wake up with her name on my tongue, her laugh in my ears, and the stench of cordite still clinging to the back of my throat. I should've called it in. Should've raised the alarm and let the professionals do their job. But I didn't. I couldn't. Because somewhere between the safehouse and the rooftop, between the kiss she didn't finish and the life we almost talked about, I'd stopped being The Reaper.

And started becoming the man who needed her to be innocent.

Even if it meant lying to myself.

Even if it meant dying for it.

___________________________

FILE 002-B | GHOSTWALKER ACCESS: OPERATION A GAME OF NAMES

LOCATION: Prague, Czech Republic (Black Alley)

DATE: 12 December

TIME: 2310 HRS

STATUS: [FIELD AGENT BREACH]

OBJECTIVE: Observe target movements. No interference authorized.

She shouldn't have been there. Not in that alley, not during that hour, not when she had every reason to stay hidden. But there she was--Natalia Vetrova, codename Swan, the phantom MI6 had never quite caught--pulling me out of a surveillance kill box like I was the one who didn't know the rules. I'd been tracking a NATO subcontractor through Prague's twisting backstreets when the ambush hit: two shooters, clean formation, tactical spacing. Professional. I didn't flinch. I moved. But not fast enough. The third man would've nailed me in the spine--if she hadn't shot him first.

I didn't have time to ask why. She just ghosted past me, whispering, "You're welcome," like I'd dropped my keys instead of almost dying. Then she vanished--heels clicking once, twice, gone. And all I could think was: she's not just reckless. She's compromised. She came back for me, and in our world, that means one of two things--emotional attachment, or suicidal stupidity. Either way, it's fatal.

Later, I intercepted audio from a dead SVR channel. Prague. Her voice, colder than usual, but fraying at the edges if you knew how to listen. She told her handler the Brit had disappeared. Said the trail had gone cold. Said she was moving forward solo. A clean report, professionally delivered. But I heard it--something under the surface. A hesitation. A fracture. She wasn't just lying to him. She was trying to lie to herself.

I've heard her voice enough to know when it starts to crack. Just enough breath in the wrong place. Just enough pause between syllables. Her handler bought it, but he wasn't listening the way I was. He told her to continue the op. That her extraction depended on finishing the contact flip. That if she hesitated again, "we'll consider alternate options." I knew what that meant. So did she. SVR doesn't send flowers. They send cleaners.

I should've pulled back. Reported it. Forwarded the comm logs straight to Alden and let the machine chew her up. But I didn't. I kept listening. I kept watching. And I kept remembering the way her hand had brushed my shoulder after the firefight in Milan, like she wasn't sure if she was checking for wounds or permission. She didn't ask for either. Neither did I.

I started reviewing old footage. Her hits. Her setups. Her disappearances. Patterns began to fray. Her efficiency was still flawless, but the choices? Sloppier. Emotional. There was one camera frame--Berlin, two months back--where she hesitated on a mark. Just for half a second. Long enough to wonder. Long enough to care. That hesitation used to be mine. Now it was hers.

You don't survive this job with feelings. You bury them. You fold them into your ribs and pretend they're armor. But I'd seen the crack, and now I couldn't unsee it. Worse--she'd seen mine. And instead of exploiting it, she'd saved my life. Not once. Twice. The first in Milan. The second in Prague. And if there's one thing I know about Natalia Vetrova--it's that she never does anything without a reason.

That's when I started calling her by name. Not "the Swan." Not "the asset." Not "the target." Just Natalia. Quietly. In my head.

Because once a ghost has a name, she stops being a mission.

And starts becoming a memory you're not ready to lose.

___________________________

FILE 002-C | FIELD REPORT: JOINT OPERATION KILL SHARED

LOCATION: Vienna Underground Network

DATE: 17 December

TIME: 0145 HRS

STATUS: [UNSANCTIONED ALLIANCE CONFIRMED]

OBJECTIVE: Neutralize arms transfer -- without field fraternization.

We weren't supposed to cross paths again. Not officially. Not off-book in a freezing Viennese train tunnel two levels beneath the city, the air thick with diesel and unspoken consequences. But there she was--Natalia--waiting at the edge of the platform like a phantom with a loaded pistol and a plan I hadn't been briefed on. The op was simple enough: intercept a weapons transfer disguised as a humanitarian drop. But of course, nothing ever stays simple when she's involved.

The tunnel lit up fast--bullets, blades, bodies. She took the east flank. I handled west. One of us shouted "left!" right as the other dodged low, and somehow we moved like we'd trained together for years. Back-to-back, we bled and breathed and fought like dying wasn't an option. When my knife slipped, she was there. When her clip ran dry, I covered her reload. Not a word spoken, but every motion spoke volumes.

I caught a blade in the shoulder near the end. Clean slice, just under the collarbone--enough to remind me I'm not as fast as I used to be. I kept moving until the last man dropped, but by then I was starting to see double. She dragged me into a service alcove, pushed me down onto a crate, and didn't ask permission before tearing open the wound like she owned it. "Hold still," she said, voice flat but too careful. Like maybe she wasn't just talking to my arm.

I didn't flinch. Not from the sting of alcohol, not from the needle, not from her fingers pressed against the skin I usually keep under Kevlar and silence. That surprised us both. For a decade, I've jerked away from every well-meaning hand, every medic, every woman who thought she could reach what was buried under Brenda's ghost. But Natalia didn't try to reach. She just was. Quiet. Focused. Human. And that was somehow worse.

I looked at her hands as she worked--steady, graceful, lethal. The same hands that had taken lives were now stitching flesh back together like she was holding something delicate. Like maybe she didn't want me to fall apart. She tied off the thread and sat back, eyes searching my face for something I wasn't ready to name. "You've lost blood," she said. "More than you think." I nodded once. "Still here." That made her mouth twitch--half-smile, half warning. "For now."

We didn't talk after that. Not about the op. Not about the way her touch lingered a second too long on my wrist. We just sat in the quiet hum of the underground, two killers catching their breath and trying to remember what breathing even felt like. The silence wasn't awkward. It was earned. Like we'd both finally stopped running--for five minutes, at least.

When I finally stood, my shoulder aching like memory, she handed me my coat without a word. I pulled it on, slower than usual. She didn't look away as I moved. And I didn't hide the wince. Didn't pretend. That was the difference now--no masks. No armor. Just breath and blood, and something fragile suspended in the space between us.

I don't know what changed down there. Maybe nothing. Maybe everything. But when her hand brushed mine as we walked into the night, I didn't pull away.

Because for the first time in ten years...

I didn't want to.

___________________________

FILE 002-D | INTERCEPT: DINNER THAT WASN'T

LOCATION: Vienna (Undisclosed Fine Dining Establishment)

DATE: 18 December

TIME: 2015 HRS

STATUS: OPERATIONAL DRIFT RECORDED

OBJECTIVE: Monitor asset interaction for psychological compromise.

We were halfway through a bottle of wine neither of us liked when I realized this was a terrible idea. Dinner, I mean. Candlelight, linen napkins, the kind of place where the menu doesn't list prices because if you have to ask, you don't belong. Natalia chose it, of course. Said she wanted to try something "normal." As if either of us had any clue what that meant anymore. I wore a suit that still smelled like cordite. She wore red. Of course she did. Like a warning.

The waiter asked if we were celebrating anything. She said "a temporary ceasefire." I think he thought it was a joke. I didn't laugh. Neither did she. We ordered food we barely touched and talked around the silence like it might explode. She asked if I'd ever considered retirement. I said I'd consider it if the world stopped needing ghosts with guns. She smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes.

Halfway through her glass, she raised it and said, "To second chances." Then stopped. Glass midair, lips parted like the words got stuck somewhere behind her teeth. I watched her, not the toast. She blinked once. Twice. Then lowered the glass without drinking. I didn't ask why. Didn't have to. We both knew there are some lies even wine can't help swallow.

"You don't believe in peace, do you?" she asked softly. Not accusing. Just curious.

I shook my head. "Peace is a fairytale for people who've never seen what war does to the ones who survive it."

She stared at me like she was reading a dossier. "You know, I've met monsters. Patriots. Liars. Lovers. But never anyone so tragic and brave at the same time."

I scoffed, but not because I disagreed. Just didn't like hearing it out loud.

The tension in the room thickened, heavy with things we weren't saying. Our eyes kept meeting, then darting away. Every time our hands brushed--reaching for a fork, a napkin, the check--it felt like defusing a mine. And still, we stayed. Neither of us moved. Not forward. Not away. Just close enough to feel the heat, not the flame.

We laughed, once. Over something small. I don't even remember the line. But it came out of both of us at the same time--sharp, startled, almost human. And then just like that, the laughter faded into quiet. She looked at me. Really looked. I leaned in. She didn't stop me. Her eyes dropped to my mouth. I held my breath.

And then we both retreated--simultaneous, like a well-rehearsed extraction. I reached for the glass. She reached for the door. No apologies. Just silence. The kind that says not yet. Not here. Not like this. The moment passed. But it didn't vanish. It waited.

As I watched her slip into the night, heels clicking like punctuation, I realized what that dinner really was. Not a date. Not a disaster.

It was foreplay for spies--calculated longing disguised as civility.

And if restraint is a weapon, then God help me.

She's already won.

___________________________

FILE 002-E | ALERT: GHOST PROTOCOLS INITIATED

LOCATION: London HQ -- Shadow Directive Channel

DATE: 19 December

TIME: 0630 HRS

STATUS: STAND DOWN ORDER ISSUED -- [BREACH PENDING]

OBJECTIVE: Terminate surveillance. Let kill team proceed.

Alden slid the file across the table like it was just another day in the business of sanctioned murder. No ceremony. No raised voice. Just that low, patient tone of his that always made the worst news sound like a weather report. "She's been flagged," he said. "Asset compromised. Another agency's taken interest. Langley wants her off the board. Quietly." His fingers tapped the desk--three beats, then still. "You're to stand down. Effective immediately."

I nodded. Calm. Composed. Every inch the obedient ghost I've spent years pretending to be. I even added a clipped, "Understood," for effect. Then I left the room with my pulse pretending to behave and my thoughts already fifty steps ahead. Because what Alden didn't know--what I couldn't tell him--was that I'd booked a ticket to Berlin three hours before he called the meeting.

No one knew where I was going. No mission file, no comms trail. I pulled the old extraction kit from the locker--burner phone, unregistered weapon, false ID with a German passport and the name "Thomas Avery." Not my worst alias. A little obvious if you knew what to look for. I didn't care. This wasn't about blending in. This was about getting to her before the kill team did.

I sat on the plane with a quiet certainty that felt like betrayal in my gut. Not to the agency. I'd stopped caring about protocol months ago. No--this betrayal was to the version of myself who always followed orders, who believed in clean lines and clean kills. The Reaper doesn't flinch. He doesn't feel. He finishes the job and vanishes. But I wasn't him anymore. Not completely.

I thought about her the whole flight. The way she laughed that night in Lisbon, the way her hands didn't tremble when she stitched me back together in Vienna. I thought about the look on her face when she couldn't finish that toast. "To second chances." God, what a fucking mess. She wasn't innocent. But she wasn't the enemy either. Not to me. Not anymore.

And maybe that's what scared me most. Not that she'd been marked. Not that I might have to stand between her and a kill order. But that I didn't know if I'd stop the bullet...

Or take it for her.

Berlin was cold when I landed. Steel and glass and static. The kind of city where shadows live long after the sun rises. I moved like I always had--quiet, careful, unseen. But this time, I wasn't looking for a target. I was looking for her. Not to interrogate. Not to neutralize. Just to find her. To make sure she was still breathing. To give myself time to figure out what the hell I was going to do if she wasn't.

And somewhere between the checkpoint and the safehouse she didn't know I knew about, it hit me.

I wasn't on a mission anymore.

I wasn't following orders.

I was following her.

And for the first time in my life, I had no idea what that would cost.

___________________________

FILE 002-F | [DATA CORRUPTED] UNDER FIRE

LOCATION: Berlin Freight Yards

DATE: 21 December

TIME: 0047 HRS

STATUS: MISSION FILE CORRUPTED

OBJECTIVE: [REDACTED]

The ambush hit just after midnight. Train yard outskirts of Berlin--rusted steel, oil-slicked tracks, fog rolling in like it knew what was coming. I was supposed to be eyes only. Watch from a distance. Get in, get her out before the kill team made their move. But plans rarely survive proximity to Natalia Vetrova. Especially when she shows up three minutes early and they're already waiting for her.

First shot came from the scaffolding--high caliber, close range. Professional. She ducked behind a crate. I returned fire from the loading platform, my heart already rewriting every excuse I'd rehearsed. Smoke grenades bloomed around us. Someone barked orders in English. Another voice cursed in Russian. This wasn't an arrest. It was a cleanup. One bullet at a time.

She saw me before I spoke. Eyes wide--anger first, then something worse: recognition. I took out one of the shooters flanking her blind side. She didn't thank me. Just shouted over the chaos, "Why are you here, Gabriel?!" I couldn't answer. Not because I didn't know--God, I did--but because saying it out loud would make it real. And right now, the only thing keeping us alive was pretending we were still the people who walked away from each other in Lisbon.



We moved like instinct. Back-to-back again. Rhythm perfect, breath synced like a metronome of mayhem. I covered her reload. She nailed the sniper nest. We didn't speak. Didn't need to. When the path to the perimeter collapsed under gunfire, she grabbed my wrist and yanked me toward the maintenance hatch. "Drainage," she mouthed. I nodded. No argument. Just trust.

The tunnel was half-flooded and stank of iron and old water. We waded in silence, boots sloshing, bruises blooming under soaked clothes. She moved ahead, one hand on the wall, the other on her side where a round had glanced her ribs. I didn't ask if she was okay. We both knew better. Pain's a constant. Survival is the real question.

We collapsed behind a maintenance grate a hundred meters out--hidden from the yard, buried in dark. My breath came shallow, pulse still a thunderclap in my ears. She leaned against the opposite wall, soaked hair clinging to her jaw, mascara streaked like war paint. Her lips parted, like she wanted to speak, but no sound came. She looked at me--like really looked--and something between us gave way.

She moved first. Just a shift. A lean. Her fingers touched my neck, and I didn't flinch. Her lips brushed mine--hesitant, unsure. I didn't move away. I didn't stop her. I leaned in. Let it happen. No tactics. No calculation. Just heat and ache and surrender. Her mouth tasted like blood and breath and the kind of grief that can't be spoken.

We didn't speak. We just sat there--wet, broken, clinging to something neither of us deserved but both of us needed.

And for once, there was no Reaper.

No Swan.

Just Gabriel.

And Natalia.

Still breathing.

Still here.

Still ourselves, even if only for a moment in the dark.

___________________________

FILE 002-G | BLACK SITE RECORD: SHADOWS IN THE LIGHT

LOCATION: Zurich Safehouse Delta-7

DATE: 22 December

TIME: 0510 HRS

STATUS: UNAUTHORIZED CONTACT -- NO DEBRIEF LOGGED

OBJECTIVE: [UNSCHEDULED INTERPERSONAL ENGAGEMENT DETECTED]

Zurich was quiet the way graveyards are quiet--peaceful, but not comforting. The safehouse was nestled in the outskirts, just far enough from the city to be forgotten. Concrete walls, blackout curtains, and a silence so thick it made every breath feel like a confession. Natalia moved through it like smoke, shedding the bloodstained layers of the last two days with a grace that shouldn't have survived what we'd been through. I watched her from the threshold, unsure if I was still the man who deserved to stand in the same room.

She didn't speak at first. Just stood in the bathroom doorway, holding a towel to her ribs, the streaks of blood fading into fabric. "Do you want me to lie to you?" she asked suddenly.

I blinked. "About what?"

She turned to face me, unsmiling. "About how this ends."

I could've said something flippant. Should've. But all I said was, "Not tonight."

She nodded once. Then stepped forward and pulled my shirt over my head like she'd done it a thousand times--and maybe in another life, she had.

Her hands didn't shake, but they weren't steady either. She ran her fingers down my chest like she was searching for something--damage, maybe. Or a reason not to walk away. When her fingers found the scar just beneath my ribs, the one I got in Sudan, she hesitated.

"This one," she said. "Knife?"

"Glass bottle. I slipped."

She smirked faintly. "You're a terrible liar."

I shrugged. "Old habits."

We didn't make love like it was lust. We made love like the world was ending in the morning and we'd decided to go down honest. Every movement was deliberate, a silent translation of things we didn't have the courage to say. Her lips met mine like she'd been holding her breath for years and had just now remembered how to exhale.

And when it was over--when the tremble in her jaw finally stopped, and I let myself breathe again--she traced the scar on my neck. The rope burn. She didn't ask where it came from.

"You wear it like you chose it," she whispered.

"Maybe I did."

I reached for the bracelet on my wrist--the black cord I'd worn since Brenda's wreck--and for the first time in a decade, I slipped it off. My hand hesitated. Then I placed it on the nightstand.

Not discarded. Not forgotten. Just... set aside.

A moment later, she curled against me. Her hand on my chest, her breath steadying against my neck. Like if she let go, we might vanish.

"Promise me something," she whispered.

"I'm not great at those."

"Try."

"...Okay."

"If we run--really run--don't look back. Not for London. Not for Alden. Not even for her."

I didn't answer right away.

But I held her tighter. And I didn't let go.

___________________________

FILE 002-H | CLEANUP ORDER: OPERATION ECHELON

LOCATION: Munich NATO Cyber Division Facility

DATE: 23 December

TIME: 1145 HRS

STATUS: OBJECTIVE FULFILLED -- UNSANCTIONED EMOTIONAL ENTANGLEMENT CONFIRMED

OBJECTIVE: Expose mole. Extract surviving operatives.

The plan was surgical. Infiltrate the Munich facility, extract the data, expose the mole, end the leak. A quiet end to a loud problem. Natalia moved through the op like a phantom stitched in silk--no hesitation, no wasted motion. I trailed behind, heart caught between admiration and dread. Dread that this mission might be our last... not because of failure, but because it would work. And once it did, we'd have to choose: run or disappear.

The target was a NATO liaison embedded deep in cybersecurity--clean record, polished smile, dangerous secrets. Too dangerous. Natalia reached him first. I followed seconds later--enough time to see his panic and the gun in his hand.

I disarmed him--quick, clean, efficient. He dropped hard. I looked at her, ready to call it in, when I heard it: one shot. Her gun. Her decision.

He crumpled before I could speak.

She didn't even blink.

I should have been furious. Or shocked. But I wasn't. I was tired. So was she.

"I didn't want you to have to do it," she said. Her voice was flat, but I knew her tells.

"I didn't ask you to protect me."

"You didn't have to."

She looked away. "I needed one more clean kill. Just to remind myself I could still do it."

We stood in silence beside the body--two killers watching a version of their old lives bleed out on the floor.

I walked toward her. Slowly. Like approaching a mine I hoped wouldn't go off.

She didn't flinch. But her eyes said everything. She thought I was going to ask her to stop. To be different.

Instead, I said, "Come with me."

She blinked. That rare, stunned kind of blink like I'd stabbed her but with kindness.

"I won't ask you to be someone else," I added. "I just want you to be with me. Wherever we land."

Her voice cracked--barely--but I caught it. "Even if it's nowhere?"

"I've spent ten years in nowhere. I'd rather be there with you than anywhere else without you."

She didn't kiss me. She didn't need to. Her hand found mine, fingers curling in like they remembered the shape.

We left the scene together--no regrets. No hesitations.

Just a quiet knowing:

We weren't following orders anymore.

We were following each other.

And that, for two ghosts like us, was the closest thing to salvation we were ever going to get.

___________________________

FILE 002-I | CONTINGENCY: EDGE OF TOMORROW

LOCATION: Lisbon, Portugal (Balcony Safehouse)

DATE: 27 December

TIME: 0040 HRS

STATUS: [HEARTBREAK CLASSIFIED]

OBJECTIVE: Finalize escape plan. Secure non-combatant exit strategy.

Lisbon was quiet again, just like it had been the first time--before the blood, before the betrayals, before I knew the woman I was dancing with had a body count that could match mine. Now we stood on that same balcony. No music this time. Just the hush of the ocean and the soft clink of ice melting in untouched glasses.

It should've felt like closure. Instead, it felt like something opening--something neither of us quite trusted, but couldn't ignore anymore.

We laid it all out--safe houses, IDs, cash stashed in accounts with names we didn't recognize. It was reckless. Romantic. Stupid. Honest. Natalia spoke like she was drafting a mission brief, all contingencies and checklists. But her eyes kept drifting--to the sky, the water, the place where the sun met the waves like it owed them an apology.

She touched my chest--lightly, almost absently. Over the place where I used to keep the pain buried.

"You're not who they say you are," she said, eyes fixed on my scars like they were scripture.

I didn't argue.

"Neither are you," I replied.

She looked at me for a long time--searching, waiting. Maybe hoping I'd flinch. I didn't.

There was a silence after that. Not heavy. Not uncomfortable. Just true.

"I think I love you," she said.

Not a confession. A risk.

I didn't deflect. Didn't laugh. I stepped forward until our foreheads touched.

"Don't think. Just run with me."

Her breath hitched--barely. She didn't kiss me. Instead, she laughed softly. It was a different kind of laugh than I'd ever heard from her. Not the siren's lure. Not the spy's smirk. This one was messy. Vulnerable. Free.

We stayed that way for a while. Close enough to feel heartbeats through linen.

When she finally pulled back, she said, "We shouldn't do this."

"I know."

"But we're going to."

"Damn right we are."

Tomorrow didn't feel like a battlefield anymore.

It felt like possibility.

And that terrified me more than any bullet I've ever dodged.

___________________________

FILE 002-J | FINAL ORDER: SWANSONG INITIATED

LOCATION: London, MI6 HQ

DATE: 11 March

TIME: 0645 HRS

STATUS: KILL ORDER PENDING EXECUTION

OBJECTIVE: Neutralize asset. Close all loose ends.

London felt different this time. Not colder--London is always cold--but less... punishing. Like it knew it had one last chance to break me, and it was debating whether I was still worth the effort.

It had been three months since I'd heard from Natalia. No dead drops. No burner pings. Not even a coded breath between surveillance channels. Just... silence. The kind that crawls under your ribs and whispers in your sleep.

I walked the Thames at dawn, boots wet from dew, coat collar high. MI6 headquarters loomed across the river like a monument to mistakes I'd stopped regretting. I wasn't dragging ghosts behind me this time. I was carrying one. And she was still alive.

Alden didn't look up when I walked in. Just slid a cream folder across the desk like he was passing me a menu.

"One last favor," he said.

I didn't move.

"Not a request," he added. "A contingency."

I knew before I opened it.

I opened it anyway.

Natalia.

Laughing.

Smiling over a table with the NATO contact we'd just burned an entire month of plans to take down. Her hand was on his. Her eyes soft.

Too soft.

It looked like seduction. It looked like betrayal.

It looked like everything I didn't want to believe.

I read the comm logs. The bank records. The timeline. It was all too clean. Too obvious. Like someone had built a cage and dressed it in wallpaper just for me.

Alden said something. I didn't hear it until his voice sharpened.

"She's gone rogue. You know what has to happen."

I said nothing.

"Why you?" he asked himself aloud. "Because you're the only one who won't hesitate. Or so I thought."

He thought wrong.

I left the office with the folder under my arm, my breath colder than the wind.

I could still hear her voice in Lisbon.

"If we run, don't look back."

I knew what MI6 was asking me to do.

And I knew what I was going to do instead.

Because love isn't a clean line. It's a question that keeps getting harder to answer.

And maybe I'd finally found something I wasn't willing to shoot my way out of.

The Reaper doesn't miss.

But this time...

he might choose to.

___________________________

FILE 003-A | [ACCESS ERROR] -- OPERATION: CONFIRMATION

LOCATION: MI6 Secure Terminal (London)

DATE: 11 March [ERROR]

TIME: [REDACTED]

STATUS: ANALYSIS FAILURE -- SUBJECT COMPROMISED?

OBJECTIVE: Confirm Subject: VETROVA threat. Recommend Termination Protocol Delta-1.

I didn't sleep. Didn't blink. Just ran the data again. Facial recognition. Surveillance loops. Scraped comm logs. I even re-verified the encryption signatures--twice. And every thread, every pulse of static and code pointed to the same damn truth: Natalia was meeting the general. Not just meeting--courting him. Slowly. Carefully. Like she was trying to flip a goddamn NATO commander the same way she used to fold diplomats and arms brokers like poker hands.

I stared at the footage. Hotel lobby in Montenegro. Low-res, black and white, timestamped. She kissed him on the cheek. Her smile was wide. Real. Or it looked real. But Natalia's smiles were weapons. I knew that. Had cataloged every version like a surgeon studying incisions. This one looked too easy. Too good. Too clean.

The logs backed it up. Encrypted data bursts traced to a terminal she'd touched. She'd offered access--satellite code clusters, emergency fallback protocols, secondary launch keys. Enough to light the world on fire from a backchannel no one even knew existed until now. In exchange? Safe passage. Moscow. Extraction guaranteed. She wasn't just ghosting. She was defecting. Or so it seemed.

And still... something wasn't right. The footage, the records, the pattern--it all lined up. Too perfectly. Like someone had been waiting for just the right moment to drop it all in my lap. Like someone knew I'd look too closely. That I'd question everything. That I'd hesitate just long enough for doubt to crawl into my bloodstream and start whispering her name again.

I tried to tell myself this was who she was. SVR. Swan. Trained to betray before she could drive. She'd never missed a mark. Never left fingerprints. Never said a word she didn't mean to be heard. And yet... I remembered Zurich. The way she touched my chest like she didn't think it could hold warmth anymore. The way she whispered my name like it was a secret, not a codename. That woman wasn't in this footage. Or maybe I just didn't want her to be.

I closed my eyes and breathed through the ache.

She's either betraying everything we fought for...

Or playing a game I'm not meant to see.

I reran the footage again. Slower. Focused on her face. No tells. No twitch. No code phrase slipped to the camera. Nothing that said, Help me. Trust me. Wait. Just her, composed as always, looking like she was exactly where she meant to be.

And that's what broke me.

Because either she was the best liar I'd ever met...

Or she was the one woman who never lied to me at all.

And I couldn't tell the difference anymore.

__________________

FILE 003-B | [OVERRIDE WARNING] -- BRIEFING ROOM LIES

LOCATION: MI6 Sub-Basement Room 3C

DATE: 12 March [ERROR]

TIME: 0930 HRS

STATUS: CONSENT TO EXECUTION: ACQUIRED (Under Duress)

OBJECTIVE: Assign Reaper as Point Man. Ensure compliance via classified leverage.

Alden didn't even look surprised when I walked in. Just nodded toward the chair across from him like we were about to discuss supply chain logistics and not whether I was about to kill the woman I'd nearly run from the world for. The lights were low--always were in that room. Maybe so the truth couldn't see itself reflected. Maybe just because Alden liked shadows better than people.

He slid a cup of tea toward me. I didn't touch it. "You've seen the intel," he said, voice even, unreadable. "I take it that's why you're here." I didn't answer. He already knew. My silence was confirmation. He steepled his fingers, leaned forward. "No one's clean in this war, Gabriel. But some stains are more dangerous than others." His eyes flicked up. Calculating. Measured. "And she's bleeding through the fabric."

I should've told him to shut up. Should've thrown the file back at him and walked out. But I didn't. Instead, I said what he was waiting for. "I want to be point man on the op." The words felt foreign in my mouth. Like something I used to say before Zurich, before Lisbon, before I remembered how to feel something besides recoil and regret.

Alden didn't nod. Didn't smile. Just exhaled. "Fine," he said. "But if you take this, there's no room for sentiment. No last chances. No hesitation." He opened a drawer, pulled out a secure phone. "She's in position. Summit happens in three days. We've got eyes on her, but we want yours on the trigger." He slid the phone toward me. "You know what she is now."

I picked up the phone. Heavy. Cold. Like guilt in digital form. I looked at him--really looked. Saw the lines in his face. The years of lies stacked like bones behind his eyes. And I wondered how many ghosts he carried on his conscience. How many people like Natalia he'd buried with a signature and a shrug. "You know what she is," he repeated, firmer this time.

I looked back down at the phone. The screen was blank. Waiting. Just like me.

And when I finally answered, my voice came out flat. Dead.

"I've always known."

He didn't blink. Just nodded like he'd won.

But what he didn't realize--what he never understood--was that knowing the truth and believing it aren't the same thing.

I'd seen what she could do. I'd watched her kill. Lie. Vanish.

But I'd also seen her laugh. Break. Stay.

I walked out of that room with my orders in hand and my soul already splintering.

Because this wasn't just a mission.

It was a reckoning.

And one way or another, only one of us was walking away from it whole.

__________________

FILE 003-C | [UNAUTHORIZED ADDENDUM] -- FINAL MESSAGE

LOCATION: Barnes Private Residence (Undisclosed)

DATE: 13 March [ERROR]

TIME: 0115 HRS

STATUS: INTELLIGENCE BREACH (PERSONAL)

OBJECTIVE: [NO OFFICIAL ENTRY. PERSONAL INTERFERENCE LOGGED.]

The flat was quiet when I got back. Too quiet. Not the kind that brings peace--but the kind that amplifies everything you've been trying not to hear. The creak in the floorboards. The tick of the second hand on the old wall clock. The ache behind your ribs you've trained yourself to ignore. I dropped my bag just inside the door and locked it behind me, more habit than necessity. There was no one left who cared enough to follow me home. Or so I thought.

The envelope was there. Pale cream, no return address, no markings. Just the kind of thing that screams danger when you've lived as long as I have. I stood over it for a moment, half-expecting it to hiss or detonate. But it didn't. It just waited. Like her. Like everything about her. I knelt slowly, picked it up, and slid one finger beneath the flap like I was disarming something ancient and fragile.

Inside was a single piece of paper. Handwritten.

"I meant every word. I'll wait. --N."

That was it. No coordinates. No safehouse code. Just her words. Simple. Honest. A message scrawled in ink that still smelled faintly of her. She shouldn't have known where to send it. I hadn't told her this was mine. Hadn't told anyone. But she knew. Of course she did. Natalia always knows what others miss. Always finds the softest place to cut.

I didn't sit down. Couldn't. Just stood there in the middle of the room, staring at the note like it was a photograph of the life I almost had. My hand drifted to my wrist, found the worn black cord I'd wrapped there since Brenda died. I tightened it slowly, until it bit into my skin. Pain helps. It's honest. Uncomplicated. And when it passed, I whispered her name--Brenda. A breath. A vow. A goodbye I've never said out loud.

Then I whispered another name.

Natalia.

The silence that followed didn't feel empty.

It felt crowded. Like the room was full of echoes and ghosts pressing in from the walls.

Not all of them were dead. Not yet.



Some were just waiting. Waiting for me to choose.

And for the first time since this all began, I didn't know whose name would be on my lips when the trigger broke the quiet.

__________________

FILE 003-D | [CROSS-FILE CONTAMINATION] -- SETUP

LOCATION: Eastern European NATO Airfield

DATE: 15 March [ERROR]

TIME: 0725 HRS

STATUS: TARGET ACQUIRED -- SUBJECT HESITATION DETECTED.

OBJECTIVE: Eliminate Swan. Contain political fallout.

The airfield stretched out like a wound under the morning haze--flat, sterile, humming with protocol and pretense. Tents flapped in the breeze like they had something to say. They didn't. The summit was already underway, NATO's elite clustered in folding chairs beneath temporary shelters, sipping filtered water and trading pleasantries while the world teetered on a blade's edge. I was perched high above it all, tucked into the rusted ribcage of a long-abandoned hangar with a rifle that knew too much of my history.

Natalia moved like a shadow laced in silk--clipboard in hand, headset angled just enough to suggest civilian status. No weapons visible. No wrong steps. Just another diplomatic aide in a sea of false smiles and layered agendas. But I saw it. The tightness in her jaw. The stiffness in her spine. She was in control--on paper. But something about her felt... resigned. Like she'd already decided how this day ends, and it wasn't with applause or extraction.

The general--Leclerc--sat too straight. Spoke too little. He wasn't worried. He should've been. If the intel was right, he was already halfway to treason. And if she was what the file said she was now... then this summit was just the stage for a performance that ends with silence and body bags. But my gut said different. It always has. And it was screaming at me now.

I tracked her every movement through the scope. Not because I had to. Because I couldn't not. I memorized the flick of her wrist, the shape of her mouth as she leaned in to speak to the French envoy. She was too polished. Too precise. Not like Zurich. Not like Lisbon. There, she was raw. Human. This--this was theater. Either she was running the deepest con I'd ever seen... or she wasn't acting at all. And that thought scared the hell out of me.

She reached the general's side, handed him a folder. He opened it. Nodded. No panic. No coded phrase. Just two bureaucrats reviewing death like it was paperwork. And then, as if pulled by the gravity of knowing, she turned her head. Not sharply. Not directly. Just a subtle shift toward the northwest wind. My direction.

She smiled. Just once.

Not for anyone. Not at anyone. Just the breeze. Just the moment. But I knew. God help me, I knew.

That smile wasn't part of the cover.

It was a goodbye.

Or a dare.

My finger hovered over the trigger.

And for the first time in my life, I didn't know if I was aiming to stop a threat...

Or to save the only person who ever looked at me and didn't flinch.

__________________

FILE 003-E | [DELAY DETECTED] -- THE TRIGGER

LOCATION: Sniper Overwatch (Hangar 2-A, East Quadrant)

DATE: 15 March

TIME: 0730 HRS

STATUS: [TRIGGER ACTIVATION: DEFERRED / CONFIRMED]

OBJECTIVE: [ERROR: OUTCOME UNCLEAR]

Wind: seven knots, southeast. Distance: 1,900 meters. I adjust the elevation--two degrees. Account for the Coriolis effect. Slight downward angle. A breath too slow, and the shot drifts. A breath too fast, and it clips the wrong man. My scope is a world unto itself. One circle. One truth. And in its center, Natalia Vetrova raises a glass and leans in to whisper something to the NATO general we've both been told not to trust.

She looks calm. Too calm. But not detached. There's a sadness there, threaded into the corners of her mouth, the set of her shoulders. A kind of weight only the condemned wear with grace. My pulse slows. My hands steady. My finger hovers over the trigger like it's waiting for permission from a part of me I buried a decade ago. This is what I do. I end things. Clean. Precise. No questions.

Except this time, the questions won't shut up.

Lisbon: her hand on my chest, promising ghosts could have futures.

The train yard: smoke in our lungs, a kiss like a confession neither of us could afford.

Zurich: her voice in my ear, shaking for the first time, saying she was tired.

Brenda's funeral: rain on the casket, a man who flinched too late.

The first time I heard Natalia laugh--god, really laugh.

The last time she said she loved me.

All of it--every breath, every bullet between us--sits behind my eye, ghosting the glass.

And I wonder--if I'd known this wasn't going to have a happy ending... would I still have walked into the fire?

Would I still have danced with the woman I was supposed to kill?

Loved her anyway?

Probably.

Hell, definitely.

Because even now, with a rifle trained on the only person who ever made me believe I was more than a weapon, I know this much:

If I had to do it all again, I'd stay for the journey.

I whisper the only truth I have left.

"You don't walk away from death. You learn to walk with it. Quietly."

I exhale.

My finger tightens.

I squeeze.

__________________

FILE 003-F | [CRITICAL BREACH] -- CROSSHAIRS

LOCATION: UNKNOWN

DATE: UNKNOWN

TIME: UNKNOWN

STATUS: [FILE CORRUPTED]

OBJECTIVE: [DATA LOSS: COMPLETE]

CRACK.

The shot tears from the muzzle like vengeance made manifest.

A perfect spiral of steel and death.

Catches light, slices air.

Cuts through the distance like a whispered promise with teeth.

Glass shatters.

__________________

CLASSIFICATION: TOP SECRET -- EYES ONLY

CLEARANCE REQUIRED: ALPHA BLACK

DISTRIBUTION: Directorate Level | Omega Division | Deputy Director Alden

DATE: [REDACTED]

SUBJECT:

Final Disposition of Assets: BARNES, GABRIEL ("REAPER") and VETROVA, NATALIA ("SWAN")

SUMMARY:

Following the conclusion of active operations associated with Project BLACK SWAN, both Barnes and Vetrova are to be considered MIA (Missing In Action) as of [REDACTED].

Physical evidence recovered from [REDACTED AIRFIELD] was inconclusive.

One personal item was retrieved: a black cord bracelet, consistent with known field-wear by Subject Barnes.

No identifiable remains located.

DNA samples contaminated.

Surveillance footage corrupted beyond retrieval.

All internal records pertaining to Subject Barnes' final orders have been sealed under Directorate Contingency Order 12-F.

Field agents who encountered Barnes or Vetrova during the post-summit window have been reassigned or debriefed under Directive SILENT HANDSHAKE.

Unofficial eyewitness accounts suggest Subjects may have successfully exfiltrated NATO surveillance zones. Confirmations remain unverifiable.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

Close all investigations related to Barnes and Vetrova under cause: Operational Attrition.

Burn all auxiliary documentation not archived under Omega Lock protocol.

Mark Project BLACK SWAN as COMPLETE: NO FURTHER ACTION REQUIRED.

FINAL NOTE:

"The Reaper never misses.

Some ghosts simply choose when not to haunt."

-- MI6 Directorate Archives

File Sealed: 0200 HRS

The End?

__________________

Notes from the Wyld:

The story of Once started as an experiment, spy fiction told through classified mission files, blending action with heartbreak and moral ambiguity. I wanted the format to feel like you were reading someone's secrets in real time. Whether I write a follow-up depends on how it's received, but I won't be answering whether the Swan got hit outside a sequel. Even my wife asked and all she got was a shrug. Some things are better left in the crosshairs.

Meanwhile, I've got two other stories in progress:

1. Unwritten Orders -- a spin-off to Melody's Silence, following Dexter as he goes undercover with a new partner to expose a tech billionaire laundering bribe money through a secluded vineyard retreat.

2. A new NYPD pilot story I'm thinking of calling it "Airspace" -- focused on a chopper pilot who becomes an unexpected viral hero, just as his past threatens to catch up with him.

And if motivation finds me, I might finally tackle my take on the literotica classic February Sucks. No promises, but the itch is there.

PS: I'm the town idiot. Tried publishing this three times, found mistakes each time. Glad I'm not a surgeon. Measure once, cut five times. Honestly, I should've called this story "Three Times".
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The Day the Wi-Fi Betrayed Me

My name is Travis Parker, and up until recently, I thought I had a pretty good life. I lived in Charlotte with my wife, Monica, and our three kids-Traci, Francis, and Beth. We had the classic suburban dream: a nice house, steady jobs, and a routine that was predictable, if not a little chaotic. Mornings were a whirlwind of Beth running late for school, Francis barely functioning before noon, and Traci observing it all with the judgmental energy of someone who had already given up on the rest of us. Monica and I? We were partners in all of it, tackling the daily grind like two seasoned pros. Or at least, that's what I thought.

Evenings were the best part of the day-when we'd pretend to watch TV while actually just roasting each other. Traci would roll her eyes at my terrible dad jokes, Francis would drop random trivia that nobody asked for, and Beth would do her best to convince me to fund her shopping addiction. Monica, meanwhile, would sit there, smiling, laughing in all the right places. I see it now-that her laughter wasn't quite reaching her eyes, that there was distance even when she was sitting right next to me. But at the time, I chalked it up to stress, exhaustion-anything but what it actually was.

Because why would I question it? We had been together for over twenty years. We had been through everything-good times, rough patches, the time I accidentally set the backyard grill on fire. If something was wrong, she'd tell me. Right? But truth has a funny way of hitting you like a truck when you least expect it. And I was about to learn that the life I thought was stable was already cracking beneath my feet.

I always prided myself on being a logical guy, a man of reason-until my Wi-Fi decided to play detective. That morning, as I sipped my coffee, I noticed our internet was running slower than a turtle in a coma. With two teenagers in the house, I figured someone was streaming an entire series in 4K. But when I pulled up the router's device log-yes, I'm that kind of dad-I noticed an unfamiliar device named "Big Rick's iPhone." Now, unless Beth had taken up online dating under an alias that sounded like a trucker's CB handle, something was off. My gut tightened, but I wasn't about to jump to conclusions-not yet.

So, like any tech-savvy husband with a sinking feeling, I turned on our security cameras. A few minutes later, while casually pretending to check emails, I watched Monica leave the house... and head straight next door. My next-door neighbor, Rick, was a divorced ex-gym rat who spent more time shirtless in his driveway than was socially acceptable. I told myself it was just a friendly visit, maybe borrowing sugar or something-though I doubted Rick even owned sugar. But then, Monica didn't come back. Five minutes. Ten. Fifteen. My brain spun in circles, coming up with reasonable explanations. Maybe she was discussing the HOA's ridiculous grass-length policies. Maybe she had fallen into a deep conversation about protein shakes. Maybe... I needed actual evidence.

I decided to go full-on detective mode. Pulling out my phone, I walked outside, pretending to water the plants with an empty watering can-real subtle, I know. As I neared Rick's house, I heard... laughter. And not just any laughter-Monica's. That laugh that used to be reserved for my dumb dad jokes, now echoing from another man's patio. Peeking through the side gate like some low-budget spy, I caught sight of them-Monica leaning in close, her hand on his arm, his smug grin beaming back at her. My stomach twisted into a sailor's knot. There it was. The evidence I didn't want but couldn't ignore.

I didn't barge in, didn't scream. Instead, I stood there, gripping my useless watering can, feeling like the biggest fool in Charlotte. I had suspected, but now I knew. And as I turned away, my mind raced with one thought: How in the world was I supposed to act normal when I walked back inside? Because if there was one thing I needed more than confirmation-it was a plan.

I stepped back inside the house, closing the door behind me with the kind of careful precision that only someone trying to keep their emotions in check could manage. My hands were steady, my face blank, but inside? It felt like my brain had been thrown into a blender set to "shred." Without thinking, I walked straight to my home office, sat down at my desk, and opened my laptop. The Google search bar stared back at me, waiting for direction. "How to file for divorce in North Carolina." My fingers typed the words like they had a mind of their own, as if my entire body had gone into autopilot. I wasn't even sure if I was ready for this-hell, I didn't even know what "this" was yet. But if there was one thing I knew how to do, it was research. When life fell apart, I didn't scream or break things-I made a damn spreadsheet.

A soft knock on the door pulled me out of my trance. I barely had time to minimize the divorce page before Beth popped her head in. "Hey, Dad? Can I borrow the car? I need to run to the mall." She spoke fast, like she expected me to say no. Instead, without looking up, I reached into my pocket, pulled out my keys, and tossed them in her general direction. She caught them with the kind of surprised reflexes that only teenagers seem to have. "Uh... thanks?" she said, looking at me like I'd just handed her a winning lottery ticket.

Beth hesitated, then stepped farther into the room. "What are you doing?" she asked, curiosity creeping into her voice. I glanced at my screen, at the tab labeled "Divorce Process: A Step-by-Step Guide", and exhaled. "I'm making a plan," I said simply, my voice even. Because that's what I did-I made plans. Plans for work. Plans for vacations. Plans for retirement. And now, apparently, plans for life after Monica.

Beth frowned, crossing her arms. "What kind of plan?" she pressed. I finally looked up at her, met her eyes, and with a wry smile, I said it before I could stop myself: "A divorce plan." The second the words left my mouth, I realized how ridiculous they sounded. Beth's eyes widened, then she let out an awkward laugh. "Wow. Okay. Um... have fun with that?" she said, backing toward the door, clearly wanting no part in whatever emotional crisis I was having. And just like that, she was gone, off to the mall with my car, leaving me alone with my search history and the grim realization that my life had just taken a turn I never saw coming.

After Beth left, I leaned back in my chair, staring at the list of steps on my screen. Step One: Gather Evidence. Well, I had that part covered. I didn't need a private investigator or some dramatic courtroom reveal-I'd seen enough with my own eyes. Still, a voice in the back of my head nagged at me. Maybe I should take screenshots of the router logs. Maybe I should check the security footage again. Or maybe I should hire an actual lawyer instead of relying on a website that looked like it was last updated in 2009. But the truth was, no amount of digital paper trails could erase what I'd already witnessed.

Step Two: Organize Your Finances. Now, this was the kind of thing I could focus on. Numbers, spreadsheets, bank statements-facts that didn't have feelings. I opened my budgeting app and started combing through everything. Mortgage, savings, college funds, the shared accounts with Monica. The sheer entanglement of our finances made my stomach turn. Every deposit, every withdrawal, every expense-it was all wrapped up in a life we had built together. And now, I had to figure out how to untangle it, like trying to pull apart Christmas lights that had been in a box for fifteen years.

Step Three: Consider Living Arrangements. That one stopped me cold. This was my house. My home. I had put in the hours to afford it, painted the walls, fixed the leaky faucets, even built Beth's ridiculous floating shelves that she never actually used. But would I be the one to leave? Would Monica? The thought of sitting across from her and discussing who got what made my skin crawl. I sighed and rubbed my temples. Maybe I was getting ahead of myself-maybe this was just the anger talking. Or maybe I had spent too many years avoiding the truth, and now it was finally demanding to be dealt with.

Step Four: Talk to Your Spouse. I exhaled sharply, shaking my head. Right. The hardest part. How was I even supposed to start that conversation? "Hey, honey, I noticed our internet history suggests you're cheating on me with Big Rick. Thoughts?" No, that wouldn't work. But I had to do it eventually. Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow. But soon. Because the moment I saw Monica laughing in Rick's backyard, something inside me had shifted. And now, there was no going back.

I stared at the screen, fingers hovering over the keyboard as I typed: "Best divorce lawyers in Charlotte." Instantly, a flood of legal websites popped up, each promising aggressive representation, maximum asset protection, and-my personal favorite"fierce advocacy." Yeah, I didn't want some mild-mannered, handshake-loving mediator. I wanted someone who lived for the courtroom, who woke up in the morning and drank their coffee black while planning how to financially eviscerate the opposing party. I didn't just need a shark-I needed a damn killer whale. A legal predator who could tear through Monica's case like an orca dismantling a seal in a nature documentary.

Scrolling through the options, I clicked on a few profiles, trying to assess their potential for ruthless efficiency. One guy had a picture of himself standing in front of a bookshelf full of law books, looking like he personally invented divorce law. Another woman had a tagline that read: "Divorce is war, and I don't lose battles." Now we were talking. Then there was the one whose bio proudly stated he had once litigated his own divorce while representing three other clients at the same time. Impressive, but maybe also a red flag.

For a brief, fleeting second, I considered my dad. Technically, he was a lawyer. A retired one, but still. He'd handled contracts and real estate deals his whole life-how different could a divorce be? Plus, he'd probably do it for free, which meant I could put that money toward... well, the inevitable misery that comes with splitting assets. But then reality hit me. If Dad got involved, that meant Mom would get involved. And once Mom got involved, my entire family would be in DEFCON 1 mode. There would be phone calls, unsolicited advice, casseroles, and a level of outrage that not even my killer whale lawyer could match. Yeah, no thanks. I'd rather pay the retainer.

Sighing, I bookmarked a few promising options, making a mental note to set up consultations. The absurdity of the situation wasn't lost on me. This morning, I was just a guy drinking coffee, checking his Wi-Fi, and living his life. Now, I was preparing for a legal battle, hunting for the deadliest divorce attorney money could buy. I exhaled, rubbing my temples. This was really happening.

After scanning through my shortlist of attorneys, I settled on the one whose website practically radiated "I make my clients' exes cry in court." The firm's tagline-"Winning Custody Battles and Assets Since 1998"-sealed the deal. With a deep breath, I grabbed my phone and dialed. A chipper receptionist answered, completely oblivious to the fact that I was about to nuke my marriage. I kept my voice calm, professional. "Hi, I'd like to schedule a consultation." After a few standard questions, she set me up with an appointment for tomorrow morning. That was it. I had just booked my first step toward divorce. There was no turning back now.

I hung up and leaned back in my chair, staring at the ceiling. The real problem was Monica. She would be home in a few hours, and I had no idea how I was supposed to act. I wasn't exactly the "fake it till you make it" type. My face had about as much subtlety as a billboard. But if I confronted her outright, things could get ugly fast. There would be excuses, denials, maybe even some crocodile tears. I didn't want to hear them. I didn't want to sit across from her at the dinner table, pretending our life hadn't just imploded. Nope. Not happening. I needed space, time to think. The best move? Get out before she got back.

I stood up and started packing. A couple of bags-clothes, toiletries, essentials. Laptop? Check. Chargers? Check. Legal documents? Definitely check. Birth certificate, passports, anything I might need if this turned into a full-blown legal war. I felt like I was preparing for battle, except instead of armor and weapons, I had a duffel bag and a USB drive full of financial records. It was surreal. I had lived in this house for years, built a life here, and now I was stuffing my world into a suitcase like a guy sneaking out of a bad hotel stay.

Then it hit me-I loaned my damn car to Beth. Of course. Because why wouldn't I make this harder on myself? I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. Traci was home from college for the summer. I could hear her music blasting from upstairs, probably lost in some indie rock album she swore was life-changing. She had a car. Perfect. I grabbed my bags, took one last glance around the house, and headed upstairs. Borrowing my daughter's car to escape my marriage wasn't exactly how I imagined today going, but at this point, I was just rolling with it.

I knocked on Traci's door, giving it the signature dad knock-firm, but not urgent. A few seconds later, the music cut off, and she swung the door open. The moment she saw me, her eyes narrowed. Damn it. Traci had always been able to read me like a book. No matter how much I tried to keep my emotions in check, she could see right through me. "What's wrong?" she asked immediately, arms crossed, waiting for an answer I wasn't ready to give.

I exhaled and gave her my most casual "This is totally fine" shrug. "Your mom and I are having a minor disagreement," I said, keeping my voice light. "I just need to step away for a bit, clear my head."

Traci cocked an eyebrow. "Minor disagreement?" she repeated. "What kind of minor disagreement requires you to pack a bag and flee the house?"

I sighed. There was no dodging it. I rubbed the back of my neck, debating how much to say, then settled on the short version. "Let's just say your mom and I have differing opinions on the sanctity of marriage vows."

Her expression flickered from confusion to realization and then straight to rage. "Are you kidding me!?" she yelled, throwing her hands in the air. "Mom cheated?! With who?!"

I held up a hand. "Traci, calm down. No point in blowing a circuit over this."

But Traci was already pacing, muttering curses under her breath. Then she stopped, her face full of fury. "Why are you leaving?" she demanded. "Why are you the one packing a bag when she's the one who broke her vows? That makes no sense! Why reward the perpetrator?"

That hit me square in the chest. She had a point. A damn good one. But at the moment, I wasn't sure I had the energy to explain why I couldn't just sit around and pretend everything was fine. All I knew was that I needed out.

Traci didn't waste any time. She pulled out her phone and dialed Monica. It went straight to voicemail. Her lips pressed into a thin line, her grip on the phone tightening. "She declined my call," she muttered, then turned her gaze back to me. "Is she with him right now?"

I hesitated for half a second before nodding. "Yeah."

Traci let out a sharp breath, shaking her head in disgust. "How long have you known?"

"Just a few hours."

Her jaw clenched, and without missing a beat, she asked, "What's your plan?"

I gave her the rundown-consulting with a lawyer, gathering my documents, and staying somewhere else for a while to clear my head. Traci, however, looked unimpressed. "Does Beth know?" she asked.

I sighed. "Beth kinda knows. She walked in earlier when I was researching divorce, but I didn't give her details. And Francis doesn't know at all."

Traci's expression darkened. Without a word, she pulled up her contacts and called Francis. "Drop whatever you're doing and get home right now," she ordered, her voice leaving no room for argument. "I don't care. Just come home."

Then, she called Beth. "Where are you?" she asked, pacing. "Still at the mall? Okay, well, too bad. Family emergency. Get home now."

I threw my hands up. "Traci, that's not necessary-"

"Yes, it is," she snapped, hanging up. "Mom is the one who screwed this up, so why the hell should you be the one leaving? She's the one who should be packing a bag."

I opened my mouth to argue, but she was already moving to the next phase of her plan. "Call her parents," she ordered. "Tell them to get over here. Now."

I let out a long breath. This was spiraling fast. But as much as I wanted to keep things calm, I had to admit-Traci had a damn good point.

I sighed and dialed Monica's parents. As much as I wanted to unload everything onto them, I knew better. I got along with Scott and Wendy well enough, and dropping the bombshell over the phone would only lead to a very angry father speeding down the highway. And considering how stubborn Scott was, I wouldn't put it past him to show up at Rick's house instead of mine. No, this needed to be handled carefully.

After a few rings, Scott picked up. "Travis? Everything okay?"

I kept my voice measured. "Hey, Scott. Listen, Monica and I are having some... issues. I don't want to get into it over the phone, but she's going to need a place to stay for a bit."

Silence. Then, the fishing expedition began. "What kind of issues?"

"The kind that require her to stay somewhere else," I said, keeping it vague.

Scott exhaled through his nose. "Alright. We'll be there in thirty minutes."

As I hung up, I heard banging coming from the master bedroom. Not a great sign. I followed the noise and found Traci in full battle mode, aggressively shoving Monica's clothes into trash bags. The bed was a disaster zone, drawers left open, clothes tossed everywhere like a hurricane had blown through.

I leaned against the doorway, watching her with amusement. "No suitcase?"

Traci didn't stop moving. "Trash bags serve two purposes. Mom can take her clothes, or I can throw them out." She stuffed another handful of dresses into a bag, not even looking up. "Her choice."

I let out a low whistle. "Remind me never to piss you off."

Traci finally paused, hands on her hips, surveying her work. "Too late, Dad. You married the wrong woman. Now I have to clean up the mess."

Damn. She wasn't wrong.

Traci, without a second thought, heaved the first trash bag down the stairs. It hit the bottom with a loud thud, followed by another, then another. Just as she was gearing up to toss another one, the front door swung open.

Francis, who had apparently been just down the street, stepped inside-right as a trash bag came hurtling toward him.

"What the hell?!" he yelped, dodging just in time as it crashed next to him. He looked from the pile of Monica's things to Traci, then to me, confusion all over his face. "Okay... what is going on?"

Before I could open my mouth, Traci cut me off. "Mom cheated on Dad with Big Rick. Dad caught her. Now she's moving out. End of story."

Francis just stared. He blinked, his brain clearly trying to process, and then shook his head like he had misheard her. "No way," he said, his voice quiet. "That-no. That can't be right."

I could see it in his face-he didn't want to believe it. But Traci wasn't exactly known for exaggeration, and she sure as hell wouldn't joke about something like this. His shoulders slumped as the weight of it all sank in.

Without another word, he walked past the trash bags and collapsed onto the couch. I followed and sat down next to him, resting my elbows on my knees. "Look, I know this sucks," I said, my voice low. "But I want you to know that no matter what happens, I'm still here. I'll always be here."



Francis exhaled, rubbing his face with both hands. "Man, I was not expecting this today."

"Yeah, well, neither was I," I said dryly. "I just wanted to check the Wi-Fi."

Francis let out a breathy laugh. "So this is why it was slow? Mom was using up all the bandwidth for an affair?"

I smirked. "Apparently."

From across the room, Traci, who had been eavesdropping, let out a surprised snort of laughter. "Okay, that's funny." She grabbed one last trash bag, tossed it down the stairs for good measure, then plopped onto the couch beside me.

For a moment, the three of us just sat there-shoulders touching, the weight of the situation pressing down-but at least we were together. At least we had each other.

Twenty minutes later, the front door swung open, and Beth strolled in, shopping bags in hand. She barely made it two steps before stopping dead in her tracks, her eyes darting between the pile of trash bags, her siblings, and me-all of us sprawled on the couch like we were hosting a late-night talk show about failed marriages. Her brow furrowed. "Okay... what kind of divorce cult meeting did I just walk into?"

Traci, without missing a beat, gestured at the bags. "Welcome to Mom's Moving Out Party. We're a little short on decorations, but the trash bags add a nice touch, don't you think?"

Beth blinked. "Wait, so Dad wasn't joking earlier about the 'divorce plan' thing?"

"Nope," Traci said, popping the p. "Not a joke. We're divorcing Mom."

Beth stared at her like she had just spoken in Morse code. "You can't divorce your mom."

Francis, still slouched on the couch, chimed in. "Legally? No. Emotionally? Already done."

Beth turned to me, looking for some kind of rational explanation. Big mistake.

I sighed dramatically. "Turns out, your mother had a different interpretation of the word 'monogamy.'"

Beth groaned, dropping her shopping bags. "Are you serious? With who?"

Traci smirked. "Take a wild guess."

Beth thought for a second, then her face contorted in horror. "Oh my God-it's Big Rick, isn't it?!"

Francis threw his hands in the air. "Ding ding ding! We have a winner!"

Beth covered her face. "Ugh! I hate that guy! He always waves at me like I'm supposed to wave back! I don't even like him as a neighbor!"

"Yeah, well," I sighed. "Mom really likes him."

Beth gagged. "That is disgusting."

She sank into the armchair across from us, staring at the floor, processing. We all waited, letting her absorb the sheer dumpster fire of the situation. After a long silence, I leaned forward. "Beth? You okay?"

Beth exhaled sharply. "No." She looked up at me, eyes still wide with disbelief. "Are you okay?"

I thought about it for a second. Then I shrugged. "All things considered? I've got three great kids. That's all I can ask for right now."

Beth groaned again, but this time, it almost sounded like a laugh. "Yeah. We're pretty awesome."

Francis snorted. "Dad, if you ever decide to remarry, can you at least get someone who doesn't cheat?"

Traci leaned in, nodding. "Or at least someone who has better taste in men."

I let out a long sigh, rubbing my temples. "Noted. I'll add it to my divorce plan checklist."

Beth chuckled and shook her head. "God, this family is so messed up."

Francis grinned. "Yeah, but at least we're funny."

Fifteen minutes later, the doorbell rang. Traci, still in full general-in-command mode, marched over and yanked the door open. Monica's parents, Scott and Wendy, stood there, taking in the scene-the pile of trash bags, the grim expressions, and Traci standing in the doorway like a bouncer at a nightclub no one wanted to be at.

Traci, ever the polite one when necessary, gave them a nod. "Hey, Grandma. Hey, Grandpa. Come on in."

They stepped inside hesitantly, their eyes flicking between the three of us and the bags that held everything their daughter owned. I moved to another chair, motioning for them to sit. The tension in the air was thick, but the look on our faces told them everything they needed to know.

Scott was the first to speak. "How bad?" he asked, voice low.

Francis, without missing a beat, leaned back and smirked. "Well, Mom's new boyfriend is next door, Dad's got a divorce plan, and we're currently hosting an eviction party. So... I'd say it's pretty bad."

Wendy gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. "Oh, my God..." She looked at me, then at the kids, then at the bags of shame in the corner. She swallowed hard and opened her arms, silently asking for a hug. Traci, Francis, and Beth didn't hesitate. They moved in, wrapping their grandmother in a hug that, for a moment, felt like a small patch of comfort in a really crappy situation.

After they pulled away, Wendy turned to me, her expression full of heartbreak. "Travis... are you really going through with a divorce?"

I met her gaze and nodded. "Yes," I said firmly. "I don't want to be cruel, but I will be fair in the settlement. Unless Monica tries to push it-then I'll go for the jugular."

Scott let out a long sigh, rubbing his face, while Wendy just looked exhausted.

Then Beth, who had been quiet until now, crossed her arms. "I'm underage. Do I get a say in who I stay with?"

I turned to her, my voice calm but certain. "You can tell the judge what you want."

Beth nodded sharply. "Good."

With that, we all moved into action. No one said much as we started hauling Monica's belongings out to her parents' SUV. Trash bags, a few boxes, whatever she had left in the house that wasn't bolted down. It wasn't a conversation anymore-it was a transaction. The kind that ends a chapter and starts a new one. And as I watched my kids work together, their backs straight, their expressions resolute, I realized something.

We weren't just getting rid of Monica's things.

We were reclaiming our home.

An hour later, all of Monica's stuff was packed up and loaded into her parents' SUV and her car. The house felt... lighter. Almost like we had removed some kind of curse. But I wasn't celebrating just yet-there was still one last part to play. I sat in my chair, watching the driveway through the home security camera feed on my phone. Sure enough, there she was. Monica.

She walked up the driveway, her pace slowing as she noticed her parents' SUV parked outside. She frowned, stopping for a moment, probably trying to do the mental math on why the hell they were here. Then, with a deep breath, she made her way to the front door and stepped inside.

The second she entered, her eyes landed on all of us. Me. The kids. Her parents. All waiting. The color drained from her face, and she let out a nervous laugh. "Okay... what's going on?"

From the corner of my eye, I could see Traci, who looked like she was about to go nuclear. Her hands were clenched into fists, her jaw so tight it could probably break steel. I reached over and patted her knee, a silent message.

I had to do this.

I stood up, slow and deliberate, my eyes locked onto Monica's as I walked toward her. She tensed. Her panic was setting in. She knew. She just didn't know how much I knew.

"So," I said casually, tilting my head. "How was your visit to Big Rick's?"

Monica froze. Her mouth opened, but no words came out. Her eyes darted around the room, looking for an escape, looking for a way to talk her way out of this.

I sighed, shoving my hands into my pockets. "Don't bother, Monica. I know. All of it. The router logs. The security cameras. The fact that you've been spending a little too much time borrowing 'sugar' from Rick's house." I shook my head. "You know, if you wanted to burn this family to the ground, you could've at least had the decency to be smarter about it."

"Travis, I-"

"No." My voice was firm. I held up a hand. "I don't want to hear it. I don't want explanations. I don't want excuses. I just want space. And for that to happen, you need to leave." I gestured toward her parents. "They're taking you home. Your stuff is packed. I need you out of here."

She stared at me, her lips trembling, eyes glossy like she wanted to cry but couldn't figure out if it would help. But for the first time in our entire marriage, I wasn't buying it.

Monica opened her mouth like she was about to deny it, but then hesitated. I could see the gears turning, her brain scrambling for an explanation, an escape hatch, anything that could salvage this moment. Finally, she settled on the most predictable move possible. "Travis, it's not what you think," she said, her voice shaky but practiced. "I-Rick and I-it's complicated."

I let out a bitter laugh, shaking my head. "Wow. Straight out the gate with 'it's complicated.' Not even gonna warm up with a little 'I can explain' first?"

Her lips pressed into a thin line. "I-I made a mistake. That's all. A stupid mistake. But I-"

"Oh, let me guess," I cut her off, holding up my hand. "You were lonely. You felt unappreciated. You needed to feel desired again." I looked at my kids. "What else is in the Cheater's Handbook? I feel like we should make a Bingo card."

Francis leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "I think they sell one on Amazon. Comes with a free pack of lies and a deluxe gaslighting kit."

Monica whipped her head toward him. "Francis, this is between your father and me."

"No," he shot back, crossing his arms. "It stopped being just between you two the second you blew up our entire family."

Monica swallowed hard, her eyes darting back to me, as if begging me to regain control of the conversation.

I shrugged. "Francis has a point. You didn't just cheat on me. You cheated on this entire family. And the worst part? You didn't even get creative. You just grabbed a generic excuse off the clearance rack and ran with it."

Monica's face twisted. "That's not fair, Travis."

I laughed, a cold, humorless chuckle. "Oh, now you care about fairness?" I let out a sigh, rubbing the bridge of my nose. "You know what really stings? You didn't just make a fool out of me. You made me a cliché." I gestured at her. "A loyal husband with a cheating wife? A suburban dad getting betrayed by his next-door neighbor? Hell, Monica, I'm one bad country song away from a full-blown midlife crisis."

Traci snorted. "Just don't buy a motorcycle, Dad."

"No promises," I muttered.

Monica's eyes shimmered with tears, but I didn't care. She did this. And now, she had to live with it.

I took a deep breath, steadying myself before I spoke. "Monica, I'm divorcing you." My voice was calm, but final. There was no room for negotiation, no window for hope. "I'm not going to be cruel about it-I'll make the settlement fair. But this? Us? We're done."

Her eyes widened in pure panic. "No," she whispered, shaking her head. "Travis, no. I don't want a divorce."

I let out a short, disbelieving laugh. "You don't want a divorce?" I repeated, scoffing. "That's rich. You didn't seem too worried about our sacred vows when you were sneaking around with Rick the Homewrecker."

She opened her mouth again, about to start begging, but before she could get the words out, Traci and Beth moved to stand on either side of me. My silent bodyguards.

Traci's fists were clenched so tight her knuckles were turning white. If looks could kill, Monica would've been vaporized on the spot. Beth, on the other hand, was calmer, but her voice was firm when she spoke. "Mom, it's over. You need to accept it."

Monica broke down, her shoulders shaking as tears spilled down her face. But no one moved. No one comforted her. Not her kids. Not me. Not even her parents, who sat silently, looking more defeated than anything else.

I exhaled and crossed my arms. "You'll be served as soon as possible. I suggest you find a lawyer."

Monica sniffled, her face red and blotchy. She looked at each of us, like she was waiting for someone to tell her it wasn't real. But it was.

Finally, with a shuddering breath, she turned and walked toward the door. Her parents followed, pausing just long enough to look back at us. Scott cleared his throat. "Keep in touch, alright?"

Wendy nodded, her voice soft. "We still love you all."

Traci gave a curt nod. "We know."

And then, the door closed.

For a moment, no one spoke. The silence in the house was different now. It wasn't heavy-it was peaceful. Like we had just exorcised a ghost.

I let out a breath I didn't realize I'd been holding and sank onto the couch. Francis flopped down beside me, running a hand through his hair. Traci sat on my other side, her body still tense, like she was coming down from battle mode.

Then, without a word, Beth climbed into my lap, wrapping her arms around me. That was all it took. The rest of them followed, pulling into a hug.

And for the first time all day, I felt whole.


Karma's Favorite Siblings

Continuation of The Day the Wi-Fi Betrayed Me from Traci's point of view.

________________________________________

I broke away from the hug first, feeling like if I stayed wrapped up in it any longer, I might actually cry, and that was not happening. Not today. Instead, I turned on my heel and walked toward the front window, my arms crossed tightly over my chest. I stared across the street at Rick's house, my jaw clenching so hard it could crack concrete. The stupid truck in his driveway, the one that had been parked there every damn day for years, suddenly looked offensive. I imagined it bursting into flames, or at the very least, getting hit by a freak hailstorm targeted at just his windshield. That would be satisfying.

Behind me, the room had gone quiet. Too quiet. I could feel my dad's eyes on me, along with Francis and Beth, waiting for the inevitable explosion. Finally, Dad sighed, and I heard him shift on the couch. "Alright, Traci. What are you thinking?" His voice was measured, but I knew that tone--the 'don't do anything stupid' tone.

I turned my head just slightly, my eyes still locked on the House of Betrayal across the street. "I'm just wondering," I said, keeping my voice casual, "how hard it would be to get my hands on industrial-strength superglue."

Beth let out a choked laugh, while Francis groaned. "Oh God, she's gone full vengeance mode."

Dad rubbed a hand down his face. "Traci, I need you to take a breath and not--"

"Not what?" I interrupted, finally spinning around to face him. "Not take action? Not do what needs to be done?" I threw my hands up. "You're telling me we're just gonna let this slide? Just let Mom get away with it?"

Beth, still sitting on the couch, reached out and grabbed my arm. "It's over, Traci," she said, her voice calm but firm. "Mom's gone. It's best to just accept the inevitable."

I scoffed, but before I could argue, I caught something that made me pause. Dad wasn't arguing with me. He wasn't telling me I was wrong. He wasn't defending her. He was just watching me, like he understood.

That realization sucked the fire out of me a little. My dad had always been solid, the kind of guy who held the line even when things got messy. But now? He looked exhausted. Worn out. And if he, of all people, was letting this go...

I exhaled, shaking my head. "This isn't fair," I muttered.

"No, it's not," Dad agreed. "But fairness has nothing to do with it."

I crossed my arms, biting the inside of my cheek. Then, after a moment, I huffed out a breath. "Fine." I glanced back at Rick's house one more time, then sighed. "But if his truck mysteriously stops working next week, I know nothing."

Dad groaned. Beth laughed. Francis muttered something about plausible deniability.

And just like that, the Parker house felt a little more like home again.

Later that night, I found myself back at the window, arms crossed, eyes locked on Rick's house like I was waiting for a sign from the universe that karma was about to handle things for me. Spoiler alert: it wasn't. The man was still standing, his truck was still in one piece, and worst of all, he was probably sleeping just fine, while my family was left trying to pick up the wreckage. The unfairness of it all sat like a rock in my chest.

I heard footsteps behind me, then the sound of Francis plopping down on the couch. "Okay," he said, stretching his arms behind his head. "I'll bite. What's the plan, Traci?"

I glanced at him, then turned back to the window. "Dad needs to focus on dealing with Mom and the divorce. That's where his head has to be. We, however..." I let the words hang in the air before turning to look at him fully. "We need to handle Rick. It has to hurt, but we can't wreck our own lives in the process."

Francis let out a long sigh, rubbing the back of his neck. "Alright, first rule of engagement? We are not to touch Mom." His voice was firm, absolute. "I don't care what case of the stupids she caught, she's still our mother. That is not negotiable."

I clenched my jaw, staring at him for a long moment. Did I like it? No. Did I want to see her suffer? Absolutely. But deep down, I knew he was right. After a beat, I exhaled sharply. "Fine," I muttered, crossing my arms. "But whatever we do, it needs to happen before I go back to New York and before you start at UNC in the fall."

Francis smirked. "Oh, so we're working on a tight deadline, huh?"

I cracked a grin. "We work best under pressure."

His smirk grew, and just like that, our mission was set.

"We're heading out to grab food," I announced as Francis and I stood by the door, keys in hand. "Since, you know, Mom was the only one who could cook without burning the house down."

Dad didn't even try to argue. He just waved us off from his seat on the couch. "Fine by me. I'd rather not commit accidental manslaughter in the kitchen."

Beth, however, wasn't so easily convinced. She crossed her arms, looking between Dad and us. "I don't know... maybe we should just order something. I don't really like the idea of leaving Dad home alone right now."

Francis slung an arm around her shoulder and gave her a reassuring shake. "Come on, Beth. You need to get out of the house for a bit. It'll be good for you. And let's be real, Dad's just going to sit there watching old action movies and pretending he's fine."

Beth hesitated but sighed in defeat. "Fine," she muttered, grabbing her phone as she followed us out the door.

As we drove down the road, Beth, ever the sharp one, narrowed her eyes. "Okay... this isn't just about food, is it?"

Francis and I exchanged a knowing glance.

"Not exactly," I admitted, smirking.

Beth sat up straighter. "Oh my God, are we getting revenge on Rick?"

I grinned. "Welcome to the mission, kid."

Beth's expression lit up like a Christmas tree. "Hell. Yes."

We pulled into a parking lot, somewhere we wouldn't be disturbed, and turned off the car. "Alright," Francis said, cracking his knuckles. "We need something epic--something that'll ruin his day, but not ruin our lives."

Beth's eyes gleamed with pure mischief. "Let's make this legendary."

We sat in the parked car, the war council assembled, ready to plan our campaign of revenge against Rick. The rules were simple: maximum psychological damage, zero legal consequences. It had to be clever, brutal, and ongoing--a slow-burn torment that would make his life just inconvenient enough to drive him insane. And most importantly, no exposing Mom. That part was crucial. We weren't about to make Dad look like a fool to the world.

Beth leaned forward, eyes gleaming. "Okay, first off--sugar in the gas tank?"

Francis immediately shook his head. "Too destructive. That's straight-up felony-level vandalism. We're not trying to go to jail, Beth."

Beth huffed. "Fine. What about stealing his truck keys and mailing them to Alaska?"

I grinned. "Now that's the kind of creative thinking I like."

Francis smirked. "Okay, but let's think bigger. What if we hit him with a series of weird, unexplainable incidents? Not one thing--a bunch of things. Different enough that he never knows where it's coming from, but consistent enough that he starts to lose his damn mind."

Beth nodded excitedly. "Like, mess with his deliveries. I can sign him up for every free sample and subscription box on the planet. Imagine him coming home to a pile of weird, random crap every day."

"Ooh, yes," I said, feeling the evil genius energy flowing. "And let's mess with his house. Nothing too crazy--just small inconveniences. What if we loosened his showerhead just enough so it sprays all over the bathroom? Or--better yet--flip his doorknob around so it locks from the outside?"

Francis laughed. "Damn. That's diabolical. I love it."

Beth was grinning now, fully on board. "Or, hear me out--crickets."

Francis and I looked at her.

Beth shrugged. "You can buy live crickets online. Like, a lot of them. Imagine him lying in bed at night, and all he hears is chirping. Constant, endless chirping."

I stared at her, stunned. "Beth... I underestimated you."

Francis nodded, impressed. "Okay, this is the plan. We hit him from all angles. Just enough to make his life miserable, but never enough that he can prove it's us."

I smirked, feeling victorious already. "Let the games begin."

The next morning, Operation Rick's Slow Descent into Madness was officially underway. We huddled around the kitchen table, laptops and phones out, each of us dedicated to our assigned tasks. The first phase? Bury him in unsolicited junk. Beth, resident internet gremlin, took the lead on signing Rick up for every free sample, mailing list, and promotional offer she could find. Within minutes, she had him subscribed to newsletters for cat food, adult diapers, and a weekly pamphlet about maintaining strong, healthy hooves for your livestock.

"Alright," Beth muttered, fingers flying across the keyboard, "he's now the proud recipient of a personalized senior citizens' guide to intimacy, a monthly cheese club membership, and--oh, this one's great--a 'New Baby Starter Kit.'" She smirked. "Congratulations, Rick. It's a boy."

Francis, meanwhile, handled the deliveries. He found every weird, mildly concerning subscription box service known to man--essential oils for your aura, unmarked international snacks, a weekly tarot reading kit. "I just pre-ordered an entire box of clown noses for him," he said, biting into his toast. "No context. Just clown noses."

I leaned back, smirking. "That's good. But we need something that keeps hitting him, day after day." I tapped my phone. "I ordered fifty address-change forms from the post office. If we fill those out every few days and mail them in, his bills and packages are gonna get rerouted all over town."

Beth whistled. "Damn. That's evil."

Francis nodded approvingly. "Alright, phase one is locked in." He shut his laptop, stretching. "Next up? Small, annoying house problems."

I grinned. We were just getting started.

Two weeks into Operation Rick's Breakdown, the first phase of our plan started paying off. From our perch in the living room, we had a front-row seat to Rick's daily battle with his mailbox. Our security camera feed showed him yanking open the box, only for a tidal wave of unsolicited mail to pour out like he had just opened Pandora's Junk Mail. His face was priceless--pure confusion, mild panic, and growing frustration as he sifted through brochures for retirement homes, baby formula samples, and a coupon book for bulk adult diapers.

Beth snorted into her soda. "Oh my God, look at him. He looks like he's questioning every life decision that led him here."

Francis leaned forward, grinning. "We should ratchet it up. He's irritated, but we need to get him to the point where he starts actively losing his mind."

I smirked. "Agreed. What's next?"

Francis cracked his knuckles, grabbed his laptop, and started typing with the confidence of a man about to commit legal yet morally questionable genius. "I'm drafting a fake HOA letter."

Beth's eyes widened. "Oh, this is gonna be good."

Francis grinned, reading aloud as he typed:

"Dear Resident, all homes must now be painted neon green to comply with our 'Vibrant Community' initiative. Please submit proof of compliance by next Tuesday to avoid penalties."

I nearly choked on my drink. "Oh, that's evil."

Francis shrugged. "Rick doesn't come across as particularly smart. He's either too lazy or too stupid to actually check with the HOA, and let's be real--he'll probably just do it."

Beth clapped her hands together. "I love it. Also, I found something." She pulled up her phone. "I'm ordering a wireless speaker--we can hide it near his bedroom window and play random creepy sounds at night. Just... little things to make him paranoid."

I grinned as I looked between the two of them. We were absolute menaces.

"Do it," I said.

And just like that, Phase Two began.

A few days later, we gathered around the security camera feed, snacks in hand, ready to witness the fruits of our labor. And boy, did it deliver. Rick, who had apparently taken a few days off work, was outside in broad daylight, painting his house--and not just any color. Neon. Freaking. Green. It was blinding, an absolute eyesore, the kind of color that made you wonder if the sun itself was offended.

Beth covered her mouth, eyes wide. "Oh my God, he actually did it."

Francis laughed so hard he had to clutch his stomach. "Holy crap, I didn't think he'd fall for it this fast!"

But then, things got even better.

A real HOA rep happened to be driving by--an older guy in a button-up who, judging by his face, was deeply, personally offended by the assault on neighborhood aesthetics. He parked, got out of his car, and approached Rick. We couldn't hear what was being said, but it was clear the HOA guy was not pleased. Rick, already sweaty and irritated, gestured wildly with his paint roller, his face red and aggressively stupid.

"Uh-oh," I muttered. "This is escalating."

Then, it happened.

Rick shoved the HOA rep to the ground. The guy scrambled away like he had just been shoved by a rabid gorilla in cargo shorts. Rick, still fuming, stormed back to his half-painted house and went right back to work, as if assaulting an HOA official was just part of his afternoon routine.

We sat in stunned silence.

Then Francis, deadpan, took a sip of his drink and said, "Dude should've cracked open a book instead of protein powder."

Beth lost it. I was crying with laughter.

Rick had officially out-dumbed himself.

Dinner had barely started when the shouting began. One minute, we were eating in relative peace--or as peaceful as dinner gets in our house--and the next, we heard angry yelling from outside. Forks clattered onto plates as we all scrambled toward the front window like nosy neighbors watching reality TV unfold in real time.

Rick was out in his yard, absolutely losing it at a pair of police officers standing on his lawn. His face was redder than a stop sign, his arms flailing as he pointed toward his half-painted neon green house like it was some kind of legal defense.

"Oh, this is gonna be good," Beth muttered as she pulled out her phone and quickly hit record on the security camera feed.

A third cop car pulled up, and another officer stepped out, clearly there to handle business. The moment the second cop tried to put Rick in handcuffs, he snapped. He yanked his arm away, puffed up his chest, and started resisting. Not in a "I demand to speak to your supervisor" kind of way, but in a "this is about to go on YouTube" kind of way.

"Oh, he's actually fighting them," Francis muttered, grinning.

"He's gonna get tazed," I predicted, taking a bite of my dinner.

Rick's shouting turned into grunts of struggle, and sure enough--one of the cops pulled out a taser. Within seconds, there was a loud crackling sound, followed by Rick going stiff as a board before collapsing onto his lawn like a felled tree.

We erupted into laughter.

Even Dad, who had been walking around in a numb daze for weeks, barely speaking unless necessary, let out a deep, genuine laugh. It was the first time since everything with Mom went down that he actually seemed like himself.

Beth wiped away tears of laughter. "Holy crap, this is the best thing I've ever seen."

Francis nodded. "I don't think we even need to do anything else. Rick just self-destructed."

Later that night, after Dad had gone to bed, the three of us sat in the living room, still riding the high of watching Rick get himself tased into next week. The air was lighter than it had been in days, but we weren't done yet. Beth leaned back against the couch, grinning as she scrolled through her phone. "Alright, so just before we came back home, I placed the wireless speaker near Rick's bedroom window and set it to go off at 3 AM." She wiggled her eyebrows. "Let's see how he enjoys some random whispers in the night."

Francis snorted. "God, I love this family." He stretched, then smirked. "Since we're in maximum chaos mode, I went ahead and changed the Wi-Fi password--because, you know, Rick loves mooching off other people's networks."

Beth perked up. "Ohhh, what'd you change it to?"

Francis grinned. "New Wi-Fi name: 'Move Out Already, Rick.'"

We burst out laughing.

But as we sat there, basking in our masterpiece of petty revenge, the conversation took a turn. Francis shifted, his smile fading as he stared at his phone. "Alright, serious question," he said, voice somber. "What are we gonna do about Mom?"

That killed the mood fast.

Beth sighed. "She's been texting me nonstop. Pleading with me to just call her."

Francis nodded. "Same here. What about you, Traci?"

I shrugged. "I don't have any plans to reach out." My voice was flat, emotionless. "She broke Dad's heart. She broke our family. What's left to say?"

Francis sighed, rubbing his temples. "I don't know... Dad seems sad."

I looked at him, shaking my head. "You've got it wrong, Francis. Dad's not sad."

Francis frowned. "Then what is he?"

I leaned forward, locking eyes with him. "He's angry."

Francis scoffed. "I don't know, Traci. He doesn't look angry--he just looks... numb."

Beth suddenly cut in. "Francis, let me ask you something. Have you ever seen Dad yell? Like, really yell? Ever seen him lose his temper?"

Francis blinked, thinking. "No," he admitted after a moment. "Never."

I nodded. "Exactly. He doesn't know how to vent his anger, so it just sits there. It doesn't come out in yelling, or smashing things--it just sinks into him, like a weight." I crossed my arms. "He's not walking around numb because he's broken. He's trying to figure out what the hell to do with all that rage."

Francis sat back, letting that sink in.

Beth exhaled. "Well, that's kinda terrifying."

I smirked. "Yup. And Mom has no idea what's coming."

Rick came stumbling home the next day, looking like jail had done him no favors. His shirt was wrinkled, his hair was a mess, and he looked like he hadn't slept in a week. I was watching from the window--

because let's be real, at this point, keeping tabs on our favorite neighborhood idiot had become part of my daily routine. As he trudged up to his mailbox of doom, I couldn't help but grin.

The second he opened it, a tidal wave of junk mail came pouring out. Again. This time, Rick just stared at it, his shoulders slumping before he let it all fall to the ground like he had simply given up. He didn't even try to pick it up--he just walked to his door, looking dead inside.

Unfortunately for him, the next-door neighbor, who had been mowing his lawn, saw the whole thing. "Hey, man," the neighbor called out. "You can't just leave your mail all over the ground."

Rick, already on edge, snapped. "Mind your own damn business!" he barked before storming inside.

I smirked. Oh, buddy. It's only getting worse from here.

At exactly 3 AM, Beth's wireless speaker did its job. That night's sound? A chorus of barking dogs. Not loud enough to wake the entire neighborhood, but just enough to hopefully jolt Rick awake in a panic. And if our security cameras were any indication, it worked.

This became a nightly tradition. Different noises. Same time. Some nights it was whispers. Other nights it was random static, eerie music, or even a low growling sound. And every night, like clockwork, Rick would stumble outside, looking for the source. But he never found it.

By the end of the week, Rick looked like he was one bad night away from a full mental breakdown. His eyes were sunken, his clothes disheveled, and he was jumping at shadows. He looked like a man on the verge of snapping.

Then, Monday morning rolled around.

I was casually enjoying my morning stakeout, sipping my coffee when I noticed a young blonde woman pull up in a black sedan. She stepped out, looking way too polished for this neighborhood--pencil skirt, blouse, the whole professional look.



Rick, who was outside painting over the neon green paint, immediately perked up at the sight of her. Of course, he did. He set his paint roller down and tried to turn on the charm, flashing what I assumed he thought was an attractive smirk.

She, however, looked entirely uninterested. Instead, she pulled out a large manila envelope, said something I couldn't hear, then snapped a quick photo of him before handing it over and walking back to her car without another word.

Rick, confused, opened the envelope, pulled out the papers inside, and then--

He lost it.

"You've got to be fucking kidding me!" he shouted, crumpling the envelope in his fists before throwing it to the ground and storming inside.

My curiosity got the best of me. I had to know.

The second Rick left, I darted across the street to make sure no one was watching. I quickly uncrumpled the envelope and pulled out the documents.

Rick was being sued.

I covered my mouth to keep from laughing out loud. It was a lawsuit for assaulting the HOA guy. The HOA guy wasn't playing around.

Grinning, I snapped a photo of the paperwork, carefully put everything back exactly where I found it, and hurried home.

Rick's life was officially falling apart.

And I was loving every second of it.

Rick shifted his weight, glancing around nervously before clearing his throat. "Mind if I come in?"

I let out a sharp, humorless laugh. "Yeah, actually, I do. Whatever you need to say, you can say it right here, on the front porch, in broad daylight." I crossed my arms, making it clear that he wasn't stepping foot in my house.

His eye twitched, but he forced what I think was supposed to be a friendly smile. "I was just... y'know, wondering how your family's doing. Haven't seen Monica around." He tilted his head. "Not at home, not at the gym..." He trailed off, acting casual, but I could tell he was fishing.

That's when rage exploded inside me like a volcano.

I stepped closer, my voice dripping venom. "You mean my mother? The married woman you were screwing behind my father's back? The woman you helped tear apart this family? Oh yeah, Rick, I'm just dying to give you an update." I took another step forward, not caring that he had at least a foot and eighty pounds on me. "Did you expect me to invite you in for tea and sympathy? Maybe give you a nice PowerPoint presentation on how monumentally you screwed up?" I scoffed. "Let me make this crystal clear--you're nothing. A pathetic, washed-up, mid-life crisis loser who thought he could play house with someone else's wife. Monica is gone. She is out of this house, out of this neighborhood, and hopefully, out of our lives. And as for you? I hope every single day of your miserable existence is worse than the last."

Rick's expression darkened. His jaw tightened, his nostrils flaring. He was no longer trying to act nice. He was pissed. Before I could react, he suddenly shoved me--hard. My back slammed into the front door, the impact rattling through my spine.

"You little bitch," he snarled, stepping closer, his face red with fury. "You and your whole pathetic family think you're better than me? You think this is funny?" His voice dropped lower, more dangerous. "You have no idea who you're messing with. Maybe I should start teaching you some respect."

I smirked despite the dull ache in my shoulder. What Rick didn't know--or was too stupid to realize--was that my security cameras had caught every second of this.

I slowly reached for the doorknob. "You done?" I asked, completely unfazed.

Rick's hands clenched into fists. He was seething.

"Good," I said, yanking the door open. "Then get the hell off my porch."

Without another word, I stepped inside and shut the door, leaving him standing there.

Rick stomped back to his house, screaming profanities the entire way.

And me? I just smiled.

Because Rick had just sealed his own fate.

The second I closed the door behind me, I took a deep breath, rolled my shoulders, and reached for my phone. Time to end this.

I dialed the police and calmly explained everything--how Rick had shown up, how he'd tried to intimidate me, and how he'd shoved me into my own damn door when he didn't like what I had to say. Oh, and that I had it all on video. That last part seemed to perk up their interest. They told me an officer was already in the area and would be here shortly.

When the cops arrived, I met them outside, arms crossed, video queued up and ready to go. They listened to my statement, nodding along, but the moment I hit play on the footage, I caught one of them smirking.

"Damn," the officer muttered under his breath, glancing at his partner. "She really let him have it."

"Right?" his partner chuckled. "That was a top-tier rant."

I grinned. "Glad you enjoyed the show. Now, can you please haul his ass in?"

They asked if I wanted to press charges. I didn't even hesitate. "Absolutely."

Backup arrived a few minutes later, and that's when the real fun began. We watched from the front window as three officers marched across the street, knocked on Rick's door, and pulled him out in cuffs.

For once, Rick didn't resist. Maybe because he knew there was no point. Maybe because he was too exhausted from a week of hell, either way, he let them walk him to the back of the patrol car without a fight.

But, of course, Rick couldn't just leave quietly. As they loaded him in, he turned toward my house and started shouting like a lunatic.

"YOU THINK THIS IS OVER? YOU THINK YOU CAN JUST--"

I didn't hear the rest because the cops shoved him into the back of the patrol car.

I sighed, shaking my head. "Yeah, definitely time for a restraining order."

Rick never came back.

After his arrest for assaulting me, the police discovered that he had already been out on bond for his previous incident with the HOA official. That little shove he gave me? That was enough to violate his bond conditions. The judge wasn't feeling generous this time. No more warnings. No more slaps on the wrist.

Rick was officially stuck behind bars.

It didn't take long for the fallout to start.

Weeks after his arrest, a notice appeared on Rick's front door, in bold red letters: Foreclosure Notice.

It was almost poetic.

Francis and I were sitting on the porch when we saw the bank reps come by, taping legal paperwork to Rick's door.

Beth peered over my shoulder, sipping a soda. "Damn," she muttered. "It's happening."

"Couldn't happen to a nicer guy," Francis added dryly.

Beth grinned. "You think we should send him a 'congratulations on your eviction' card?"

I smirked. "Tempting, but I'd rather just enjoy the show."

Within days, Rick's yard, once a desperate attempt at a "cool bachelor pad," became overgrown. His mailbox overflowed with junk mail, an ever-growing testament to Beth's internet sabotage.

And the truck? Oh, that beautiful, obnoxious truck that had sat in his driveway for years?

Gone. Repossessed.

I wanted to frame the moment.


Unsubscribing from My Marriage

Continuing the story of The Day the Wi-Fi Betrayed Me told by Travis

Notes from the Wyld are being moved to the end as I don't want to spoil what you are about to read.

--------------------------------

Post-Monica, Day 1.

The next morning, I sat at the kitchen table, staring into my coffee like it held the answers to life's biggest questions. Yesterday had been... a lot. Finding out my wife had been cheating on me? Bad. Finding out she had been cheating on me with Big Rick, the neighborhood gym rat and self-proclaimed "alpha"? So much worse. But the most surprising part? I wasn't falling apart. I wasn't sobbing into my cereal or contemplating a midlife crisis motorcycle purchase. I was just... here. Drinking coffee. Alive. Functional.

I took a slow sip, letting the memories of yesterday play out like a bad daytime soap opera. Monica had stood there, throwing out every excuse in the book, acting like I was some idiot husband from a bad sitcom who would just shake my head, chuckle, and say, "Oh, you!" But what she didn't expect? My kids. Traci, Francis, and Beth flanking me like I was the president and they were my personal Secret Service.

Because the truth was, Monica had always been my kryptonite.

I had spent years letting her get her way. Not because I was weak, but because arguing with her felt like debating a hurricane. Whether it was where we lived, how we spent money, or whether I really needed another gaming console (I did, by the way), Monica always had a way of pressuring, persuading, and pushing until I eventually just gave in. Somewhere along the way, I started picking my battles--and then stopped picking them altogether. And for years, I convinced myself that was normal. That was marriage. That was just Monica being Monica.

But yesterday? That was different.

Yesterday, my kids were there, giving me the strength I didn't even know I had left. And because of that, for the first time in a long time, I didn't let Monica win. I had stood my ground, kicked her out, and even managed to sip my coffee this morning without wondering how my life had turned into a disaster movie.

I set my mug down, exhaling slowly.

Maybe Monica had been my kryptonite.

But yesterday, I had finally stopped letting her weaken me.

And honestly? It felt damn good.

I leaned back in my chair, staring at my now half-empty coffee mug, feeling something I hadn't felt in a while--clarity. Monica was gone, the kids were on my side, and for the first time in years, I was in control. But if I was going to keep it that way, I needed to get ahead of the mess before Monica--or worse, Rick--tried anything. Time to make a list.

I pulled out my phone and opened the notes app, thumb tapping away like a man on a mission. Step one: Change the locks. No telling if Monica still had a spare key, and the last thing I needed was her waltzing back in, acting like this was all just a minor inconvenience. Step two: Split the bank accounts. That was going to be fun. I could already hear the conversation with the bank rep--"Yes, I need to remove my wife from the account. No, she does not have permission to drain it before she leaves."

Then, of course, there was step three: Change all the streaming service passwords. Because if Monica thought she was going to cheat on me and still have access to my HBO Max? She had another thing coming. I had paid for that subscription, and I would die on that hill. Same with Netflix, Hulu, and Disney+. If she wanted to watch The Mandalorian, she could get her own damn account.

And speaking of moochers, I added another item: Block Rick from the Wi-Fi. Because of course, Rick had been stealing my internet for years, always somehow showing up as an "unknown device" on my router. Not anymore. I was going to rename my network to "Monica Cheated with Big Rick" just to make a point, but Traci would probably tell me to be more subtle.

I stared at the list, feeling a little lighter. This was my house, my life, and I was finally taking it back. One password change at a time.

I sat across from my new lawyer, a sharp-looking guy in his late 40s with a no-nonsense attitude and a framed quote on his wall that read: "Divorce: The screwing you get for the screwing you got." That alone told me I was in the right place. He flipped open his legal pad and started with the standard questions.

"So, Travis, let's start simple," he said, clicking his pen. "What are the grounds for the divorce?"

I leaned back in my chair. "Monica decided to pursue a new hobby."

He raised an eyebrow.

I smirked. "That hobby was Big Rick."

He let out a short laugh, nodding as he jotted something down. "Infidelity. Got it."

For the next twenty minutes, I ran through everything--the affair, how I found out, how the kids reacted, and what I wanted moving forward. When he asked about the settlement, I gave him two options.

"Option A is straightforward," I said, steepling my fingers like some budget version of a Bond villain. "A 50/50 split. I keep custody of Beth, but I won't ask for child support. In exchange, Monica gets no spousal maintenance. She gets half the assets, we sign, and we both walk away."

He nodded. "Sounds fair. And Option B?"

I grinned. "She gets nothing. Not the house, not a dime--not even the crappy knick-knacks she bought from Target over the years."

The lawyer chuckled. "Ah. The 'scorched earth' approach."

"Exactly," I said. "If she wants to fight, I'll go for the jugular."

He leaned back in his chair, appraising me. "Sounds like you know what you want."

"Yeah, I do."

Before I left, he asked one final question. "What if Monica asks for counseling? Wants to 'work things out'?"

I didn't even hesitate. "Use Option B."

He nodded. "As advertised, we'll get started."

I shook his hand and left, stepping out into the cool afternoon air, feeling lighter than I had in weeks.

Divorce was expensive, sure. But considering the alternative? Staying married to Monica would have cost me my sanity.

I climbed into my car, smirking to myself. "Lawyers. The only people who make therapists look affordable."

--------------------------------

Post-Monica, Day 2.

After wrapping up my meeting with the lawyer, I headed straight to work, determined to focus on anything but my impending divorce. That plan lasted all of ten minutes before my co-workers started noticing. I wasn't grumpy, distracted, or snapping at people. No, it was worse. I was in a suspiciously good mood. And in the world of office politics, nothing gets people talking faster than a man suddenly looking like he just dropped fifty pounds of emotional baggage overnight.

By mid-morning, I had a steady rotation of people popping by my cubicle, each trying to snoop without being obvious.

"You're in a weirdly good mood today, Parker," my desk neighbor, Mike, noted, leaning against the partition.

I shrugged, keeping my eyes on my monitor. "Just enjoying life, Mike. Breathing in that fresh office air, soaking up the fluorescent lighting."

Mike narrowed his eyes. "You got a raise?"

"Not unless my paycheck has been lying to me."

Mike crossed his arms. "You win the lottery?"

"Not unless the prize was 'one free midlife crisis.'"

The man wasn't stupid. He lingered for a second, then his eyes widened. "Oh, damn. Did you and Monica...?"

I held up a hand. "If you're about to say, 'Did you and Monica swing with Big Rick?' I will throw my stapler at you."

His face twisted. "Dude, what?"

"Good. Glad we're not going there."

Eventually, he walked off, but word had already spread like office wildfire. A few more people dropped by, fishing for details, and I deflected with half-hearted jokes and sarcastic comments. But the truth was, I wasn't trying to avoid it. I was just waiting.

Because by lunch, I knew exactly who was going to show up at my desk.

And sure enough, at 12:03 PM, my boss, Karen Matthews, appeared with her signature mug of judgmental coffee. She leaned on my cubicle wall, raised an eyebrow, and said, "Alright, Parker. Spill it."

I sighed, leaning back in my chair. It was going to be a long lunch.

I leaned back in my chair, exhaling slowly. If there was one thing I knew about Karen Matthews, it was that she had the tenacity of a bloodhound when it came to office gossip. I could try to dodge, deflect, play dumb--but she'd keep circling until I caved. And honestly? What was the point in hiding it? It wasn't exactly a state secret.

"Alright," I said, rubbing the back of my neck. "Monica and I are getting divorced."

Karen's eyebrow arched. "Whoa. That's... a big one." She took a sip of her coffee, eyes scanning my face like she was reading between the lines. "Okay, I'll bite. Why?"

I huffed a short laugh. "Oh, you know. The usual. Found my wife sneaking off to the neighbor's house, caught her getting a little too friendly, checked the security camera footage--"

Karen nearly choked on her coffee. "Wait, what? Hold on--what exactly did you see?"

I tilted my head. "You want the legal version or the soap opera version?"

She smirked. "Hit me with the soap opera."

I sighed dramatically. "Picture this: It's a peaceful, ordinary day. Birds are chirping. My Wi-Fi is suspiciously slow. I check the router logs and find an unknown device mysteriously named 'Big Rick's iPhone.' That leads me to check the security cameras. And lo and behold, there's my wife, prancing over to our next-door neighbor's house, disappearing into his backyard for some afternoon delight."

Karen winced. "Damn."

"Yeah. Damn."

She set her mug down, thinking. "So... who's 'Big Rick'?"

I grinned, because explaining this part never got old. "Imagine a gym bro who peaked in high school, but refuses to accept it. Cargo shorts. Always shirtless. Waxes his chest hair, but still somehow looks sweaty all the time. Probably takes more supplements than an Olympic athlete."

Karen snorted. "So basically, if testosterone had a Florida accent?"

"Exactly."

She shook her head. "Your wife cheated on you with that?"

I spread my hands. "I know, right? If she was gonna blow up our marriage, at least aim higher."

Karen laughed, but then sobered. "That's rough, Parker." She leaned in. "So... what now?"

I took a long sip of my coffee, smirking slightly. "Now? Now I take him off my damn Wi-Fi."

After my meeting with Karen, I headed back to my cubicle to grab my laptop. As amusing as it had been to explain my failed marriage in one-liners, I still had an actual job to do. Project status meeting. Normally, I'd be laser-focused on the details, making sure nothing got overlooked. But today? Today, my brain felt like a half-charged phone. Functional, but barely.

The project was a government contract, which meant one very important thing--no margin for error. As the technical lead, it was my job to keep things moving, make sure the dev team wasn't behind, and most importantly, translate engineer-speak into something our government liaison could understand. And today, that liaison was Maggie Donaldson.

Maggie was sharp, no-nonsense, and the definition of "down to business." Blonde, green-eyed, athletic--the kind of woman who looked like she ran triathlons for fun and could disarm a man twice her size without breaking a sweat. She worked for one of those three-letter agencies that never actually told you which agency they were from. In other words, exactly the kind of person you didn't want to disappoint.

I ran through the status updates, throwing in some high-spirited jokes to keep the room from falling into PowerPoint purgatory. Most people chuckled--Maggie didn't. She never did. It wasn't that she was rude--she was just all business. But this time, while the others were looking at the presentation screen, she was looking at me.

After the meeting wrapped up and people started filing out, Maggie didn't move. Instead, she watched me for a moment, then said, "Parker, hold up."

I paused, waiting as the last few stragglers exited. When the room was empty, she crossed her arms and studied me.

"Something's different," she said. "Your usual witty banter was... just jokes today."

I sighed, rubbing my temple. "Maybe I should just record a YouTube video where I explain what happened, send people the link, and monetize my own misery."

Her brows lifted slightly. "Miserable, huh?"

I let out a breath. "Monica cheated. Big Rick. Next door. Divorce incoming."

Maggie didn't blink. She just sat there, listening, waiting for me to keep going. And so, I did. I gave her the condensed version--how I found out, the kids' reaction, Monica's excuses, and my meeting with the lawyer.

When I was done, Maggie did something completely unexpected. She stood up, walked over, and hugged me. Not a lingering, romantic hug. Just... comforting.

I hesitated for a second before letting it happen.

When she pulled away, she said, "I get it. My ex-husband was a serial cheater. That's why I got divorced."

I blinked. "Wait, seriously?"

Maggie smirked slightly. "What, surprised?"

"Yeah," I admitted. "You're... I mean, no offense, but you're way out of his league."

She let out a small huff of amusement. "Men do stupid things. Happens all the time."

She picked up her folder, adjusting her blazer. "If you ever want to talk, you know, vent--I'm a good listener." Then, after a beat, she added with a small smirk, "Trained not to speak. Not even under torture."

I chuckled, a real laugh, and for the first time all day, it actually felt good.

Maggie gave me a nod and walked off.

I sat there for a moment, thinking.

Maggie never made jokes. She never laughed at mine.

And yet, somehow, she had just made me laugh.

The rest of the day was more of the same. Every time I tried to focus on work, someone popped by my desk, giving me the look. You know, the one that says, I heard something's up, and I'm trying to figure out how much I can pry without looking like a gossip. It didn't matter if it was Mike from accounting, Deb from HR, or even Gary, the guy who still hadn't figured out how to unmute himself on Zoom calls. Everyone was curious. And I was exhausted.

By mid-afternoon, I had officially accepted defeat. My brilliant plan to use work as a distraction had backfired spectacularly--like a stick of Acme dynamite. Instead of getting lost in my job, I had spent the entire day playing dodgeball with people's curiosity. My only real victory? I hadn't thrown my stapler at anyone. So, you know, small wins.

As the clock finally hit 5 PM, I shut down my laptop, grabbed my bag, and headed for the parking lot. I didn't rush--I wasn't eager to go home. Home was different now. Quieter. Emptier. Even with the kids, something was missing. Or maybe something toxic had finally been removed, and I just wasn't used to the clean air yet.

I sighed as I approached my beloved 2016 Subaru Outback. My reliable, loyal companion through years of school drop-offs, road trips, and late-night fast-food runs. Unlike Monica, she never let me down. I patted the hood like a good dog. "Well, girl, at least you haven't betrayed me."

Sliding into the driver's seat, I started the car and pulled out of the lot, heading home. The drive was familiar, routine. But everything about my life felt like it was in freefall.

The difference was, for the first time in years... I wasn't afraid of the landing.

On the way home, I pulled into the drive-thru of a local burger joint and grabbed food for me and the kids. The smell of fries and greasy burgers filled the car, and as I glanced at the fast-food bags sitting in the passenger seat, I sighed. Alright, add 'learn how to cook' to the list of post-divorce self-improvement projects. Maybe even some cooking lessons--the last thing I needed was to burn the house down on top of losing my marriage.

As I pulled into the neighborhood, I let out another sigh--this one, heavier. The moment I saw Mr. Nosy Water Hose, I knew what was coming next. There he was, my neighbor from a few houses down, watering his lawn just a little too close to my driveway. Casual? No. Strategic? Absolutely.

I parked the car and stepped out with bags of food in hand, but before I could even close the door, the ambush began.

"Hey there, Travis!" Overly friendly tone. Classic. "Saw you pulling in--long day at work?"

I nodded. "Yep. Long day. Got dinner for the kids. I should probably--"

"Oh, yeah, sure, sure," he said, waving the hose like he wasn't about to stand there and keep me hostage. "Hey, listen, I couldn't help but notice some things."

Here we go.

He leaned against the fence, dropping the neighborly concern routine. "Saw the family loading a lot of garbage bags into cars the other day. Then saw Monica drive off with two other people. And, well... she hasn't been home since." He paused for dramatic effect. "Everything alright?"

I could feel the gossip hunger radiating off him. The man wasn't just watering his lawn--he was watering the damn tea.

I adjusted the food bags in my hand and gave him my best exhausted-but-amicable smile. "Oh, you know. Neighborhood's got enough drama without me adding to it."

His eyes lit up. "So something did happen?"

I smirked. "Have a good night, Bill."

And with that, I turned, walked inside, and let my greasy bag of dinner be the only conversation I needed to have that evening.

Dinner was surprisingly lively. The kids were in higher spirits than they had been the day before, and I couldn't help but notice the difference. Traci was cracking jokes, Francis was actually engaging in conversation, and even Beth--who had been the quietest since everything happened--seemed to be in a better mood.

I considered asking why. It wasn't like I expected them to still be moping, but the shift was noticeable. They were up to something. I could see it in the way they exchanged glances when I looked at them too long. They were being evasive.

I smirked to myself. Whatever is making them this happy, I hope they'd be considerate enough to share the joy at some point. But I let it slide. For now.

Traci eventually turned to me, wiping some ketchup off her hand. "So, Dad... how'd your meeting with the lawyer go?"

That got the other two's attention immediately.

I recounted the basics--the two settlement options, my decision to go nuclear if Monica pushed back, and how I had pretty much checked off every divorce cliché in existence. Francis nodded in approval, Traci looked satisfied, and Beth simply muttered, "Good."

After dinner, the kids retreated to do their own thing, and I decided to distract myself with something familiar. I grabbed a stack of DVDs, flipping through my collection of 90s action movies--Die Hard, Face/Off, Terminator 2. The classics. The ones Monica always hated.

I chuckled as I slid one into the player, sinking into the couch. One perk of divorce? No one was around to complain about my taste in movies anymore.

--------------------------------

Post-Monica, Day 6.

It had been almost a week since my meeting with the lawyer, and every day had been some variation of the same routine. I spent my time at work dodging awkward conversations about my personal misery, perfecting the art of redirecting small talk, and doing my best to avoid running into Bill the Nosy Neighbor while pulling into my driveway. No one on the block knew exactly what happened yet, but the speculation was rampant. I might as well have been living in one of those trashy reality shows--Divorce Edition.

To make matters worse, Monica's friends had started sniffing around. A few of them had stopped by under the guise of "checking in," but really, they were just hunting for gossip. One even had the nerve to ask if I "really thought divorce was necessary." I had politely but firmly told them to mind their own business before shutting the door in their faces. If Monica wanted to control the narrative, she could do it without using her army of nosy wine-drinking yoga moms.



Then, to cap off a long week of avoiding people, my parents called.

I picked up, expecting the usual brief check-in, but instead, my mom wasted no time. "Travis, why didn't you call?"

I blinked. "Call about...?"

"Monica called us."

I let out a long sigh. Of course, she did.

Mom wasn't done. "Why am I hearing this from her and not you?"

I smirked. Ah, classic Mom. "You sound disappointed," I teased.

"Yes, because I should have heard it from you."

I chuckled but knew better than to keep poking the bear. "Alright, alright. Sorry for not keeping you in the loop."

She let out a huff. "How are the kids handling it?"

I hesitated, thinking about how weirdly well they'd been adjusting. "Honestly? Shockingly well. But I'm almost afraid to ask why."

Mom sighed. "They're tough, Travis."

Dad's voice suddenly took over the line. "Hey, son." His tone was calmer, more measured. "Just wanted to say, I'm sorry about all this. Divorce isn't easy."

I exhaled, leaning back against the counter. "Yeah... tell me about it."

There was a pause, then Dad continued. "You know... you'll be the first Parker in four generations to get a divorce."

That one hit harder than I expected.

I'd never thought about it like that. Breaking family history wasn't exactly on my bucket list.

After a long silence, I finally said, "...Well. I always wanted to make history."

Dad let out a dry chuckle. "Not like this, I bet."

"Yeah," I muttered. "Not like this."

We wrapped up the call with the usual goodbyes, and I hung up, staring at the phone for a moment.

First Parker in four generations to get a divorce.

Hell of a legacy.

--------------------------------

Post-Monica, Day 9.

I was at work, halfway through an email I didn't actually care about, when my phone buzzed. It was a message from my lawyer: Paperwork is filed. Ready to serve. Let me know when you want to proceed. I stared at the screen for a moment, feeling a strange mix of emotions. Relief. Finality. Maybe even a little disbelief that this was really happening. Less than two weeks ago, I was a married man. Now, I was about to officially end that chapter.

I took a deep breath, typed out my response, and hit send: Go ahead.

The lawyer replied almost instantly. Alright. We'll notify you once she's served.

And that was that. No dramatic moment. No fireworks. Just a text, a decision, and the knowledge that sometime soon, Monica would be holding the official confirmation that our marriage was over. I exhaled slowly, feeling lighter, but also strangely... numb. There was no going back now. And honestly? I didn't want to.

--------------------------------

Post-Monica, Day 11.

The workday had dragged on, but I made it through. As I walked toward my car, ready to head home, my steps slowed. There she was. Monica. Waiting. Standing beside my Subaru, looking like she had stepped straight out of a high-end fashion catalog. Her hair perfectly styled, makeup done, wearing a dress that--let's be real--she never would've worn for me when we were together. Ah. The first power move. I smirked to myself. Classic Monica.

I steeled myself. I already knew why she was here. She had been served yesterday, and now she was making her move. I pulled out my phone and shot a quick message to my lawyer: Monica's waiting for me by my car. I'm assuming this will be unpleasant. He responded immediately: Record everything.

So, I did. I hit record and walked toward my car, keeping the phone subtly positioned in my hand.

Monica's expression was somber, her big green eyes glassy, the picture of a woman wronged. When she saw me, she took a slow step forward. "Travis..."

I raised a hand, stopping her. "What do you want, Monica?" My tone was neutral. Steady. "Besides not getting divorced, I mean."

She flinched like I had slapped her. Clearly, she had expected a different version of me. One who would be caught off guard. One who would crack under the weight of seeing her like this.

She shook her head, composing herself. "Travis, we need to talk. This divorce--it's a mistake. We can fix this."

And then came the clichés. The empty excuses. The textbook reasons people give when they're caught and desperate.

"I was lonely."

"I wasn't thinking."

"I never meant to hurt you."

"It didn't mean anything."

"We have too much history to throw this away."

I stood there, expression blank, letting her talk. No witty comebacks. No sarcastic remarks. Nothing.

She faltered. Finally noticing. Her brows furrowed. "Why aren't you saying anything?"

I could feel it. The rage. Not from her words--I had expected those. No, it was her actions. The way she had shown up, dressed to kill, hoping to manipulate her way out of this. Hoping that I would crack, that I would slip, that I would let her back in.

I took a deep breath. And then I asked the only question that mattered.

"Why, Monica?" My voice was low, steady, cutting. "Why did you blow up our family for the neighbor?"

Monica opened her mouth, but nothing came out. No answer. No justification. Just silence. That told me everything. She didn't know why. Or worse--she knew, but admitting it out loud would shatter whatever excuse she'd been telling herself.

I exhaled sharply. "Fine. How long has this been going on?"

She shifted, looking anywhere but at me. "Does it matter?"

I tilted my head. "If it didn't, I wouldn't be asking."

She sighed. "It wasn't... long."

"Two weeks?" I guessed.

She shook her head.

"A month?"

Nothing.

"Six weeks?"

Still nothing.

I narrowed my eyes. "Eight?"

She flinched. Bingo.

I let out a short, bitter laugh. "Two whole months, huh? Guess I should be grateful it wasn't a full trimester."

That one landed. Her face crumpled, and before I knew it, she was crying.

I stood there, watching, but I didn't move.

Not my problem anymore.

When she finally pulled herself together, I took a breath. "Did you look over the proposed settlement?"

Monica wiped her face and shook her head. "No."

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. "Did you get a lawyer?"

She nodded. "Yeah."

I exhaled. "Then is there anything else?"

She hesitated. "How are the kids?"

I shrugged. "Honestly? They seem to be in a good mood. But I don't know why."

Monica's face fell. "Maybe... maybe it's because I'm not home. Because of the divorce."

I shrugged again. "Maybe."

She looked at me like she wanted me to say something else. Something comforting.

But I had nothing left to give her.

"Goodbye, Monica," I said, turning toward my car.

And this time, I didn't look back.

--------------------------------

Post-Monica, Day 14.

The weekend had flown by, mostly consisting of me watching old action movies, eating takeout, and trying not to think too hard about my life choices. Turns out, when you have no wife, no weekend plans, and a need for distraction, revisiting Die Hard for the twentieth time while inhaling a burger the size of your head is a pretty solid coping mechanism. Not exactly the healthiest lifestyle, but hey, I'd seen worse post-divorce behavior.

When I arrived at work Monday morning, something immediately felt off. Standing next to my cubicle--not inside it, but next to it--was Maggie Donaldson. She had never done that before. Maggie wasn't the kind of person who loitered. She was efficient, calculated, always moving with a purpose. And yet, there she was, standing there like she had been waiting for me.

I stopped just short of my desk, raising an eyebrow. "Maggie. To what do I owe the honor?"

She didn't answer immediately. Instead, she tilted her head toward a nearby conference room. No words, just a gesture.

Alright. This was new.

We stepped inside, and the door clicked shut. Maggie turned to face me, arms crossed. "How are you holding up?"

I let out a breath, leaning against the table. "As well as I can, considering."

She nodded, like that was the answer she expected. "I understand."

I narrowed my eyes slightly. "Was there something you needed?"

She exhaled and tilted her head slightly. "I was out by my car last Friday."

I frowned. "Okay?"

"I heard everything."

Oh.

She didn't elaborate. She didn't need to. She had heard Monica's excuses, her crying, my silence. The whole thing.

"The offer's still open," Maggie said simply. "If you ever want to vent. It's no good keeping all that rage bottled up."

I let out a small laugh. "I'm not angry."

She gave me a look. "Travis, I work for a three-letter agency. I know when someone is angry." She nodded toward me. "And you, my friend, are pissed."

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. She wasn't wrong.

Maggie watched me for a moment, then shrugged. "Look, I'm back in town next Friday. How about I take you out for a drink?"

I blinked. That was unexpected.

"You don't have to spill your guts," she said, smirking slightly. "Just a drink. Vent if you want. Or sit there and judge people's bad choices with me."

I chuckled. That actually didn't sound terrible. "Alright, fine. You win. Next Friday it is."

She gave me a satisfied nod. "Good." Then, just like that, she turned and left the room.

I stood there for a moment, processing.

Maggie Donaldson. Probably one of the most intimidating women I knew. And yet, she had picked up on my anger before I even admitted it to myself.

I wasn't sure what to make of that.

But for the first time in two weeks, I felt like perhaps, I wouldn't have to figure this out alone.

--------------------------------

Post-Monica, Day 18.

Another week had dragged by, filled with more of the same routine. Dodging questions at work, avoiding Bill the Nosy Neighbor, and pretending I wasn't actively restructuring my entire life one day at a time. By the time Friday rolled around, I was ready for a drink, a distraction, or both. Walking into the bar, I spotted Maggie already waiting at the counter, her posture relaxed but observant, sipping on a whiskey neat. Classic Maggie--never off duty, even when she was.

She greeted me with a small nod, and after a quick handshake, we grabbed a booth near the back, ordered some food, and settled into small talk. Strangely, I found Maggie easy to talk to. It was a stark contrast to her at work, where she was all business, straight to the point, and rarely one for casual conversation. When I brought that up, she smirked and said, "That's my game face. Keeps vendors like your company on their toes."

I chuckled. "Well, it works. You're pretty intimidating."

She tipped her glass toward me. "Thank you. That's the nicest thing anyone's said to me all week."

Conversation flowed naturally, and somehow, I ended up talking about growing up in Chapel Hill, my family, my brother, my school days, and how I met Monica. It surprised me how much I opened up, recounting memories about my kids, my parents, and how my life had seemed so normal until, well... it wasn't.

That's when I realized something.

Maggie hadn't offered up a single detail about herself.

I raised an eyebrow. "Alright, your turn. What's your story?"

She smirked. "Classified."

I scoffed. "Oh, come on, you can't just--"

"It's classified," she repeated, deadpan. Then, after a beat, she grinned. "Or maybe I'm just really boring."

I shook my head. "Nah, you're definitely a spy. I bet you have a fake passport somewhere."

Maggie actually laughed. A real laugh.

I blinked. "Well, damn. That's a nice laugh."

She rolled her eyes. "Don't get used to it."

Just as we were about to order another round, some guy strolled up to our booth. He was tall, good-looking, confident in that annoyingly effortless way. He leaned toward Maggie, completely ignoring my existence.

"Hey," he said smoothly, flashing a smile. "I saw you sitting over here and figured I'd come introduce myself."

Maggie didn't even look up from her menu. "No, thanks."

The guy chuckled like that was adorable. "Ouch, straight to the rejection? That's cold."

I cleared my throat, reminding him that I, too, was in this booth. "Oh, don't mind me. I'm just completely invisible."

Without glancing at me, the guy smirked. "Nah, I saw you." Then, just as casually, he added, "Figured you were either related or a coworker, 'cause she's definitely out of your league."

Oh.

Oh.

I sat back in my seat, letting that one marinate.

Maggie, to her credit, finally looked up--and her expression? Not amused.

I could already see Maggie's patience running on fumes. She was about to shut him down hard, probably with some cold, blunt line that would make a lesser man cry. But honestly? I was having a bad month, and this guy just handed me the perfect outlet.

I set down my drink, leaning back in my seat like I had all the time in the world. "Hey, man," I said, giving him a sympathetic smile, "I just want to take a moment to admire your confidence. Not a lot of guys would see a woman give them a hard no, twice, and think, You know what? This situation just needs more of my presence."

He blinked, his cocky grin faltering slightly. "I was just making conversation."

"Oh, of course," I nodded, playing along. "I mean, who doesn't love a good public display of forced persistence? Nothing screams 'eligible bachelor' like a guy completely ignoring boundaries." I made a thoughtful expression. "Actually, now that I think about it, have you considered writing a self-help book? Something like How to Make Women Uncomfortable in Five Easy Steps? You seem like a natural."

Maggie covered her mouth, but I could see the amusement in her eyes.

The guy's face flushed red. "Whatever, man. Not my fault you're insecure about sitting with a woman out of your league."

I gave him a friendly nod. "Ah, the classic 'pretend I won this interaction' strategy. Bold move." I pointed toward the bar. "But hey, the good news is, the bartender is still over there, and I hear she's really receptive to dudes who can't read social cues."

That did it.

The guy huffed, rolled his eyes, and stormed off toward the exit instead.

Maggie watched him go, then slowly turned back to me, eyes wide. "That was... brutal."

I shrugged. "Eh. He had it coming."

She smirked. "You, Parker, are a dangerous man with words."

I picked up my drink. "Damn right, I am."

As we finished dinner, Maggie leaned back in the booth, looking genuinely relaxed for the first time since I'd met her. "You know," she said, swirling the last sip of whiskey in her glass, "this is one of the best nights I've had in a while."

I scoffed, giving her a self-deprecating smirk. "Well, that's just depressing."

Maggie shook her head, smirking. "You sell yourself short, Parker."

We paid the bill, walked outside, and as we reached the parking lot, Maggie stopped beside me. "We should do this again," she said casually. "Make it a regular thing."

I shrugged. "Sure, why not?"

With that, we parted ways, heading to our respective cars. But just as I reached my Subaru, I felt a hand clamp down on my shoulder. Before I could react--pain exploded across my jaw.

I staggered backward, my brain catching up with my body just in time to register a boot slamming into my ribs.

I hit the pavement hard, coughing as I looked up.

And, of course, it was him. The guy from the bar.

He stood over me, grinning like an idiot. "What's wrong, smartass?" he sneered. "Got anything clever to say now?"

I groaned, rolling onto my elbow. "Yeah... that was a cheap shot. Guess your dating strategies and fighting techniques are equally pathetic."

His face twisted in rage. "You son of a--"

I barely had time to brace before he dropped onto me, fists flying. The first punch rattled my skull, the second never landed.

Instead, I felt his weight yanked off me.

There was a loud thud, followed by a pained wheeze.

I blinked and saw Maggie kneeling on the guy's back, her knee digging into his spine.

She hadn't just stopped him--she'd flattened him.

Still pinning him down, she glanced over her shoulder. "You good?"

I pulled myself up, leaning against my car. "I've been better." I winced, pressing a hand to my ribs. "Pretty sure something's broken... or at least, extremely pissed off."

Maggie nodded, her focus still on the guy beneath her. "Call 911."

I pulled out my phone, dialed the cops, and gave them our location.

Meanwhile, the guy started thrashing, and Maggie was having a harder time keeping him down.

I raised an eyebrow. "Aren't you gonna cuff him or something?"

Maggie let out an exasperated sigh. "My line of work doesn't issue cuffs, Parker."

I groaned but stepped in to help, pressing my knee against the guy's shoulder to keep him down.

As we waited for the police, Maggie looked at my face, examining the damage. "Well," she said, smirking, "your nose is still intact. Can't say the same for your pride."

I chuckled, then immediately regretted it. Laughing hurt. "Oh, yeah. Definitely some broken ribs."

The cops arrived, followed by EMTs. While they checked me over, I looked over at Maggie.

She was talking to the police, completely in control, her game face back on.

I watched as she pointed toward the parking lot cameras, explaining the situation in a way that made it clear she wasn't just any civilian.

Then, for a brief moment, she glanced at me.

I smiled at her.

And, to my surprise, she smiled back.

--------------------------------

Post-Monica, One Month

I was halfway through my morning coffee, finally starting to feel like a functioning human, when my phone rang. My lawyer. I sighed, already knowing this wasn't going to be a good news call.

"Hey, Travis," he said, his voice calm but edged with mild irritation. "Just got Monica's counterproposal."

I leaned back in my chair, rolling my eyes. "Let me guess. She wants to drag this thing out until either I go broke or throw myself into traffic?"

"You're not far off." He sighed. "It's a classic stall-and-destroy strategy. She's pushing for custody of Beth, among other things."

I laughed--then immediately regretted it as pain shot through my ribs. I hissed, clutching my side. "Ow, dammit."

"You okay?" my lawyer asked.

"Yeah, yeah, just... some bruised ribs from a guy who also didn't like my sense of humor."

There was a pause. "Should I be concerned?"

"Nah, Maggie took care of it."

"...I have follow-up questions, but I'll save those for later."

I sighed, shaking my head. "Monica wants custody of Beth?"

"Yep."

I snorted. "That's cute."

"She does know Beth is sixteen, right?" my lawyer asked dryly.

"Oh, I guarantee Beth knows," I said, smirking. "And I also guarantee she has no intention of going anywhere."

"So I take it you're not concerned?"

I shrugged. "Not even a little."

"Well, in addition to that, she's also asking for marriage counseling."

I snorted again. "Oh, that's even cuter."

"So... hard no?"

"Oh, the hardest of nos."

There was a brief silence. Then my lawyer chuckled. "I was really hoping you'd say that."

"Yeah, go ahead and counter with Plan B."

"The nuclear option, got it."

I grinned. "If she wants a fight, let's see how much she enjoys losing."

By some miracle, the office had finally grown bored of trying to pry into my personal life. It had taken a full month, but at last, my coworkers had shifted their attention elsewhere--mostly onto whatever overhyped streaming show was currently sucking up everyone's free time. I didn't mind. I'd rather listen to people argue about TV plots than have to explain my crumbling marriage for the fiftieth time.

At our weekly project status meeting, I sat back in my chair, half-listening to one of the engineers drone on about a software update. Most of the room was focused on the screen. Most of them--except Maggie. I noticed her stealing glances at me, like she was more interested in watching me zone out than in the project. Not exactly a common occurrence.



After the meeting wrapped up, I didn't even make it to my cubicle before Maggie pulled me aside. She leaned against the conference room door, arms crossed, watching me like she was assessing damage. "How are you feeling?"

I smirked. "Still hurts. But I'm getting better. Unlike that guy from the bar, who will never recover from that verbal beatdown."

Maggie actually snorted, trying to hold back a laugh. That was twice now that I'd gotten her to crack. This was becoming a trend.

She shook her head, smirking. "You're dangerous, Parker."

"I've been told."

Then, her expression turned more serious. "And the divorce?"

I sighed. "Monica's pushing back. Custody demands, asking for marriage counseling--the usual nonsense."

Maggie sighed, shaking her head. "That was to be expected."

"Yeah."

She studied me for a second before speaking again. "She probably realizes she threw away a great guy."

I raised an eyebrow. "Oh?"

Maggie smirked. "Yeah. And anyone with half a brain would snatch you up in a heartbeat."

I blinked. That was unexpected.

She gave me a playful nudge. "So when you're all healed up, we should go out again."

I grinned. "Oh? Are you snatching me up?"

Maggie rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. "You're impossible."

"Yeah," I said. "But at least I'm entertaining."

--------------------------------

Post-Monica, Month 3

I woke up to the sound of crickets. A lot of crickets. At first, I thought I was dreaming--or maybe my subconscious was punishing me with some metaphor about my love life. But as I sat up, rubbing my eyes, I realized the noise wasn't fading. It was real. And it was coming from... the garage.

Still half-asleep, I got up and followed the sound, padding down the hallway. As I got closer, I heard muffled voices. I cracked the door open just enough to see inside, and there, standing in the dim light of the garage, were Francis and Beth--arguing.

"Okay, but what are we supposed to do with them now?" Beth whispered harshly.

Francis groaned. "I don't know, Beth! You were the one who ordered them!"

Beth threw up her hands. "Not my fault the shipment got delayed! How was I supposed to know that ordering thousands of live crickets would cause '**supply chain issues'?!'"

Francis pinched the bridge of his nose like a man far older than sixteen. "We need to get rid of them by tomorrow. Dad cannot find out."

I quietly, very carefully, closed the door and walked away.

Lying back in bed, I stared at the ceiling.

Had I... just hallucinated that?

No, that was real. My kids had a cricket infestation problem of their own creation.

That's when it hit me.

I hadn't seen Rick since his arrest. His truck was gone. His house was empty.

He was... gone.

I chuckled to myself. Damn. Maybe they actually ran him out of town.

Then, a more concerning thought crept in. ...Wait. They didn't--

I shook my head quickly, sitting up. No. No, no. My kids wouldn't...

Would they?

...Nah. Probably not.

But just to be safe, I was not opening that garage.

--------------------------------

Post-Monica, Month 4

I was at work when my lawyer called, which meant two things. One, mediation wasn't over yet, and two, it wasn't going as fast as I wanted. Sure enough, as soon as I answered, he let out a sigh and said, "So, progress is happening... just not at the speed I'd like."

I leaned back in my chair, already bracing for irritation. "Let me guess, Monica's still trying to slow-roll this?"

He made a noncommittal noise. "Let's just say she's not exactly making things easy." Then, after a pause, he dropped the real news. "Look, I know you're dead set on moving forward, but if you agree to ten counseling sessions, she'll sign off on your original settlement offer."

I didn't answer immediately. Counseling? After everything?

"She's still holding onto that?" I asked, shaking my head. "It's over. She knows it's over."

"Probably," my lawyer admitted. "But if ten sessions is what gets her to stop dragging this out, it might be worth considering."

I sighed. "Let me think about it. I'll get back to you in a week."

"Fair enough," he said. "Just don't take too long--the longer this drags out, the worse it gets."

We hung up, and I stared at my phone, annoyed and amused at the same time.

Monica really thought ten therapy sessions would somehow undo what she'd done.

I wasn't sure what was more absurd--her hope, or the fact that I was even thinking about it.

As I was heading out for the day, I spotted Maggie standing near the exit, arms crossed, waiting. That was odd. She never hung around the office when she didn't have to be here. Usually, if there wasn't a status meeting, she was off doing whatever mysterious government people do--which, knowing her, probably involved intimidating someone with paperwork.

Curious, I walked up to her. "Maggie," I said. "Unexpected surprise. Something up with the project?"

She shook her head. "Nah, everything's fine." Then she gave me a look, one of those assessing glances she always did when she was reading me like a book. "Just checking in. How are you feeling?"

I smirked. "Better. Still bruised, but at least I don't feel like my ribs are going to pop every time I breathe."

Maggie nodded, seemingly satisfied with that answer. Then, after a beat, she said, "Come dancing with me."

I blinked. "I--wait, what?"

She smirked at my confusion. "My sister and her husband are dragging me out to go salsa dancing this weekend. You should come."

I tilted my head, half amused, half suspicious. "Maggie Donaldson... dances?"

"Not well," she admitted with a chuckle. "But I try."

I thought about it for all of two seconds before shrugging. "Alright, why not?"

Maggie grinned. "Good. I'll send you the details."

She turned to leave but then paused and looked over her shoulder. "And just so you know, you don't actually have to dance if you don't want to."

I smirked. "Oh, no. Now I have to."

She rolled her eyes but looked amused as she walked off.

I just shook my head, chuckling to myself as I headed out for the day. Dancing, huh?

Well. This should be interesting.

Getting ready for a night out wasn't something I'd done in a while. It felt weird. No dinner reservations, no wedding rings, just me, fixing my shirt and trying to convince myself that I wouldn't make an absolute fool of myself on a dance floor. As I finished buttoning up, I heard a knock on the doorframe.

Beth stood there, arms crossed, smirking like she had just caught me in a crime. "Okay, Dad. Who's the girl?"

I turned to grab my watch, playing it cool. "No girl. Just some friends from work."

Beth raised an eyebrow. "And these friends just happen to be going dancing?"

I sighed, giving her a look. "Yes. We are going dancing. That is a thing people do."

Beth grinned, clearly not buying a word of it. "Well, have fun," she said, heading back to her room. Then she called out, "Try not to break anything!"

Shaking my head, I finished getting ready, grabbed my keys, and headed out.

The moment I arrived at the club, I saw the sign and stopped in my tracks.

SALSA COMPETITION TONIGHT

I sighed. Of course.

Shaking my head, I stepped inside. The place was lively, music pulsing through the air, the scent of citrus and rum lingering in the air. I scanned the room until my eyes landed on Maggie.

She was standing near the bar, wearing a sleek black salsa dress that looked far too elegant for someone who claimed she wasn't good at dancing. Standing next to her was a taller woman in a shimmering gold dress and a man in full Latin dance attire--fitted pants, long-sleeve shirt, the works.

I walked up, and Maggie's face lit up when she saw me. "Hey, Parker. You made it."

I smirked. "Yeah, but you didn't tell me I was walking into a competition."

She chuckled. "Don't worry, you're not competing." Then she gestured to the couple next to her. "Travis, this is my sister, Lorna, and her husband, Michael Thompson."

Lorna grinned, her resemblance to Maggie clear but softer. "Nice to meet you, Travis."

Michael shook my hand firmly. "So, you dance?"

I let out a short laugh. "I guess I'll find out."

Maggie smirked. "Lorna and Michael actually compete professionally. Once the competition's over, they open up the floor for everyone."

I nodded, looking at the crowd of ridiculously skilled dancers warming up. "Good," I muttered. "That gives me time to think of an escape plan."

Maggie rolled her eyes, but she was smiling.

Yeah. This was going to be interesting.

Maggie and I found a table with a clear view of the dance floor, where the competition was already in full swing. The music was lively, the couples on the floor moving in perfect sync, their steps precise and their rhythm flawless. I had to admit, it was impressive to watch.

As we observed, I glanced over at Maggie. "So... do you actually know how to salsa, or are we both winging it tonight?"

She shrugged, giving a typical Maggie non-answer. "I know enough."

I smirked. Classic.

Lorna and Michael returned to the table, flushed but grinning, their medals gleaming under the dim club lights. "Second place. Not bad, right?" Lorna said, setting down her drink.

Just then, the announcer declared, "And now, the floor is open to everyone!"

Maggie turned to me with a mischievous glint in her eye. "Come on, Parker. Let's dance."

I let out a long-suffering sigh. "You know, I was really enjoying being an observer."

Michael chuckled. "It's not complicated, man. Just have fun."

"Easy for you to say. You just won a medal."

Lorna patted my shoulder. "You'll be fine."

I groaned but stood up anyway. "Fine. But if I trip and take down half the dance floor, it's on you guys."

Maggie smirked. "Noted."

We made our way to the floor, and Maggie took her starting position. I mirrored her, adjusting slightly.

Then the music started.

And just like that, my body took over.

I wasn't just dancing. I was really dancing.

Every step, every movement--it was instinct. My hips, my turns, my frame--sharp, precise, fluid. I could feel Maggie trying to keep up, so I adjusted to her rhythm, making it easier without losing the flow.

That's when I realized--people had stopped dancing.

They were watching.

As the final beat hit, I dipped Maggie, holding her for a second before bringing her back up. Silence. Then, scattered murmurs of disbelief spread through the room.

Maggie, breathing hard, stared at me. "Okay... what the hell was that?"

I wiped sweat from my forehead and shrugged. "Little rusty. Been about ten years."

Just as we returned to the table, a man approached. "Travis?"

I turned and saw Chris, one of the judges. I chuckled. "Hey, Chris."

Chris shook his head in disbelief. "I never thought I'd see you back on the floor after you and Monica stopped competing."

Maggie's head snapped toward me. "Wait. Competing?"

Chris grinned. "Oh, yeah. Travis and Monica? Seven-time state champions. Multiple regional wins in different dance disciplines."

Maggie looked at me, mouth slightly open.

I just sipped my drink. "What? You never asked."

Chris gave me a knowing smirk before saying his goodbyes.

Maggie turned back to me, still processing. "You're telling me you've just been sitting on the fact that you used to be a professional dancer?"

I shrugged. "It never came up."

She rolled her eyes but smiled.

The rest of the night, we kept dancing, with me toning it down to match her skill level.

And for the first time in a long time, I wasn't thinking about Monica.

Just the music.

As we stepped out of the club, the cool night air cut through the heat still lingering from the dance floor. Maggie stretched her arms above her head, rolling her shoulders, looking more relaxed than I'd ever seen her. She glanced at me with a smirk. "You want to come over for a nightcap?"

I knew exactly where this was going.

Internally, a battle waged. I had been pushing through the last four months, slowly rebuilding, slowly moving forward. And now? Now, here was Maggie, giving me an easy out from my own head. A way to just forget everything for a while.

I exhaled, forcing casual indifference. "Sure. But only for an hour."

She grinned, and we got into our cars.

I followed her to her hotel, parking a few spaces down. She was staying in town for work, a short-term arrangement, which made this feel even more temporary. Like nothing that happened tonight would have to carry over into reality.

We rode the elevator up together, Maggie holding onto my arm, her grip light but intentional.

By the time we reached her room, she had already kicked off her heels, sinking into the couch like she'd been waiting to do it all night. She patted the space beside her. "Come on, Parker. I don't bite."

I sat next to her, keeping a comfortable distance. But Maggie had other ideas.

She turned to me, eyes searching mine, before she leaned in, her lips closing the space between us.

I stopped her.

Before she could kiss me, I gently put a hand on her shoulder and stood up.

Maggie blinked, surprised. "What's wrong?"

I clenched my jaw, running a hand through my hair. "I... shouldn't have come."

Her brows furrowed, and she stood too, studying me carefully. "Travis," she said softly, "I thought... I thought you wanted this."

I swallowed hard, forcing myself to meet her gaze. "I do. But I'm still married."

Maggie stared at me for a long moment, processing.

I sighed, pressing my palms against my thighs. "I might be separated, but until the divorce is final, I'm still a married man. And that means something to me. My vows were a promise. One that I'll see through to the end--even if Monica didn't."

Maggie exhaled, then nodded. "That's the right thing to do."

I looked up at her, expecting frustration, but instead, she gave me a small, understanding smile.

"I wouldn't expect anything less from you," she added before leaning in and kissing my cheek.

I nodded once, then turned and walked out the door.

As soon as I reached the lobby, I pulled out my phone and texted my lawyer.

Go ahead. I'll do the damn counseling. I want this divorce over with.

I needed it to be over.

-----------------

Notes from the Wyld:

The story of Travis's life in the days following kicking Monica out is wildly different from both Monica's and Traci's perspectives, and honestly, he is such a fun character to write.

Travis's journey is filled with sarcasm, wit, and unexpected personal growth. Instead of wallowing in self-pity, he dodges nosy neighbors, battles co-workers trying to pry into his personal life, and somehow keeps his sense of humor intact. His dry, self-deprecating style makes even the worst situations hilarious, whether it's removing Monica from his streaming services like it's a sacred duty or using his verbal skills to annihilate an overconfident bar bro. He might be hurting, but his sharp tongue and resilience make his recovery entertaining and satisfying.

Meanwhile, Monica's perspective is more about denial, regret, and desperation. She struggles with accepting responsibility and keeps trying to cling to something that's already lost. Her story isn't fun--it's a slow, painful realization that her actions have real consequences. Unlike Travis, who is moving forward (sometimes awkwardly, but always with purpose), Monica is stuck in the past, wishing for a do-over she'll never get.

Then there's Traci, who is just an absolute force of nature. While Travis is dodging emotional landmines with humor and strategy, Traci is running a full-blown war campaign against Monica. She is the protector of the family, the enforcer of karma, and the one person Monica should have never crossed. She takes the rage that Travis suppresses with jokes and weaponizes it with precision.

Travis is by far the most fun to write because his journey feels like a rollercoaster of chaos, sarcasm, and reluctant healing. He isn't just trying to survive his divorce--he's reclaiming his life, one sarcastic remark at a time.


Mind Games

Continuation of https://www.literotica.com/s/the-day-the-wi-fi-betrayed-me from Travis prospective.

------------------

A week before the first counseling session, I found myself staring at my phone, debating whether or not to make the call. Traci had been my rock through all of this, and part of me hated adding one more thing to her plate. But if anyone would understand--or at least call me an idiot if necessary--it was her.

I hit dial, and after two rings, she picked up. "Hey, Dad."

"Hey, kiddo," I said, leaning back against the couch. "Just checking in. Haven't talked to you in a bit."

She huffed playfully. "You mean since three days ago?"

I chuckled. "Okay, okay. Maybe I just miss my little girl."

Traci's voice softened. "I miss you too. How are you doing?"

I sighed, hesitating. She must have caught it, because her tone turned sharp, but gentle. "Dad. You're holding something back."

I smirked. "Damn, you got good at that whole reading minds thing."

"Please. You're like an open book missing half its pages. Spill it."

I sighed. "So, uh... Monica's lawyer is dragging this out. Throwing up roadblocks. Only way to get this thing over with is if I agree to ten counseling sessions."

Silence.

Then, Traci exploded.

"What?! Dad, that's insane! She cheated! What's there to work out?! 'Oh, let's go talk about our feelings while ignoring the fact that she was hooking up with the next-door gym rat?!'"

I grinned, letting her go.

"You don't owe her anything! This is just her trying to manipulate you, and I swear, Dad, if you actually--"

I laughed. "Traci. It's not my idea. It's just the easiest way to stop her lawyer from dragging this out for months."

There was a pause. Then a sigh.

"...Damn it. Okay. That makes sense."

She exhaled sharply. "I'm sorry, Dad. I just--I know you'd never take her back, but I hate that you even have to sit in a room with her."

I nodded, even though she couldn't see me. "Same here. But it's temporary."

Traci was quiet for a second, then her voice softened again. "She doesn't deserve you, Dad."

I swallowed, the words hitting harder than I expected. "Thanks, kiddo."

And somehow, just hearing that made the counseling sessions a little more bearable.

-----------------

Post-Monica, Month 5

I pulled into the parking lot, staring at the dull, beige office building in front of me. The first day of counseling. Mandatory sessions. Monica's pick. I had no say in the matter, according to my lawyer. "You could fight her choice, but that means dragging this out longer," he had said. And that was the last thing I wanted. I wanted this divorce done.

I sighed, rubbing my temple. This wasn't about fixing things. Monica might have some delusion that these sessions could lead to reconciliation, but for me? This was paperwork. An obstacle to clear before I could finally, truly move on. I wasn't here to heal our marriage--I was here to sign off on its death certificate.

I stepped inside, giving the receptionist my name. The waiting room was quiet, sterile, with the faint scent of lavender and cheap coffee lingering in the air. Monica wasn't here yet. Typical. Even in our mandatory last chapter together, she was late.

I sat down, leaning back in the chair, letting my mind wander. I had started rebuilding. Piece by piece, moment by moment. Work was steady. My kids were thriving, despite everything. And Maggie? She was a complication I didn't mind. Maybe it would be something more. Maybe not. Either way, it was my choice. For the first time in years, my life belonged to me again.

The door opened, and I glanced up. Monica finally arrived. She looked surprised to see me already there. I didn't say anything.

Just nodded.

Let's get this over with.

Monica walked in, her gaze flickering over me as she hesitated at the door. She was dressed casually, jeans and a sweater, no makeup, her hair pulled back in a way that made her look younger, softer. Contrite. Like she was trying to play the part of the woman who just wanted to fix things.

She offered a small, cautious smile. "Hey, Travis."

I sighed. Not out of anger, not even out of frustration--just exhaustion. Five months ago, I would have never imagined us here, sitting in a counseling office, trying to dismantle a marriage that once meant everything. There was a time when she could flash a smile and I'd drop whatever I was doing, drawn to her like an idiot moth to a flame. Now? Now, I just felt tired.

I gave her a terse nod. "Monica."

She took the seat across from me, smoothing her hands over her jeans before trying to make small talk. I wasn't interested. My responses were short, clipped, offering her nothing. When it became clear I wasn't biting, I grabbed a random magazine from the nearby coffee table, flipping it open. I didn't even bother looking at the title.

For a few minutes, Monica kept trying--little comments, small observations--but I didn't engage. My eyes were on the pages, not reading a single word.

After a moment, she let out a dry chuckle. "Okay. So are you really this mad at me, or are you just deeply invested in Vanity Fair's exclusive article on the rise and fall of competitive goat yoga?"

I glanced down. Sure enough, that was the actual article.

I snorted, finally looking up. "Listen, Monica, the scandal surrounding Baa-bara the Instagram-famous goat is the only thing keeping me going right now." I shook my head, flipping the page. "Apparently, she was doping. Performance-enhancing kale. Disgraceful."

For a moment, she almost laughed.

But I didn't smile. Didn't give her that old familiarity.

Because we weren't those people anymore.

And I wasn't letting her back in.

The silence stretched between us, broken only by the occasional rustling of my magazine pages. Monica sat there, shifting uncomfortably, clearly debating whether to try again. Eventually, she did. Of course, she did.

"How are the kids?" she asked softly. "They... haven't reached out."

I exhaled through my nose, finally setting the magazine down. "Traci and Francis are adults," I said evenly. "They make their own choices. And right now? They're choosing not to talk to you."

Monica winced like I had slapped her. She swallowed, blinking rapidly. "And Beth?"

I sighed. "I'll ask her to call. That's all I can do."

That was the truth. I wasn't going to force my kids to forgive her, to pretend everything was fine just because she was finally feeling the weight of her own choices.

Monica's eyes welled up, her lips pressing together as if she was trying to keep herself from breaking down. She sniffled, her shoulders shaking slightly.

I didn't look away. I didn't comfort her. I just nodded toward the side table. "Box of tissues is right there."

She let out a soft, broken laugh, shaking her head. "Jesus, Travis."

I shrugged, picking my magazine back up. "Hey, at least I'm still helpful."

And with that, I turned the page, waiting for this session to begin.

The door to the counseling office swung open, and a couple walked out. Well, one of them walked out. The woman looked happy, almost glowing, like she had just won an argument she'd been waiting to have for years. The man? He followed a few steps behind, looking like he had just watched his entire soul leave his body.

As he passed me, he met my eyes and, without breaking stride, mouthed one word.

"Run."

I smirked, shaking my head. Yeah, that's not a good sign.

Before I could dwell on that ominous warning, a woman stepped out into the waiting room. Late 40s, maybe early 50s, with sharp eyes and a practiced smile. She greeted Monica by name before turning her full attention to me.

Her smile didn't say "nice to meet you."

It said "I have already assessed your weaknesses, and I will be dissecting them at my leisure."

"You must be Travis," she said smoothly. "I'm Dr. Willow Carr. But please, call me Willow."

I met her gaze and smirked. "Oh yeah. This is gonna be fun."

Willow's smile widened. "I'm sure it will be."

She gestured for us to follow. Monica stepped in first, eager.

I took one last look at the waiting room, let out a sigh, and followed.

Here we go.

Willow flipped open her notepad, scanning over her pre-session notes before meeting my eyes with a calm, measured expression. "Before we begin," she said, her voice smooth, almost rehearsed, "I just want to make sure we're aligned on what brings you both here today." She glanced briefly at Monica before continuing. "Monica has expressed that she wants to explore reconciliation and believes this divorce is a mistake brought on by misunderstandings. She feels that time, reflection, and open communication could help you both find a way back to each other."

I kept my face neutral, but internally, I felt every alarm in my head go off at once. This is worse than I expected.

I should have listened to my lawyer. He had warned me. "If you let Monica pick the therapist, you're not getting a neutral party--you're getting someone on her side." I had brushed it off because I just wanted this over with. Now, sitting in this office, hearing this completely skewed version of reality, I realized I had walked into an ambush.

Willow folded her hands in her lap. "Travis, is there anything you'd like to add before we begin?"

I almost said no--because that's how I got here. By letting Monica dictate the narrative. But no. Not this time.

I cleared my throat, sitting up slightly. "Yeah," I said, my voice controlled, steady. "I think Monica left out a few details. Like how we ended up here in the first place." I smiled, all politeness and sarcasm wrapped into one. "But I guess that's just a minor oversight."

Willow didn't write anything down. She just watched me.

I could already feel my soul trying to leave my body. And we weren't even ten minutes in.

Willow gave me a calm, patient smile--the kind designed to make me feel like I was being unreasonable. "Travis, this isn't about assigning blame," she said smoothly. "It's about finding a way back to each other."

Oh, for the love of--

She went on to outline the ground rules. No interruptions, no accusations, and an open mind. Then she turned to Monica, giving her an encouraging nod.

"Monica, why don't you start?"

I immediately knew where this was going.

Her eyes barely left me as she launched into our history.

She talked about when we first met, how we had been inseparable. How we had danced together, won competitions, traveled, built a life together. She talked about our kids, our struggles, how life had gotten "complicated." She even teared up when she talked about the night I kicked her out--as if she were the victim in all this.

Willow didn't interrupt her once.

She just took notes.

The entire hour was Monica painting a beautiful, tragic story, carefully curated to make me look like the one who gave up.

Not once did she mention Rick. Not once.

By the time Willow finally looked at the clock, I was barely holding onto my patience. "That was a great first session," she said, closing her notebook. "We'll pick up where we left off next week. Same time."

I stood immediately. "Great. Can't wait."

Monica gave me a hopeful smile.

I didn't return it.

I left quickly, heading straight for my car.

And as I sat behind the wheel, hands gripping the steering wheel, I muttered to myself, "This is going to be a long ten weeks."

The following week, I found myself back in the waiting room, exactly where I didn't want to be. Monica sat across from me, stealing occasional glances like she was waiting for me to say something. I wasn't. I had perfected the art of avoiding conversation, and once again, I grabbed the nearest magazine from the coffee table.

I flipped it open without looking at the cover and immediately found myself staring at a two-page exposé on the underground world of competitive duck herding.

Oh, come on.

I resisted the urge to groan and instead focused all my attention on it, pretending like this was the most riveting thing I had ever read. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Monica shift uncomfortably. She knew exactly what I was doing. Good.

Then, the door opened.

A different couple walked out this time. The woman looked happy, her hand clasped tightly around what I assumed was her husband's. The man? He was smiling, but there was something... off. His expression was a little too polished, a little too Stepford husband, like he had been programmed to respond that way.

I cursed internally. This does not bode well.

Then, Willow stepped out.

"Monica," she greeted with a warm nod before locking eyes on me.

"Travis."

She said my name calmly, smoothly, like she was reading the title of a book she had already memorized.

I felt her stare burrow right into me, and I had to fight the urge to shift in my seat.

Yep. This is a trap.

I sighed, closing the magazine of absurdity, and stood. No turning back now.

As I followed them inside, I mentally prepared myself for another hour of psychological gymnastics.

And, once again, I took the same seat.

Because if I was going to suffer, I might as well be comfortable.

Willow started the session by recapping last week, her voice smooth and even, like she was reading from a script. "Before we begin," she said, folding her hands neatly in her lap, "I want to remind you both that the same rules apply. No interruptions, no blame-shifting, and an open mind."

I internally scoffed. Yeah, sure. That's worked out great so far.

Then, she turned to me. "Travis, today, I'd like to hear your perspective. Start from the beginning--when you first met Monica, through your marriage, and up until the day she left."

I nodded slowly, steeling myself, and then I started talking. From the beginning. I told her about meeting Monica, dancing together, getting married, raising our kids. And then, when I got to the hard part--the affair, the betrayal, and throwing Monica out--Willow started cutting in.

Several times.

Every time I spoke about how I felt, she'd stop me. Challenge my perspective. Question whether my interpretation of events was fair.

At one point, I had enough. I leaned back in my seat, arms crossed, and let out a dry chuckle. "Huh. Weird. I don't remember you interrupting Monica once last week."

Willow didn't miss a beat. "That's because Monica wasn't placing blame on you for the breakdown of the marriage."

I raised an eyebrow. "She cheated on me. With the neighbor. What exactly does she think caused the breakdown, Willow? A Wi-Fi outage?"

That set the tone for the rest of the hour.

It was back and forth, Willow redirecting, rephrasing, and deflecting, Monica sitting there quietly, watching like a spectator at a tennis match.

By the time the session was over, Willow sighed, closing her notebook. "This session could have gone better," she said, not even looking at me. "We'll pick up next time."

I forced a smile. "Can't wait."

Then, I bolted for the door, practically speed-walking to my car.

Because if I had to sit through eight more of these, I was going to need a much stronger therapist. Or a flask.

I barely made it to my car before pulling out my phone and dialing my lawyer. If there was a way to end this counseling circus early, I wanted to hear it.

He picked up on the second ring. "Travis," he greeted. "How was session two?"

I exhaled sharply. "Oh, you know, about as productive as arguing with a brick wall. Can we shut this down?"

There was a brief pause. "Technically? Yes. But that would delay things, which means more billable hours."

I scoffed. "Oh great, so I get to pay more to be miserable longer. Fantastic business model."

My lawyer chuckled. "That's why they call it the legal system and not the justice system."

I pinched the bridge of my nose. "Forget it. I'll do the sessions. Even if it means dealing with Willow."

"Willow?" he asked, curious. "That the therapist?"

"Oh yeah," I said, sighing. "Handpicked by Monica. Real piece of work. Spends the whole session challenging my perspective, questioning my reality, and generally making me want to gouge my eyes out."

My lawyer let out a low whistle. "Sounds like a blast."

"Oh yeah," I deadpanned. "Living the dream."

He sighed sympathetically. "Hang in there, Travis. Light's at the end of the tunnel."

I smirked. "Yeah. And it's a freight train."

He laughed, and we ended the call.

I sat there for a moment, gripping the steering wheel, bracing myself.

Eight more sessions.

God help me.

The next day at work, I was deep in my inbox, trying to catch up on emails when I sensed movement near my cubicle. I looked up to find Maggie leaning against the partition, arms crossed, her usual unreadable expression in place.

"So," she said casually, "how's the divorce circus coming along?"

I let out a long sigh, leaning back in my chair. "Well, yesterday's therapy session was a masterclass in psychological warfare. The therapist--Monica's hand-picked interrogator in a cardigan--spent the whole hour challenging my reality like I was on trial."

Maggie just shook her head, smirking. "Damn, Parker. You really know how to have a good time."

I gestured dramatically. "Oh, it's a blast. Say, any chance you could get this therapist renditioned to a black site or something?"

Maggie tilted her head, pretending to consider it. "I mean, I could probably make it happen..."

I perked up. "Really?"

She shook her head immediately. "No. Absolutely not."

I sighed. "Had to ask."

Maggie chuckled, then leaned against my desk. "How'd you get through the session?"

I rubbed a hand down my face. "I didn't. I just survived it."

Maggie gave me a knowing look. "You're smart, Parker. You handled that guy at the bar like a pro. I'm sure you can handle one therapist."

I gave her a pointed look. "That guy at the bar broke my ribs."

Maggie grinned. "Yeah, but he looked worse."

I laughed, shaking my head. "Fair point."

She glanced at her watch, then back at me. "Wanna grab drinks after work?"

I didn't even hesitate. "Absolutely."

Because after ten weeks of therapy ahead of me, I was going to need all the drinks I could get.

The following week, I once again found myself in the waiting room, doing my best to pretend Monica didn't exist. My weapon of choice this time? A random magazine from the coffee table. I didn't even bother looking at the title before flipping it open, but sure enough, I had chosen another absurd article.

"The Rise and Fall of Competitive Synchronized Sneezing: Can It Make a Comeback?"

I sighed internally. I really need to start bringing a book.

Monica, to her credit, didn't try to start a conversation this time. Maybe she had finally gotten the hint. Or maybe she just knew it was pointless. Either way, I wasn't complaining.

Then, the door opened.

A new couple emerged, and I immediately felt like I was watching a mob film.

The woman, probably in her mid-50s, had a look of steely resolve, her eyes fixed ahead like she had just won an argument so devastating that her husband would be questioning reality for weeks.

The man? He followed behind her like a prisoner of war.

As he passed, he glanced at me and gave a slow, deliberate finger-across-the-throat gesture.

Oh. Fantastic.

Before I could process the implications of that warning, Willow stepped into the waiting room, greeting Monica first before turning her gaze on me.

"Travis," she said smoothly, with that same calm, assessing tone that made me want to start flipping tables.

I sighed, setting down Sneeze Magazine and standing.

"Willow," I replied, matching her tone.

She motioned us inside. Monica went first, eager as always.

I followed, mentally preparing myself for another hour of psychological gymnastics.



And, as always, I took the same damn seat.

Willow started the session the same way she always did, like she was reading from a teleprompter. "Before we begin, I want to remind you both of the ground rules. No interruptions, no assigning blame, and a willingness to engage with an open mind." Then, she turned to me, eyes sharp, her voice taking on that patronizing edge that made me want to gouge my own eyes out.

"Travis," she said slowly, like I was a five-year-old who just got caught drawing on the walls, "do you understand?"

I smirked, leaning back in my seat. "Of course. Just curious, though--why didn't you ask Monica if she understands?" I gestured vaguely. "Seems like an oversight."

Willow ignored me completely.

Instead, she moved on, getting straight to business. "Now, before we continue, I want to make sure we are aligned on what you both want from these sessions."

She turned to Monica first.

Monica straightened in her seat, clasping her hands together, and said, with absolute sincerity, "I want reconciliation with Travis."

I sighed.

Willow turned to me. "And you, Travis?"

I shrugged. "I want to move on without Monica."

Monica gasped, like I had just announced I was moving to another country and taking the kids with me.

Willow's expression turned stern. "Travis," she said, tone dripping with disapproval, "that is not the goal of this therapy."

"Oh?" I tilted my head. "Must've missed the memo where I signed up for the 'Save My Marriage' program."

She narrowed her eyes at me. "This is about finding a way back to each other."

I let out a heavy sigh. "Yeah. Whatever."

And so the hour of psychological fencing began.

Willow tried steering the conversation in Monica's favor. I fired back with sarcasm. Monica teared up at the right moments. Willow scolded me like I was some rebellious student refusing to do my homework.

Every time Willow tried to dig deeper, I threw out a witty remark. Every time Monica played the regret card, I let my silence do the talking.

Eventually, Willow had had enough.

She set down her notebook, pinched the bridge of her nose, and let out a slow, frustrated exhale. "Travis," she said, forcing patience, "you need to take this seriously."

I shrugged. "I am taking it seriously."

She glared at me. "No, you're not."

At the end of the session, Willow gave a heavy sigh, as if she had just run a marathon.

"Travis," she said, barely concealing her frustration, "you need to be more open if this process is going to work."

I stood up and grinned. "Noted."

I gave a mock salute, threw in a sarcastic goodbye, and walked out the door as fast as humanly possible.

Three sessions down. Seven to go.

God help me.

The next evening, Beth and I sat across from each other at the dining table, eating takeout because, let's face it, neither of us felt like cooking. She had already finished half her meal when she looked up at me, studying my face like she could read my thoughts. Which, honestly, she probably could.

"So..." she said, drawing out the word. "How's therapy going?"

I sighed heavily, setting down my fork. "Oh, you mean my weekly court-mandated gaslighting session?"

Beth raised an eyebrow, amused. "That bad?"

I leaned back in my chair, launching into a full-on rant. "Let's just say Willow has the unique ability to make me question reality while simultaneously making me want to walk into traffic. I'm pretty sure she's got a superpower. Every time I say something, she challenges it, but Monica? Oh no, Monica can say whatever she wants." I gestured dramatically. "Apparently, my role in this is to nod along and accept that maybe I was the problem all along."

Beth snorted. And then she laughed.

Which, of course, made me start laughing too.

The two of us sat there, just shaking our heads, chuckling over the ridiculousness of my situation. It wasn't like the therapy sessions were breaking me down emotionally--they were just frustrating as hell. And apparently, hilarious to my daughter.

After we calmed down, Beth leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. "You know, Dad," she said thoughtfully, "sometimes... you catch more flies with honey."

I blinked, processing that.

"...Are you telling me to play nice?" I asked.

Beth smirked. "I'm just saying... if Willow expects you to be difficult, why not surprise her?"

I stared at her for a second, then slowly nodded. That... wasn't a bad idea.

I pointed my fork at her. "How'd you get so smart?"

Beth grinned. "Had a good role model."

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn't help but smile.

Maybe next session, I'd switch things up.

The following week, I walked into the waiting room with a new approach. Beth's words from dinner stuck with me--maybe if I wasn't giving Willow what she expected, I could throw her off her game. Catch more flies with honey, right?

So, instead of my usual silent treatment, I did something unexpected.

I sat next to Monica.

The move visibly startled her. She looked at me, confused for a moment, before hesitantly offering, "Hey, Travis."

I gave her a small but genuine nod. "Hey, Monica."

She blinked, clearly not used to this version of me.

I kept my tone light, casual, even friendly. We made small talk--nothing deep, just idle chatter about Beth's school, work, the weather. Monica seemed cheerful, almost relieved. I could tell she had wanted this for weeks--a sign that maybe, just maybe, there was a way back.

She's going to be disappointed, I reminded myself. This is about getting through therapy, not reconciliation.

Still, I kept the positive mantra running in my head. Be nice. Smile. Act normal. Get this over with.

I glanced down at the coffee table, picking up the first magazine I saw, because if I was going to keep this up, I needed a distraction.

"The Untold Truth About Competitive Ferret Racing--Are We Ignoring a Scandal?"

For the love of--

Before I could question humanity further, the door opened, and another couple stepped out.

The wife was mid-rant, berating her husband in full view of the waiting room. "You never listen, Bob! This is why we have to be here in the first place!"

Bob, poor Bob, walked out looking like he was about to cry.

Just then, Willow stepped out.

She stopped in her tracks, brows slightly raised when she saw Monica and me sitting together. I could practically see her brain recalculating.

I grinned, forcing as much fake enthusiasm into my voice as possible.

"Willow! Always a pleasure."

Her eyes narrowed slightly, but she nodded. "Travis. Monica."

I stood, gesturing toward the office. "Shall we?"

And with that, I walked inside, still smiling.

Because now? Now I had Willow right where I wanted her.

Willow started the session like clockwork, reciting the same damn rules as if I hadn't already memorized them. No interruptions, no assigning blame, an open mind--blah, blah, blah. Normally, I'd have something witty to say, just to annoy her. But today? Today, I just nodded.

That alone made her pause.

She didn't dwell on it, though. Instead, she laced her fingers together and leaned forward. "I'd like to focus today on when you both feel the marriage started having issues." She glanced at Monica, then at me. "Travis, why don't you go first?"

I smiled internally. Oh, Willow. You have no idea what you've just done.

I sat up, took a deep, thoughtful breath, and then proceeded to give the most convincing, completely fabricated story possible.

"Looking back," I said, voice heavy with regret, "I think maybe I didn't always put Monica first. Work, responsibilities... life just gets in the way sometimes, you know?" I sighed, shaking my head. "I should have been more attentive, more present. I see that now."

Willow nodded, scribbling something in her notebook. Monica, beside me, gave a small nod of approval.

Hook, line, and sinker.

Then it was Monica's turn.

She took a breath, then began--predictably--putting the blame on me.

She went on about how I stopped trying, stopped making her feel special. That I got too comfortable, too distant. That she was lost, lonely, emotionally neglected.

Through it all, Willow barely looked at her.

She was watching me.

I nodded along, feigning deep reflection, but internally?

I was thinking about stopping at the store to pick up the latest PS5 game.

Did it drop this week or next?

Maybe I'll grab some snacks too.

By the time Monica wrapped up her monologue, Willow closed her notebook and smiled. "I'm pleased with today's session," she announced. "I think we've made great progress."

I nodded along, keeping up the act. "Yeah. Great stuff."

But this time, I didn't rush out.

Instead, I walked with Monica, side by side, like we had shared some kind of breakthrough.

And I could feel Willow's eyes on me the entire time.

When we stepped into the elevator, I glanced back.

She was still watching.

I smiled. Slow. Deliberate.

Then, finally, I left.

By the time I reached my car, the act had drained me.

I just sat there, staring at the steering wheel, feeling exhausted.

Maybe I should buy two games.

-----------------

Post-Monica, Month 6

I arrived at therapy right on time, just like every other week. Same dull waiting room, same uncomfortable chairs, same pointless ritual. I checked my phone, confirming I wasn't early. Yet, Monica was nowhere to be seen.

That was... weird.

I glanced at the magazine pile, sighing before picking up the first one I saw.

"The Top 10 Alpaca Hairstyles That Are Taking Over South America."

I blinked. You know what? Sure. Why not?

Before I could start mentally ranking alpacas, the office door opened. A couple stepped out. The husband rushed past me like he was making a prison break, while the wife stopped to chat with Willow.

"That went better than I expected," she said with a relieved smile.

I raised an eyebrow, watching the husband practically sprint out of the building. Must be his first session with Willow.

Before I could dwell on that, Willow turned to me, expression unreadable as always.

"Travis," she said, motioning toward the door. "Come on in."

I sighed, setting down the magazine of questionable alpaca journalism, and followed her inside.

She shut the door behind us and gestured to my usual seat.

I sat down, arms crossed, already bracing myself for whatever psychological landmine she was about to set.

Once she sat across from me, I glanced toward the door. "So... Monica's not joining us?"

Willow shook her head. "Not today. I wanted to have a one-on-one session with you."

I internally groaned. Oh, fantastic. One-on-one time with my favorite person.

I forced a tight-lipped smile. "Oh wow. What an honor."

Willow didn't react.

Of course, she didn't.

This was going to be a long hour.

Willow and I stared at each other, the room heavy with unspoken words. I could tell she was studying me, trying to figure me out, but I had spent months perfecting my poker face.

Finally, she broke the silence. "So," she said, tapping her pen against her notepad, "what was with the act last week?"

I tilted my head, feigning confusion. "Act? Willow, I'm offended. That was genuine self-reflection."

Her stare remained unmoved.

I smirked. "Fine. Let's just say I was given some sound advice between the seventh and today's session."

Willow's eyes narrowed slightly. "By who?"

I shrugged, purposefully vague. "A wise source."

She sighed, setting her notepad down. "Travis, if you're not willing to put in the work, reconciliation isn't possible."

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. "What makes you think I wasn't trying before?"

Willow pursed her lips. "Because no one changes that fast overnight."

I gave a casual shrug. "I do."

She didn't look amused.

After a brief pause, she flipped the page in her notebook and asked, "Travis, what can Monica do for you to forgive her for her infidelity?"

That caught me off guard.

I almost said the wrong thing. Almost told the truth--that nothing she could do would ever undo what she did.

But instead, I took a breath and said, "For starters? I'd have to think about it."

Willow nodded, scribbling something down.

The rest of the session was just as exhausting, but this time, I kept my composure--played the game.

When it was finally over, I stood up, offered a polite goodbye, and left.

By the time I got to my car, I sat behind the wheel, rubbing my temple.

Only five more sessions to go.

God help me.

Three days before my next round of psychological torture, my phone rang. Willow's office. For a split second, I considered letting it go to voicemail--maybe pretend I was too emotionally fragile to pick up. But curiosity got the best of me.

I answered, expecting some new form of suffering.

Instead, the receptionist said, "Mr. Parker, just calling to let you know that your next session is a one-on-one between Dr. Carr and Monica. You don't need to attend."

I blinked. "Wait... I get a week off?"

"Yes."

I grinned. "I could kiss you."

There was a long pause. "...I'd really prefer if you didn't."

Fair enough. I thanked her, hung up, and resisted the urge to fist pump.

For the first time in months, I had a Monday evening to myself. No interrogations, no forced self-reflection, no fighting the urge to throw a chair through a window. Just me, my couch, and an obscene amount of video games.

That night, I plopped onto the couch, fired up my PS5, and settled in for some mindless destruction. It was glorious.

For a while, I didn't think about Monica, Willow, or the joke of a therapy process I had been enduring. I was too busy ripping through enemies, leveling up, and reclaiming my sanity one pixelated explosion at a time.

Then, about two hours in, a weird thought hit me. As I sat there, staring at my TV screen, I realized something strange. For the first time in weeks, I wasn't dreading Monday. There was no impending sense of doom, no mental preparation for whatever psychological obstacle course Willow had planned. Just peace, quiet, and the sweet, sweet sound of virtual destruction.

And yet...

Somewhere between missions, a different thought crept in.

What exactly were Willow and Monica talking about in that one-on-one session?

Was Monica rewriting history again? Was Willow doubling down on her whole "find your way back" nonsense? Or was this just Monica's personal sob-fest where she played the poor, heartbroken victim?

I shook my head, pushing the thought aside. It didn't matter. I'd find out soon enough.

Because whether I liked it or not, Monday would still come.

And at this point, I had come to accept my weekly visits to the waiting room. If nothing else, I now genuinely looked forward to flipping through the most ridiculous articles imaginable. It was like a game now--what absurd nonsense would I be forced to read this time? I picked up the first magazine I saw, flipping it open with the enthusiasm of a man who had truly given up caring.

"Is Your Parrot Gaslighting You? Experts Weigh In on the Rise of Manipulative Birds."

I smirked. Oh, this is a good one.

Just then, Monica arrived and sat down right next to me. Not across from me, not with a comfortable amount of space between us--right next to me, as if we were just a normal married couple waiting for a dinner reservation.

"Hey, what's this week's gem?" she asked, leaning over.

I tapped the article. "Apparently, there's an epidemic of narcissistic parrots emotionally abusing their owners."

Monica laughed softly, tilting her head toward me. "I'd read that."

I chuckled. "Yeah, me too."

I didn't even notice when she rested her head on my shoulder.

Not at first.

Not until the waiting room door opened.

A couple stepped out, mid-argument, yelling at each other as they stormed toward the elevator.

"Maybe if you actually listened during therapy, Karen, we wouldn't be here!" the husband snapped.

"Oh, I don't know, Greg, maybe if you didn't run all major life decisions by your mother first, we wouldn't be here either!"

I blinked, watching them go.

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Willow step into the room.

She looked tired, like she had just spent an hour defusing a bomb and failed. She ran a hand through her hair, exhaled sharply, and then looked up.

"Monica, Travis," she greeted.

Then, her eyes flicked to Monica resting against me.

She raised an eyebrow. "You two seem... comfortable."

And that's when it hit me.

Monica's head was still on my damn shoulder.

I immediately sat up straight, and Monica pulled away, a little too slowly.

I internally scolded myself. Damn it, Parker. Pay attention.

Willow's gaze lingered on me, like she was adding this little moment to her mental files.

Then, after a beat, she motioned inside. "Come in, take your usual seats."

I sighed, following Monica inside, now hyper-aware of the fact that I had let my guard slip.

That couldn't happen again.

Willow's voice was smooth, calm, and absolutely infuriating.

"Travis," she said, folding her hands neatly in her lap, "one of the biggest dangers to a marriage is complacency. You have to fight for your relationship every single day. Marriage is about commitment, about showing up even when things are hard."

I could feel my jaw tightening. My fingers curled into my palms, nails digging in. Every single day. Fight for my marriage. Commitment.

I had done all of that.

I had fought for years, tried to reignite something that Monica had clearly already given up on. I had been loyal, present, committed--and none of it mattered. Because when she got bored, she didn't fight. She walked next door.

It took every ounce of willpower not to lash out.

I nodded instead, the most noncommittal, controlled nod of my life.

Willow watched me for a beat, like she was waiting for more, waiting for me to say something profound.

I didn't.

At the end of the session, I stood up, nodded my goodbyes, and walked out.

When I reached my car, I leaned against the door, exhaling.

"I can't keep this up," I muttered.

Three sessions left.

And I was already at my breaking point.

The next day at work, I was numb. Completely checked out. I went through the motions, answered emails, sat through meetings, nodded at the right moments--all while my brain spiraled in the background.

Three more sessions.

Three more hours of being told how I failed.

Three more hours of watching Willow and Monica rewrite history.

I didn't know if I could take it.

I barely noticed someone calling my name until I felt a presence beside me.

"Travis."

I blinked, snapping back to reality, and turned to see Maggie standing there, arms crossed, watching me carefully.

"You good?" she asked, eyes narrowing slightly.

I shrugged. "Yeah. Fine."

She let out a short laugh. "Bullshit."

Before I could argue, she sighed. "I'm picking you up after work. We're getting a drink."

I thought about protesting. But honestly? I didn't have the energy.

"Fine," I muttered.

That night, at a nearby bar, Maggie set her drink down and studied me. "Alright, Parker. Talk to me. How's it going?"

I shrugged. "Fine."

She rolled her eyes. "Try again."

I sighed. "It's... whatever. Three more sessions. I'll get through it."

There was no playfulness in my tone, no witty banter. Just flat, empty words.

That's when she did it.

She slapped me.

Hard.

I reeled back, eyes wide. "What the hell?!"

Maggie smirked. "There he is."

I blinked, still half-processing the pain. "Damn, Donaldson. You ever thought about a career in professional slapping?"

She took a sip of her drink. "Nah. I only do it for free."

I let out a soft chuckle, rubbing my jaw.



She leaned in, more serious now. "These therapy sessions are wearing you down, Travis. And that's not you. You don't play nice. You take the fight head-on."

I frowned. "And how exactly am I supposed to fight? Willow isn't letting me say half of what I want to."

Maggie smirked. "Because you're fighting the wrong person."

I raised an eyebrow.

She leaned closer. "You're trying to tear into Monica, but Willow is shielding her. You go at Monica, Willow redirects it. You fight Willow, nothing happens because Willow doesn't have any emotional stakes in this."

I tilted my head. "So what? Just sit there and take it?"

Maggie shook her head. "No. Make Willow let you talk to Monica. Tell her that in order to forgive, you need to say what you're really thinking."

I stared at her, processing.

That... actually made sense.

Maggie leaned back, satisfied. "Try it. What do you have to lose?"

I thought about it for a second, then smirked. "Other than my sanity? Nothing."

Maggie raised her glass. "Exactly."

We clinked drinks, and for the first time in weeks, I felt a little lighter.

Maybe, just maybe, I could make these last three sessions count.

I arrived at my usual time, walked into the waiting room, and grabbed a magazine from the coffee table. At this point, it was a ritual, and I had come to look forward to the ridiculousness. Today's gem?

"Can We Really Trust Squirrels? The Shocking Truth About Their Hidden Agenda."

I smirked. Okay, this one has potential.

Just as I was about to dive in, Monica walked in and sat next to me, just like she had the past few weeks.

I greeted her with a casual "Hey, Monica."

She looked a little surprised but smiled. "Hey, Travis."

I went right back to my magazine. "So apparently, squirrels have an underground nut economy, and we should all be concerned."

Monica let out a soft laugh. "I'm afraid to ask."

I tapped the page. "Look, all I'm saying is, one day, we're gonna wake up, and squirrels will own everything."

She shook her head, but she was still smiling.

Before she could say anything else, the door opened.

A couple walked out, both of them crying.

The husband was sniffling, the wife was wiping her eyes, and neither of them looked at each other. They just walked straight for the elevator, emotionally wrecked.

A moment later, Willow followed.

She looked pleased, like a chef who had just finished slow-cooking emotional devastation.

Then, she saw Monica and me sitting together.

And she smiled.

I had seen that smile before.

That was the smile of someone who thought progress was happening.

She gestured toward the door. "Come in, take your seats."

Monica walked in first.

I followed, keeping my expression neutral.

Because today?

Today, I was going to turn this whole thing on its head.

Willow, as predictable as ever, started the session the same way--by reciting the ground rules like we were about to take a standardized test. No interruptions, no assigning blame, open mind, blah, blah, blah. I kept my face neutral, nodding along, waiting for my opening.

After finishing her robotic script, she glanced at her notes. "Today, we'll be focusing on communication."

Perfect.

I raised a hand slightly. "Actually, before we start, I'd like to say something."

Willow raised an eyebrow but gestured for me to go ahead.

I cleared my throat, sitting up straighter. "In our one-on-one session, you asked me a question about forgiveness." I let that settle in before continuing. "Well, I'm ready to answer it."

Willow looked mildly intrigued. "Alright."

I leaned forward. "In order to even start the journey to forgiveness, I need to have my say. Directly. To Monica."

Willow tilted her head. "Travis, direct conversation isn't something I encourage in these sessions."

I smirked. "Yeah, I figured you'd say that. But here's the thing--I'm not asking."

She studied me, and I could see the hesitation in her eyes. But she also saw something else.

Determination.

After a beat, she sighed. "Fine. Go ahead."

I stood up, turning fully to face Monica. She looked nervous, shifting slightly, but she didn't say anything.

Good.

I took a breath. Then, I let loose.

"You know, Monica, all this talk about saving the marriage, about reconciliation? It's cute." I crossed my arms. "But let's be honest--you were the one who pushed me away. You were the one who made every excuse under the sun instead of just admitting you were done."

Monica opened her mouth, but I held up a hand. "No. You don't get to interrupt. I sat through session after session listening to you rewrite history, and now? Now, you're gonna listen to me."

Willow shifted uncomfortably but didn't stop me.

"You had a damn good man, Monica. You had a family, stability, a husband who loved you. And what did you do with all of that? You threw it away." I scoffed. "And not for a better life. Not for some great love story. But for Big Rick. A guy who can barely string together a complete sentence without talking about his bench press."

Monica's eyes welled up.

Good.

"All I ever did was try. You were the one who pulled away. But instead of just telling me you were unhappy, you found someone else. And then? Then, you had the nerve to act like this divorce was some kind of tragedy you never saw coming." I laughed bitterly. "News flash, Monica--this is the only logical ending to the story YOU wrote."

Willow finally spoke. "Travis, I think--"

"Oh, don't you start, Willow." I turned to face her now, my voice sharp. "You've spent every session making this one-sided. It's been 'Travis, what could YOU have done better?' 'Travis, how can YOU make things right?' Never once did you stop and ask Monica why she didn't fight for this marriage before she took it to someone else's bed."

Willow opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

I shook my head. "You never gave me a chance. It was always 'Travis needs to be more open, Travis needs to work harder.' Well, here I am, Willow. Being open. Saying exactly what I needed to say."

The room was dead silent.

Monica wiped at her tear-streaked face, staring at the floor.

Willow looked like she had just been hit with a brick.

I let out a breath and slowly sat back down.

"Well," I said, leaning back, my voice calm now. "That felt good."

Willow, still processing, cleared her throat. "I think... we should end today's session here."

I stood up, adjusting my shirt. "Best idea you've had all month."

I didn't rush out this time.

I walked. Slowly. Calmly.

I could feel Willow's eyes on me.

When I reached my car, I sat there for a long moment, just breathing.

For the first time in months, I felt lighter.

Two more sessions

I arrived at my usual time, grabbed a magazine, and settled in for my weekly ritual of reading absolute nonsense. Today's headline?

"The Hidden Lives of Competitive Worm Farmers--Can They Really Predict the Weather?"

I sighed, flipping the page. You know what? At this point, I wouldn't be surprised.

After a few minutes, I glanced at the empty seat next to me. Monica still hadn't arrived.

I knew what that meant.

This was a one-on-one session.

Great. Just me and Willow in a room together again.

Before I could mentally prepare, the office door swung open.

A husband stormed out, his face red with rage. "This is such bullshit!" he snapped, throwing his hands up. Then, he turned and flipped off the office door before storming toward the exit.

A moment later, his wife stepped out, her face tear-streaked. "It didn't mean anything!" she called after him, voice breaking.

The husband didn't even look back.

I watched the entire thing unfold, feeling a twinge of sympathy.

I had been that guy.

And no amount of therapy sessions could change what had already been done.

Before I could dwell on it too long, Willow stepped out.

She looked at me with a stern expression, arms folded. "Travis," she said in her usual tone.

Then, she motioned me inside.

I stood up, taking my time, before offering her a smirk as I walked past.

"Well, Willow," I said. "Looks like you're having a productive day."

She didn't respond.

Of course, she didn't.

I stepped inside, bracing myself for whatever game she was about to play.

We sat down, and for the first time since I had started these sessions, Willow looked visibly annoyed. Her usual calm, collected demeanor was gone, replaced by a strained expression as she flipped through her notebook a little too fast.

I smirked. "So, Willow. What are we talking about today? More ways I failed as a husband?"

That was it.

Willow snapped.

"You know what, Travis? You're insufferable." She slammed her notebook shut, her eyes blazing with frustration. "You sit there, week after week, cracking jokes, dodging accountability, acting like you have no part in what happened. But guess what? You do." She gestured at me. "You refuse to engage, you refuse to self-reflect, and you certainly refuse to acknowledge that maybe, just maybe, you weren't the perfect husband."

I sat there, completely unfazed, watching her rant with mild curiosity.

Well. I finally broke her.

When she finished, breathing heavily, I just laughed.

Right in her face.

Willow's nostrils flared. "You think this is funny?"

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. "No, I think you're funny."

She blinked, thrown off for a second.

"You sit there every session, making this about Monica's pain, Monica's journey, Monica's feelings. But never once--not once--have you considered what I want. You never asked how much rage I'm carrying. You never asked what it's like to be the one who was betrayed."

I tilted my head. "What kind of licensed therapist doesn't think to ask that, huh?"

Willow's mouth tightened.

"You see, Willow," I continued, my voice steady, "I respect professionals in your field. The ones who actually listen. Who actually help. But you? You don't want to help. You have an agenda."

I gestured toward the door. "Every time I come here, I see husbands walking out broken. Not better. Not healed. Just defeated. And you? You love it."

She stiffened.

I smiled. "Who hurt you, Willow?"

Her lips parted slightly, like she was about to fire back--but she didn't. Instead, she deflected, reaching for her notebook.

I shook my head. "No, no, no. Don't dodge." I leaned in. "Who. Hurt. You?"

She swallowed, staring at her lap for a second. And then, barely above a whisper, she muttered, "You're just like my husband."

Ah.

There it was.

I sat back, exhaling slowly. "And there it is," I muttered. "You've been projecting this whole time."

Willow didn't respond.

I stood up. "You don't want to help me. You want to punish me. And every other husband who walks through that door."

She still didn't respond.

I grabbed my jacket and stepped toward the door. "You know, Willow... I think you're the one who needs help."

I pulled open the door, stepping into the hallway. Just as I walked out, I turned back and smirked.

"Oh, and by the way? The ridiculous magazine articles were the best part of coming here."

And with that, I walked out, leaving Willow Carr staring at the floor.

Two days later, my phone rang. I glanced at the screen--my lawyer.

I picked up. "Hey, what's up?"

His voice was calm, businesslike. "Got some news for you. The therapist has canceled the last session."

I blinked. "Wait... what?"

"She's stepping away from the case," he continued. "That means we're moving on to the next step--the divorce hearing. I'll call back once I have more details."

For a second, I just stood there, processing.

No more sessions. No more Willow. No more fake reconciliation theater.

The weight I'd been carrying for months lifted almost immediately.

I exhaled, finally feeling relief.

"Good," I muttered. "About time."

"Figured you'd say that," my lawyer said. "I'll be in touch."

With that, he ended the call, leaving me standing in my kitchen, phone still in hand.

I set it down, rubbing a hand over my face.

It was almost over.

But as I let out another slow breath, a weird thought hit me.

No more waiting room.

No more ridiculous articles.

No more "Is Your Cat Leading a Secret Double Life?" or "The Alpaca Conspiracy Exposed."

I frowned.

"...Damn. I'm gonna miss those."

-----------------

Notes from the Wyld

When I first started writing about Travis's divorce nightmare, you'd think the obvious villain of this entry in the world of Travis would be Monica--the cheating wife, the one who shattered his world, the one who thought Big Rick was worth throwing away a stable marriage. But no. That would have been too easy. Instead, I stumbled upon a far more insidious antagonist--Willow, the therapist from hell. She wasn't just a neutral party; she was the final boss of bad therapy, a woman so hellbent on pushing an agenda that Travis's actual pain and betrayal became inconvenient details in her twisted little narrative. And let's be honest, what's more entertaining? A bitter back-and-forth with an ex-wife, or a psychological chess match with a therapist who thinks she's a Jedi master of manipulation?

Now, let's talk about the real stars of this saga--the magazine articles. If Travis was going to suffer, I needed something to keep both him and myself entertained. And thus, the greatest absurd running gag was born: increasingly ridiculous magazine articles. I mean, who wouldn't want to know if squirrels are plotting world domination or if competitive ferret racing is the next big thing? The magazines weren't just comic relief; they were Travis's one true escape from the insanity of therapy. They were a small but crucial reminder that no matter how bad things got, at least there was still humor in the world--buried under a pile of nonsense on a waiting room coffee table.

And finally, the couples who left before Travis's sessions? Oh, that was just me having fun. I needed a way to set the tone for every session, and what better way than a revolving door of relationship disasters? From the husband who looked like he had lost all will to live to the guy who stormed out flipping the bird, each couple was a warning sign, a prophetic vision of the emotional waterboarding Travis was about to endure. It became a darkly hilarious tradition--like watching passengers stumble off a doomed rollercoaster while the next victims buckled in. And in the end? Travis not only survived the ride--he took the controls and sent the whole damn thing flying off the tracks.


Til Divorce Do Us Part

Continuation of https://www.literotica.com/s/the-day-the-wi-fi-betrayed-me

_________________________________

Three Weeks Before the Divorce Hearing

I had just settled in for a perfectly quiet evening--beer in one hand, PS5 controller in the other, ready to absolutely obliterate some virtual enemies--when the doorbell rang. I groaned, already annoyed. It was too late for deliveries, too early for home invasions, so I figured it was either a neighbor or some other new form of suffering.

Turns out, it was the latter.

Standing on my damn doorstep, looking like she had just walked out of a Hallmark redemption arc, was Monica.

I blinked. "Huh. You're not the pizza I didn't order."

She ignored the joke and gave me a small, rehearsed-looking smile. "Travis."

I sighed. "Monica, it's late. Unless you're here to confess to another terrible decision, I don't see why--"

"Can I come in?" she asked quickly, her voice soft, hopeful.

I gave her a long, deadpan stare. "Not unless you're bringing that pizza I still didn't order."

She let out a shaky breath. "Please, Travis. Just five minutes."

I considered my options.

Option A: Shut the door in her face, finish my game, and never think about this moment again.

Option B: Let her in, listen to whatever nonsense she had planned, and regret my choices immediately.

Because I am an idiot, I went with Option B.

"Fine," I muttered. "But if this turns into a 'take me back' speech, I'm gonna start charging you for my time."

She stepped inside, looking around like she expected things to feel the same. But nothing about this house was hers anymore.

I crossed my arms. "Alright. You got five minutes. Impress me."

She took a deep breath, like she was preparing for a TED Talk. "Travis... I just... I need you to know how sorry I am."

I sighed. "Oh, wow, you're sorry? Well, that changes everything. Let me go grab the 'Marriage Un-Destroyer™' from the back and we can just--"

"Travis."

I smirked. "Sorry, sorry. Continue your tragic monologue."

She swallowed. "I miss you. I miss our family. And I would give anything--anything--to undo what I did."

I stared at her for a moment, then slowly shook my head. "You know what I miss, Monica? Having a wife who wasn't sneaking off to the gym for reasons that had nothing to do with fitness."

She flinched. "I was... I was lost."

I snorted. "Lost? Monica, Google Maps can't even fix what you did."

She wiped at her eyes. "Do you think you could ever--ever--forgive me?"

I tilted my head, pretending to think. "Hmmm... let's see. Could I forgive my wife for cheating on me with the human embodiment of a protein shake?"

Monica sniffled.

"No."

She blinked. "That's it? Just... no?"

I shrugged. "Would you prefer a PowerPoint presentation?"

She looked genuinely crushed, like she thought showing up and looking sad would magically reverse reality.

"I just had to try," she whispered.

I sighed and gestured to the door. "And now you can try walking out."

She hesitated, like she wanted to say more. Then, realizing this was actually the end, she gave me one last look--regretful, defeated, and about six months too late.

Then, she walked out.

I closed the door, locked it, and let out a deep breath.

Then I walked back to my couch, picked up my controller, and muttered, "Well, that was a colossal waste of five minutes."

And with that, I went back to doing something productive.

Like winning a war in a video game.

_________________________________

Two Weeks Before the Divorce Hearing

Francis had always been the level-headed one, the kid who saw all sides, who tried to find common ground where the rest of us just wanted to pick a side and stay there. So when he texted me saying he wanted to have a sit-down--with me, Monica, Beth, and Traci all in the same room--I already knew where this was going.

I sighed, staring at the message, debating how much energy I had left for this nonsense. Then, another message popped up.

"Dad, just hear me out. We don't have to forgive her. I just think we should at least try to talk before the hearing."

I ran a hand down my face. This kid. He always meant well, but I wasn't sure he understood just how done Beth and Traci were with their mother.

Still, against my better judgment, I agreed. Maybe it was guilt. Maybe it was exhaustion. Or maybe I just wanted Francis to finally see what I already knew--Monica wasn't the victim here.

We met at a neutral place, a restaurant downtown. Public enough that no one would cause a scene, but quiet enough that we could actually talk. I got there first, sat down, and ordered a coffee. Beth and Traci arrived next, and both of them looked as unenthusiastic as I felt.

"You know this is a waste of time, right?" Traci muttered, crossing her arms as she sat down.

Beth nodded. "Yeah, I don't even know why we're here."

"Because Francis asked," I said, taking a sip of my coffee. "And because we want him to see for himself that this is pointless."

Before either of them could respond, Francis walked in, followed by Monica.

She looked nervous, maybe even hopeful. She sat down across from me, eyes flicking toward Traci and Beth, who both immediately looked away.

"Thank you all for coming," Francis said, already slipping into his mediator voice. "I just... I know things have been bad, but before we go into that courtroom, I think we should at least try to clear the air."

Monica seized the moment. "I agree," she said quickly, looking between them. "I--I know I've made mistakes. I know I hurt all of you." Her eyes lingered on Beth and Traci. "But I don't want this to be the end. You're my children, and I--"

"You don't get to say that," Traci cut in, her voice sharp as a knife. "You don't get to call us your children when you threw us away the second you cheated."

Monica flinched. "Traci--"

"No." Traci's hands clenched into fists. "You want to sit here and pretend like you care? Like you've been some helpless victim in all this? You weren't. You made a choice. And now, you want us to just pretend none of it happened?"

Beth, who had been quiet up until now, finally spoke. "Why now?" she asked, voice small but firm. "Why do you suddenly care so much now?"

Monica's mouth opened, but no words came out.

"Because you're losing everything," I said, my voice even. "That's why."

She turned to me, eyes welling up. "Travis, please--"

"No." I shook my head. "This is exactly why this meeting is a waste of time." I gestured to Beth and Traci. "They're not going to forgive you just because you suddenly decided you're ready to be their mom again. You don't get to pick and choose when you care."

Francis sighed. "Come on, Dad, can't we at least--"

"No, Francis, we can't." Traci stood up. "You wanted a conversation? Well, here's my part--I'm done with her." She looked down at Monica, cold and final. "And if you had any self-respect, you'd stop pretending this is fixable."

Beth nodded, standing as well. "I'm done, too."

I pushed back my chair and stood with them.

Francis looked between us, defeated. "So that's it?"

"That's it," Traci said, grabbing her coat. "Let's go."

Beth followed, and I gave Francis a small pat on the shoulder. "I know you meant well, son. But this? This was never going to work."

Monica sat there, silent, staring at the table.

Francis sighed. "I just... I don't know. I thought maybe--"

"You're a good kid," I said. "But you need to stop expecting good things from bad people."

Then, without another word, I walked out the door, leaving Monica and Francis behind.

_________________________________

One Week Before the Divorce Hearing

Sitting in my lawyer's office, I mentally braced myself for what was about to be an incredibly tedious conversation about the divorce hearing. I had survived months of psychological warfare, endured therapy with a biased referee, and had somehow not committed a crime despite Monica pushing every legal and emotional boundary imaginable. But now, this was it--the final stretch.

"So," my lawyer, a no-nonsense guy named James Pearson, began, flipping through a ridiculously thick file, "the hearing is in a week. We need to go over what to expect."

I sighed. "Let me guess. Monica is going to walk in looking tragically fragile, claim she was manipulated into the original settlement, and try to squeeze me for every dime possible?"

James gave me a pointed look. "Pretty much."

I groaned, leaning back in my chair. "Fantastic. Do I get bonus points if she fake-cries? Or do I just automatically lose the round?"

James smirked. "You don't lose unless you engage in the theatrics. Stick to the facts. That's what the judge will care about."

I nodded. "Alright, so no rolling my eyes when she starts monologuing about how hard it's been for her?"

"Correct."

"And if she starts quoting poetry about lost love?"

James blinked. "Is that... likely?"

I scoffed. "You don't know Monica. I'd put money on a dramatic speech about how I abandoned her, followed by a teary plea for reconciliation."

James flipped to another page in his notes. "Well, she's also arguing that she was 'emotionally coerced' into the original agreement and deserves spousal support."

I nearly choked on my coffee. "I'm sorry, she what?"

"Yeah." James exhaled. "She's claiming that she wasn't in a 'stable emotional state' when she agreed to no spousal support."

I stared at him. "Was this before or after she was emotionally stable enough to cheat on me? Because I feel like that's an important timeline to clarify."

James chuckled. "Stick with that tone in court, and we'll be fine."

I ran a hand through my hair, already exhausted by the idea of having to listen to Monica argue her way into more of my money.

"Alright," I sighed. "What else should I expect?"

James scanned his notes. "She might bring up your 'hostile attitude' in therapy. Willow will likely have a statement about how you weren't 'willing to engage in reconciliation.'"

I barked out a laugh. "Oh, you mean the therapy where Willow tried to Jedi-mind-trick me into believing my divorce was my fault?" I shook my head. "Great. I can't wait for that testimony."

James shrugged. "It won't hold weight unless Monica can prove you were outright refusing to participate."

"James, I walked out of therapy because Willow was projecting her own marriage issues onto me. If anything, I should be getting emotional damages."

James sighed, clearly trying not to laugh. "Unfortunately, the court isn't going to compensate you for enduring bad therapy."

I groaned. "So unfair. Can we at least argue that she should pay me back for the mental toll of those sessions?"

"Focus, Travis."

I waved my hand. "Fine, fine. What else?"

James flipped one last page. "We'll go over the financials, child custody agreements--though Beth is old enough to make her own decision--and finalize asset division. Just stick to the facts, avoid sarcastic outbursts, and let me handle any nonsense she tries to pull."

I nodded, sighing. "Alright. So basically, shut up, don't roll my eyes, and don't call out her BS too obviously."

"Exactly."

I stood up, shaking his hand. "I feel like I should get a trophy or something when this is all over."

James smirked. "You'll get your freedom."

I exhaled dramatically. "Yeah, but can I also get a cake?"

James chuckled. "I'll see what I can do."

I walked out of his office, mentally preparing myself.

One more week. Then it would finally be over.

_________________________________

One Day Before the Divorce Hearing

I swirled my drink, watching the ice melt into what I could only assume was liquid wisdom. Tomorrow was the big day--the final battle, the moment where I would either walk away a free man or financially wrecked beyond recognition. There was only one place I wanted to be tonight, and Maggie had already beaten me there, sitting at our usual table, drink in hand, watching me like she could see the storm brewing in my head.

"So," she said, raising an eyebrow as I sat down. "You ready?"

I let out a breath. "For court? Absolutely not. For drinks until I temporarily forget about court? One hundred percent."

Maggie smirked and clinked her glass against mine. "That's the spirit."

I took a sip and sighed. "You know, when I got married, I never pictured my life coming down to a courtroom and a judge deciding whether or not I still owed Monica something."

Maggie gave me a knowing look. "You're still stuck on that, huh?"

I shrugged. "Not stuck. Just... thinking. I spent so much time these last few months being angry, sarcastic, exhausted. But now that it's almost over, I just feel...weirdly empty."

She nodded. "Because this was your fight. You've spent months tearing through this mess, throwing punches, dodging Monica's insanity, surviving therapy sessions designed to break you. And now? Now there's nothing left to fight."

I smirked. "That's pretty deep for a woman who once slapped me in the face to bring me back to reality."

Maggie grinned. "Hey, sometimes tough love requires a little violence."

I chuckled, but her words stuck with me. She was right. I had defined my life around surviving this divorce, making it out with my sanity intact. Now that it was here, I didn't know what came next.

Maggie must've seen something in my expression because she leaned forward, resting her arms on the table. "So, what are you gonna do once this is over?"

I tilted my head. "You mean after I collapse in bed for a week straight and reconsider every life choice that led me here?"

She smirked. "Yeah, after that."

I sighed. "I don't know. I've spent so long looking backward, trying to rewrite the past in my head, wondering where I screwed up. Maybe it's time I actually look forward."

Maggie lifted her glass. "To the future, then."

I clinked mine against hers, letting out a small smile. "To not looking back."

And for the first time in a long time, I actually meant it.

_________________________________

Divorce Hearing Day -- The Courtroom War

I had always imagined my final battle with Monica would be some dramatic, movie-worthy showdown, complete with lightning, thunder, and maybe a choir singing in the background. Instead, it was just me, my lawyer, a stiff suit I hated, and an old judge who looked like he wanted to be anywhere but here.

"All rise," the bailiff announced as the judge entered.

I stood, adjusting my tie like it was a noose. Across from me, Monica was already playing the part of the tragic ex-wife, sitting with her hands neatly folded, looking delicate and wounded, like she was about to recite a Shakespearean monologue about betrayal.

"Please be seated," the judge said, already sounding bored with life.

My lawyer, James, leaned over. "Remember, stick to the facts, no sarcasm, no rolling your eyes, and for the love of God, don't get baited."

I nodded. "Cool, cool. What about deep, dramatic sighs?"

James exhaled, pinching the bridge of his nose. "Just...try to behave."

The judge cleared his throat and turned to Monica's lawyer, a guy who looked like he practiced smarmy smiles in the mirror every morning. "Counselor, you may proceed."

Monica's lawyer stood, buttoning his overly expensive suit. "Your Honor, before we begin, I'd like to submit evidence into the record--Dr. Willow Carr's official report from the therapy sessions between my client and Mr. Parker."

I froze.

Oh. Oh, you have got to be kidding me.

James muttered, "Unbelievable," under his breath but kept a poker face as Monica's lawyer handed a thick stack of papers to the judge.

The judge flipped through it, adjusting his glasses. "Dr. Carr is a licensed therapist, correct?"

"Yes, Your Honor," Monica's lawyer said. "And her findings are very telling."

I already knew what that report said.

It painted me as bitter, combative, emotionally unwilling to work on reconciliation. Because, you know, I didn't sit there and cry on cue like Monica did.

The judge nodded slowly. "Alright. Proceed with your witness."

Monica's lawyer turned toward her. "Mrs. Parker, can you tell us why you felt reconciliation was possible?"

Monica sniffled for effect. "Because I still love him," she said softly.

I almost choked on my own rage.

She continued, perfectly rehearsed. "I know I made mistakes. I deeply regret them. But I wanted to do the therapy because I believed that, deep down, Travis still loved me too."

Monica's lawyer nodded. "And how did Mr. Parker behave during therapy?"

She sighed like I had personally wounded her soul. "Distant. Sarcastic. Resentful." She looked up at the judge with watery eyes. "I was trying to save our marriage, but he...he just wouldn't let go of his anger."

I clenched my fists under the table. Unbelievable.

Monica's lawyer nodded, flipping through Willow's report like it was gospel. "According to Dr. Carr, Mr. Parker showed clear hostility in sessions, refusing to engage in meaningful communication. He often used sarcasm and avoidance tactics instead of dealing with his emotions."

I nudged James. "That's not sarcasm and avoidance. That's me coping."

James whispered back, "Yeah, judges love hearing about 'coping through sarcasm.' Just...shut up for now."

Monica continued her performance. "I wanted to rebuild trust. I wanted us to find a way back to each other. But Travis...he shut me out completely."

I stared at her, completely floored. This woman had rewritten history so thoroughly I half-expected her to claim I had an affair with Rick instead.

Monica's lawyer sighed dramatically, turning back to her. "Mrs. Parker, in your opinion, is your husband an angry man?"

She nodded without hesitation. "Yes. He's very angry."

I smirked before I could stop myself.

Monica's lawyer turned to the judge. "Your Honor, based on Dr. Carr's professional assessment and Mrs. Parker's testimony, we believe that Mr. Parker's hostility during therapy is clear evidence that he was emotionally unwilling to negotiate fairly in this divorce. We request that the original settlement be reconsidered, and spousal support be granted to my client."

James sighed, rubbing his temple.

I leaned over. "Can I roll my eyes now?"

James straightened his tie, looking back at me with a slow grin.

"No, but you can watch me tear this apart."

He stood up.

_________________________________

The Courtroom War: Cross-Examining Monica

I leaned back in my chair, watching as James stood up, adjusting his tie with the kind of calm, lethal precision that told me he had been waiting for this moment.

"Mrs. Parker," he began, his voice even, professional, but with just enough of a bite to let everyone know he was about to rip her testimony apart like a bear on a picnic basket.

Monica shifted in her seat, trying to maintain her fragile, wounded persona.

James took a casual step forward. "Earlier, you stated that you believed reconciliation was possible. Is that correct?"

She nodded. "Yes."

James tilted his head. "And yet, in Dr. Carr's very thorough report, nowhere does it say that you took any responsibility for your actions. Would you like to explain that?"

Monica blinked. "I--I took responsibility."

James raised an eyebrow. "Oh? Because what I read says you repeatedly reframed your actions as mistakes, not choices. Which is interesting, considering you didn't 'accidentally' have an affair, did you?"

Monica swallowed. "It was... a lapse in judgment."

James smiled. It was not a friendly smile. "Right. A lapse in judgment. Just a casual oopsie-daisy."

I smirked.

James continued, flipping through his very organized, very dangerous-looking file. "Let's talk about your affair with Mr. Richard Sullivan--or as we all lovingly know him, 'Big Rick.'"



Monica's face flushed. "That's... not relevant."

James gave a mock-confused look. "Oh, but I think it is. You see, Mrs. Parker, you've spent the last hour painting my client as some emotionally unavailable monster. But I'm curious--how does one expect to 'find a way back to their husband' when they're having a full-blown affair with the next-door neighbor?"

Monica shifted in her seat. "I was... unhappy."

James nodded. "And instead of communicating that unhappiness, instead of seeking therapy before your affair, instead of, I don't know, literally any other choice, you decided the best way to deal with it was to commit adultery."

Monica's lawyer objected. "Argumentative."

The judge waved a hand. "Overruled. I'd like to hear the answer."

I had to bite the inside of my cheek to stop myself from laughing.

Monica looked down, pretending to be fragile. "I wasn't thinking clearly."

James smirked. "Ah. So, you're saying your ability to think only became clear after you got caught?"

I coughed into my hand. That was beautiful.

Monica's jaw clenched. "That's not fair."

James continued. "Do you believe my client deserves to be punished financially because you 'weren't thinking clearly'?"

Monica sat up, regaining her self-righteous energy. "I think I deserve some level of compensation for the life I helped build."

James nodded. "Interesting. You say you helped build this life, yet my client--and I have the bank statements to prove it--was the primary financial provider in the household."

Monica pursed her lips. "I contributed."

James held up a folder. "Mrs. Parker, can you tell the court how many years you contributed financially to the household before deciding to quit your job?"

Monica opened her mouth, then closed it.

James tilted his head. "Would you like me to say it for you?"

Monica looked away. "Two years."

James smiled. "Two. And yet you believe that entitles you to lifelong financial support?"

Monica sputtered. "I was the mother of his children!"

James nodded. "And Mr. Parker was the father of those same children. Should he get paid for not cheating?"

Monica's lawyer objected. "Badgering the witness."

The judge sighed, rubbing his temple. "Sustained. Move it along, Mr. Pearson."

James nodded. "Gladly." He closed his file and turned to the judge. "No further questions, Your Honor."

Monica let out a visible exhale, like she had barely survived.

I leaned toward James, grinning. "That was a thing of beauty."

James smirked. "We're not done yet."

The judge looked at me. "Mr. Parker, please approach the stand."

I stood up, adjusting my tie, and walked to the witness stand.

Monica looked nervous.

She should be.

_________________________________

The Courtroom War: Travis Testifies

I adjusted my tie as I sat down at the witness stand, mentally preparing myself for whatever legal circus was about to unfold. I had already survived therapy, endless lawyer meetings, and Monica's attempts at rewriting history, so really, how bad could this be?

Spoiler alert: Very.

James stood up, straightening his suit like he was about to deliver a closing argument in a murder trial. "Mr. Parker," he began, "let's talk about your experience with marital counseling."

I sighed dramatically. "Oh, do we have to?"

James smirked. "Afraid so." He turned toward the judge. "Your Honor, Mrs. Parker has submitted a report from Dr. Willow Carr, suggesting that my client was emotionally unwilling to work toward reconciliation."

I snorted. "Understatement of the century."

The judge shot me a look. James held back a smirk and continued. "Mr. Parker, what was your experience with these therapy sessions?"

I leaned forward. "Imagine being trapped in a gaslighting seminar, but the only person in attendance was me."

There was a pause as the judge exhaled through his nose, clearly regretting his life choices.

James nodded. "Can you elaborate?"

"Oh, absolutely." I gestured toward Monica, who was doing her best impression of a sad Victorian widow. "I walked into these sessions thinking, you know, maybe we'd have real discussions. Maybe we'd unpack our issues. Instead, I got an hour-long performance every week about how 'she still loved me' and 'this didn't have to happen.'"

James nodded. "And how did Dr. Carr react?"

I shrugged. "Oh, she was very supportive. By which I mean she sided with Monica on everything and treated me like I was some angry caveman incapable of self-reflection."

James walked over to the judge's bench, holding up a thick stack of papers. "Your Honor, this is Dr. Carr's report. I'd like to go through a few statements."

The judge sighed. "Proceed."

James flipped through the report, reading aloud. "Mr. Parker displayed consistent sarcasm, emotional detachment, and an unwillingness to engage in reconciliation. His dismissive attitude created an unsafe emotional space for Mrs. Parker."

James turned to me. "Mr. Parker, do you recall displaying sarcasm?"

I grinned. "Oh, absolutely. But in my defense, it was self-defense."

A few people in the gallery chuckled.

The judge didn't.

James smirked but kept his professional tone. "And why did you feel the need to use sarcasm?"

I deadpanned. "Because if I hadn't, I would've started throwing furniture."

Monica's lawyer immediately stood up. "Objection!"

James held up his hands. "Joke, joke." He turned back to me. "Mr. Parker, can you explain what you mean?"

I sighed. "What I mean is, these sessions were a setup. Willow wasn't neutral. She had already decided I was the villain before we even spoke."

James nodded. "How do you know that?"

I smirked. "Because she basically told me."

Monica shifted uncomfortably.

James raised an eyebrow. "Elaborate."

"Oh, gladly." I turned to the judge. "Your Honor, my therapist was projecting her own failed marriage onto me."

Monica's lawyer stood up again. "Objection! Speculation."

James countered. "Your Honor, if I may, Dr. Carr admitted to this in session."

The judge turned to me. "Explain."

I grinned. "Oh, it was a fun moment. Willow lost her cool and said I was just like her husband."

The judge actually looked mildly interested. "And what was her tone?"

"Oh, not flattering, I assure you." I leaned back. "That's when it hit me--she wasn't actually trying to help. She was punishing me. And probably every other guy who walked into her office."

James flipped another page. "Yet, Dr. Carr's report never mentions this revelation."

I scoffed. "Oh, what a shock."

James turned to the judge. "Your Honor, I submit that Dr. Carr's testimony and findings are biased, incomplete, and irrelevant to this case."

Monica's lawyer immediately stood up. "Your Honor, this is a distraction. The fact remains that Mr. Parker was hostile, uncooperative, and showed no emotional effort toward reconciliation."

James looked at me. "Mr. Parker, do you feel you were given a fair chance in therapy?"

I laughed. Loudly.

Then I turned to the judge. "Your Honor, I would have had a fairer chance getting therapy from a Magic 8-Ball."

The courtroom chuckled again, and even the judge hid a smirk.

James sat down, satisfied. "No further questions."

Monica's lawyer stood up, straightened his tie, and walked toward me.

"Mr. Parker," he said smoothly, "let's talk about your anger issues."

I sighed internally.

Here we go.

_________________________________

The Courtroom War: Travis Cross-Examined

Monica's lawyer stood up, straightened his overpriced suit, and adjusted his tie with the kind of smugness that told me he thought he was about to obliterate me.

"Mr. Parker," he began, his voice oily smooth, "we've heard a lot today about your experiences in therapy. But let's shift focus, shall we? Let's talk about your temperament."

I sighed dramatically. "Oh, absolutely. Let's."

His lips twitched, like he wanted to smile but also stab me. "Would you consider yourself an angry person?"

I tilted my head. "Define angry. If you mean, 'a normal human being who gets upset when his wife cheats on him with a man who refers to himself in the third person,' then yes."

There was a snicker from someone in the gallery. The judge shot a warning look.

Monica's lawyer cleared his throat. "Your Honor, I'd like to remind the witness that this is a serious proceeding."

I smirked. "Oh, believe me, I take this very seriously. If I didn't, I would've set up a puppet show to reenact what actually happened in therapy."

The judge rubbed his temples.

"Mr. Parker," Monica's lawyer continued, clearly trying to regain control, "Dr. Carr's report states that you were sarcastic, dismissive, and unwilling to communicate. Would you say that's an accurate description?"

I pretended to think. "Hmm. I don't know. I was pretty communicative about how ridiculous the sessions were. And as for sarcasm, well..." I shrugged. "I prefer to think of it as 'creative honesty.'"

His jaw tightened. "Would you agree that your hostility in therapy suggests a pattern of behavior that made your marriage difficult?"

I raised an eyebrow. "Wait, let me get this straight--you're saying my bad attitude in a post-affair therapy session is somehow proof that my marriage was already doomed?"

He smiled like he had me cornered. "You seem very comfortable placing all the blame on Mrs. Parker. Do you truly believe you had no role in the breakdown of your marriage?"

I let out a slow breath, leaned forward slightly, and met his gaze. "You know, I've spent months thinking about that. What could I have done differently? Could I have been more attentive? Communicated better? And the answer is...maybe. But here's what I know for sure--none of that would have stopped her from cheating."

Monica shifted uncomfortably.

Monica's lawyer, clearly annoyed, flipped through his notes. "Let's talk about your children. Beth, specifically. You were awarded temporary custody during the proceedings. However, Mrs. Parker has expressed a strong desire to share custody."

I nodded. "Yeah, Beth has also expressed a strong desire to keep her mother far, far away. So, you know, conflicting interests."

His smile was tight. "So you admit that you've actively influenced your daughter's opinion on her mother?"

I let out a mock gasp. "Oh no, you caught me! I've been secretly running a smear campaign, handing out anti-Monica flyers at the PTA meetings." I folded my arms. "Beth's 16. She has eyes, ears, and a brain. She watched all of this unfold just like I did."

Monica's lawyer glanced at her, probably hoping for some cue to keep pushing. Monica looked at her lap.

Smart move.

"Your Honor," he said instead, turning back to the judge, "given that custody disputes often involve the child's wishes, I would request that we allow Beth Parker to speak for herself."

I felt my stomach tighten slightly. Beth was tough, but I hated putting her in this position.

The judge adjusted his glasses and looked at me. "Mr. Parker, do you have any objections?"

I exhaled and shook my head.

And just like that, Beth was about to take the stand.

_________________________________

The Courtroom War: Beth Takes the Stand

I had been through months of nonsense--manipulative therapy, legal acrobatics, and enough emotional whiplash to qualify for a lawsuit--but nothing made my stomach tighten quite like watching my daughter walk up to the witness stand.

Beth was tough, sharp, and too smart for her age, but she was still sixteen. I hated that she had to do this.

She sat down, folding her hands in her lap, and met the judge's gaze with a steady, unflinching stare. No sarcasm. No act. Just Beth, ready to say her piece.

The judge gave her a small nod. "Miss Parker, thank you for being here today. I just want to ask you some questions regarding your living situation and relationship with your parents. Do you understand?"

Beth nodded. "Yes, sir."

Monica's lawyer stood, trying for a warm, understanding tone. "Beth, I know this is difficult for you. Can you tell us about your relationship with your mother?"

Beth exhaled through her nose. "Before or after she cheated?"

Monica stiffened. The lawyer's jaw twitched, but he kept his voice level. "Let's start with before."

Beth shifted slightly in her chair. "She was my mom. She drove me to school, made sure I did my homework, told me to eat vegetables. We weren't best friends or anything, but... she was there."

Monica looked hopeful. Like maybe this wasn't going to be as bad as she thought.

Her lawyer smiled. "And after?"

Beth's face hardened. "After, everything changed." She turned slightly in Monica's direction but didn't look at her. "She was the one person who was supposed to be on our side. But she lied. She threw away our family like it didn't matter." Her voice wavered, just for a second. "And then she wanted us to pretend everything was fine."

Monica's eyes glistened. "Beth, that's not fair--"

Beth's head snapped toward her. "Not fair?" She let out a short, bitter laugh. "Mom, I was fourteen. You didn't just cheat on Dad. You cheated on all of us."

A heavy silence filled the courtroom. Even Monica's lawyer hesitated before continuing. "Beth, I understand you're hurt, but surely you miss your mother?"

Beth swallowed, looking down at her hands. "I miss the mom I thought I had." She looked back up, and this time, her voice didn't waver. "Not the one who made me feel like I wasn't enough."

Monica flinched as if Beth had slapped her.

The lawyer cleared his throat. "Beth, do you think cutting your mother out of your life completely is a healthy decision?"

Beth's expression hardened. "Was cheating on my dad a healthy decision?"

A sharp intake of breath echoed from somewhere in the gallery. The lawyer quickly looked at the judge, hoping for an objection, but the judge just sighed and motioned for him to continue.

"Beth," he tried again, "do you think there's any path forward for you and your mother?"

Beth exhaled slowly. "Ask me again when she stops pretending this isn't her fault."

The lawyer had nothing left. He turned back to the judge. "No further questions."

Beth stepped down and walked back to the table, sitting next to me without looking at Monica.

I leaned over, whispering, "You okay?"

She nodded, but she didn't smile. "Yeah."

_________________________________

The Courtroom War: The Judge's Ruling

The courtroom was silent. You could hear a pin drop--or in my case, the barely-contained joy vibrating off my soul. The judge sat back in his chair, hands folded, looking entirely exhausted from the circus he had just presided over.

He cleared his throat, glancing between me, Monica, and the room full of people who had just witnessed Beth verbally body-slam her mother.

"I've heard enough," he finally said.

Oh, thank God.

The judge adjusted his glasses and turned to Monica's lawyer. "Counselor, after reviewing the evidence, the testimonies, and frankly, the absurdity of what I just sat through, I see no reason to modify the original divorce settlement."

I almost fist-pumped in open court.

Monica, on the other hand, looked like she had just been personally victimized by reality.

The judge continued, flipping through his notes. "It is clear to me that Mrs. Parker had ample opportunity to negotiate her terms prior to this hearing, and yet she chose not to. The argument that she was 'emotionally coerced' into signing the original settlement holds no merit."

Monica's lawyer shifted uncomfortably but said nothing.

I, however, couldn't resist. I leaned over to James and whispered, "Do I send flowers or just a thank-you card to the judge's chambers?"

James smirked. "Just shut up and let this play out."

The judge kept going. "Furthermore, testimony--especially that of Miss Parker--has made it clear that there is no reasonable expectation of a shared custody arrangement."

Beth casually scrolled on her phone, completely unbothered. I'm pretty sure she was texting Traci updates in real time.

The judge sighed deeply, rubbing his temple like he was seconds away from early retirement. "Mrs. Parker, while I understand your frustration with the terms, you made choices, and those choices have consequences. I see no legal grounds to grant any additional spousal support or revised custody agreements."

Monica's jaw clenched, her fingers gripping the table like she was physically restraining herself from throwing something.

I sat there, hands folded neatly, looking like the picture of inner peace.

The judge glanced at both sides. "Do either party have any final remarks before I close proceedings?"

James gently nudged me under the table, which I knew meant 'Don't say anything stupid, Travis.'

So instead of going with my original idea of pulling out an airhorn to celebrate, I just shook my head.

"No, Your Honor," James said smoothly.

Monica's lawyer looked at her, probably hoping for a reasonable response. Big mistake.

Monica stood abruptly. "This isn't fair!" she blurted out, her voice on the edge of a full-blown tantrum.

The judge raised an eyebrow. "Mrs. Parker--"

"He gets to walk away with everything, and I get nothing?" she continued, her voice shrill enough to shatter glass.

I muttered under my breath, "You get to walk away with Big Rick. That's something."

James pinched his nose, probably regretting every life decision that led him to representing me.

The judge's patience evaporated. "Mrs. Parker, sit down. Now."

Monica huffed loudly, throwing herself into her chair like a teenager whose mom just said she couldn't go to the mall.

The judge let out one final exhausted sigh. "In conclusion, the original divorce agreement remains in place. This case is now closed."

The gavel hit the desk. Boom. Done. Over.

I let out a slow exhale, then turned to James. "So, this is what victory tastes like?"

He chuckled. "Yes. And it tastes expensive."

I smirked. "Worth every penny."

As we stood, Beth leaned over. "Dad, can we stop for ice cream on the way home? You know, to celebrate."

I grinned. "Damn right we can."

Monica stormed past me, muttering curses under her breath. I gave her a polite nod. "Hey, good game."

She flipped me off.

James sighed. "Let's go before you say something that gets you sued."

And just like that, I walked out of the courtroom, a free man.

_________________________________

Notes from the Wyld

I'm too busy working on Forbidden Planet fan fiction to write a note for this story. You'll have to imagine I wrote something clever and insightful--maybe next time!


Travis Parker vs. Not-Date Date

Notes from the Wyld (Please don't bother commenting that I said no more notes):

After completing Melody's Silence and Cycles, I found myself returning to writing about Travis Parker as a way to reset and reconnect with the type of storytelling that has always brought me joy. Writing Travis is like revisiting an old friend--his dry wit, resilience, and knack for sarcastic introspection make him endlessly entertaining to explore. The Day the Wi-Fi Betrayed Me initially set the tone for Travis's voice, and with each story since, I've delved deeper into his world. Taking a break from the intense emotional weight of Melody's Silence and the layered narrative of Cycles made coming back to Travis feel like a creative palate cleanse. His unapologetically honest perspective, even in the face of heartbreak, resonates with a raw authenticity that I love capturing. Whether he's navigating the aftermath of a brutal divorce, battling courtroom antics, or finding unexpected moments of humor, Travis's journey continues to challenge and inspire me as a writer. Returning to his story isn't just about finishing what I started--it's about honoring a character who has grown with me and reflecting on the resilience that lives within all of us.

Most important about the tales of Travis is getting my wife of 31 years to laugh. Without her editing skills, I would probably have a story more akin to a word search.

READY, SET, GO!

________________________________

Travis Parker:

Life has a funny way of knocking you on your ass when you least expect it. One minute, you're cruising through the so-called "happily ever after," complete with the suburban house, the family dog, and the white picket fence. The next, you're dividing assets, changing streaming service passwords out of spite, and wondering how you missed all the glaring red flags. Divorce wasn't exactly on my vision board. But, well, here I am -- single, in my mid 40s, and trying to remember what it's like to have a conversation that doesn't involve negotiations over custody schedules for Beth or who gets to keep the good blender. Spoiler alert: It wasn't me.

To be fair, the writing had been on the wall long before the lawyers got involved. Monica and I had grown into something more like begrudging roommates than partners. By the end, even small talk felt like verbal combat. The thing about infidelity is that once the trust is gone, there's no rewinding. Finding out your wife is having an affair with Big Rick the Gym Guy was the kind of cinematic twist I wouldn't even believe if it were in a bad Lifetime movie. But that's what happened. And once the divorce dust settled, I wasn't left with much except the house, the memories, and a growing addiction to late night action movies from the 90s.

Then, there were the kids. Traci, Francis, and Beth. My three reasons for not completely falling apart. Traci, my oldest, is stubborn as hell, definitely inherited that from me. She's still processing everything, protective as always, and not exactly Monica's biggest fan these days. Francis is... well, Francis. College-bound, protein-shake obsessed, and probably one missed gym day away from writing a strongly-worded letter to the dumbbell industry. And then there's Beth. Sixteen going on thirty. She's the one who still leaves me sarcastic post-it notes on the fridge and gives unsolicited fashion advice like it's her civic duty. They've all handled the chaos in their own ways, and somehow, we're still standing.

Now, though? Now I'm trying to figure out what's next. I wasn't exactly itching to jump back into the dating pool, but life -- or maybe Maggie -- had other plans. What started as a straightforward vendor and government liaison relationship turned into something... more. Maggie works for one of those three-letter agencies overseeing a project I'm tangled up in, but somewhere between the status reports and endless meetings, she became something else -- someone I could talk to. Someone who actually listened when I vented about the disaster that was my marriage. She laughed at my sarcastic takes on therapy, gave brutally honest advice, and somehow didn't run for the hills when I was at my lowest.

---------------------------

There's a certain peace in having your Friday night routine down to a science. I'd cracked open a cold one, planted myself on the couch, and was halfway through an explosions-per-minute action flick that even the characters knew made no sense.

And then my phone buzzed.

Maggie: "Hey, got any plans tomorrow?"

I stared at the message. Maggie was never one for small talk. Normally, her texts read like she was delivering classified intel -- straight to the point, no unnecessary punctuation. The fact that she didn't open with, "Need to discuss the Parker Project. 0800 hours." was unsettling.

I texted back.

Me: "Why? You need backup for a secret mission?"

Maggie: "Not exactly. Thought we could hang out. Grab some food. Walk around the downtown festival."

Okay. That was suspicious. Festivals meant people. Crowds. Cotton candy. Maybe even one of those creepy guys on stilts. Maggie didn't "do" festivals. She "observed" them like she was gathering evidence for a top-secret report on human behavior.

I squinted at the phone like it would confess something to me. Maybe she lost a bet. Maybe this was a punishment.

Me: "Sounds suspiciously like a date."

Maggie: "Please. If I wanted a date, I'd find a guy who doesn't think fast food counts as meal prep."

Ouch. But fair.

Me: "Fine. But I'm calling it a "Not-Date." "

Maggie: "Deal. See you at noon. "

And just like that, I had a Not-Date on the calendar.

No expectations. No pressure. Just two friends, enjoying the sights and sounds of a downtown festival. Definitely not something people in rom-coms did before they accidentally fell in love.

Nope. Not a chance.

The next day, I pulled into the small, trendy café Maggie suggested. It was one of those places where everything on the menu had a name like "Avocado Nirvana" or "Zen Kale Bowl." The people inside probably paid $12 for coffee just to say they did.

But Maggie was already at a corner table, sipping something green and suspiciously healthy. I walked over, raising an eyebrow at the slime-colored beverage.

"Is that...radioactive ooze?" I asked, sliding into the seat across from her.

She smirked. "Matcha latte. It's like coffee, but it makes you feel superior."

"Mission accomplished," I said, waving down the server. "I'll take a black coffee and whatever has the most bacon."

Maggie rolled her eyes. "Shocking."

The server nodded and left, leaving me alone with Maggie's amused stare. She looked good -- not that I was noticing. Okay, fine, I was noticing. Her hair was tied back, and she wore a simple, fitted green sweater that brought out her eyes. Totally platonic observation.

"So," I said, "tell me the truth. Did someone bet you to invite me here?"

She sipped her latte. "Maybe. Or maybe I thought you could use a little sunlight. You know, for vitamin D. People can't survive on takeout and sarcasm alone."

"That's where you're wrong." I grinned. "Sarcasm has trace minerals."

She snorted, nearly choking on her drink. I gave myself an internal high five.

The food arrived soon after -- my plate piled high with eggs, bacon, and enough buttered toast to intimidate any cardiologist. Maggie, naturally, had a small, picturesque plate of something that looked like a salad but pretended to be breakfast.

"You know," I said through a mouthful of bacon, "if I ever get hit by a bus, the doctors will find that my body was 80% this exact meal."

Maggie gave a dry laugh. "And 20% regret."

"That goes without saying."

We kept up the light-hearted banter, talking about work, ridiculous neighbors, and my uncanny ability to attract disaster wherever I went. She made me laugh -- really laugh -- in that way you only do when you're comfortable.

And that's when I realized how rare that feeling had been lately.

After brunch, Maggie and I wandered through the maze of tents and booths lining the festival streets. The smell of fried everything lingered in the air, mingling with the distant sound of a mediocre cover band that had committed musical crimes against Journey.

"This," I said, motioning to the chaos around us, "is how people end up with terrible purchases like metal lawn art and life-sized wooden owls."

Maggie smirked. "Oh no, I'm dragging you to every booth. We're getting the full festival experience."

"I knew it. You're a monster."

She rolled her eyes and grabbed my arm, leading me toward a stand with aggressively vibrant tie-dye shirts. A man in a straw hat, who I assumed was the self-proclaimed Tie-Dye Guru, gave us a wide grin.

"You two are just adorable," he said, with all the confidence of a man who probably meditated to whale sounds. "Matching couple shirts?"

Before I could object, Maggie gasped dramatically. "Oh no! We didn't coordinate. How will we ever recover?"

"Tragic," I deadpanned. "We'll be the scandal of the festival."

The guru cackled like he'd never heard sarcasm before. "Love is all about color! You can't go wrong with a little tie-dye harmony."

"I'll keep that in mind," I muttered as Maggie pulled me away, still laughing.

"You handled that well," she teased.

"I try," I said. "But I think we're at level two of 'people assuming we're a couple.'"

"Oh, absolutely." She grinned. "Next stop, uncomfortable comments from elderly vendors."

Sure enough, at the next booth, a grandmotherly woman selling homemade jams and jellies gave us a once-over and clasped her hands together.

"You two remind me of my husband and me when we were young," she said wistfully. "The way you look at each other."

I blinked. "Oh, I'm pretty sure I was just admiring your blueberry jam."

"Nonsense," she said, shoving a jar into my hands. "True love is like a good jam -- it takes time to sweeten."

Maggie, ever the composed one, nodded sagely. "Wise words."

"Oh, you're enjoying this," I whispered as we walked away.

"A little." She smiled. "Okay, a lot."

We passed through rows of local artisans, dodged a troupe of jugglers who were clearly testing their insurance coverage, and lingered by a tent selling aggressively overpriced scented candles.

"I think we're up to level three," I said, inhaling something labeled 'Midnight Lavender Forest Storm.'

"Which level is that?" Maggie asked.

"The one where people ask when we're getting married."

She grinned. "Perfect. Let's keep going."

I shook my head, but I couldn't deny that I was having a good time. The festival, with all its weirdness and awkward couple assumptions, had managed to distract me from the looming divorce decree. For the first time in months, I felt... normal.

Until, of course, we passed the booth that sealed my fate.

A woman in a billowy purple robe, with enough bangles to set off airport security, locked eyes with me from across the street. A crooked sign read:

"Madame Serena -- Fortune Teller. Past, Present, and Future!"

"Oh no," I said.

"Oh yes," Maggie corrected, already steering me toward the tent. "We are absolutely doing this."

"I regret everything."

She smiled sweetly. "Too late."

And with that, we stepped into the unknown.

The tent was exactly what you'd expect if someone had Googled "stereotypical psychic setup" and hit purchase all. Heavy purple curtains draped the walls, a table covered in dark velvet dominated the center, and the whole place smelled like incense and questionable life choices.

A crystal ball -- because of course there was a crystal ball -- gleamed under the dim glow of a flickering lamp.

And seated behind it, Madame Serena herself.

She was a petite woman with frizzy black hair and a suspicious amount of gold jewelry. She looked like she belonged in a mystery movie, specifically as the character who says, "The cards never lie!" right before someone gets dramatically poisoned.

"Welcome," she purred, extending her hands theatrically. "I see two souls seeking answers."

"More like a couple of people killing time before the fried dough stand opens," I muttered.

Maggie elbowed me. "Play nice."

"Please, sit," Madame Serena said, motioning to the chairs. "The universe has brought you here for a reason."

"The universe or Maggie?" I deadpanned, but I sat down anyway.

Madame Serena smiled knowingly, as if I had just revealed my darkest secrets instead of a mild attempt at humor. She stared at Maggie and me with such intensity that I briefly wondered if she could, in fact, see into my soul. Spoiler: My soul was 90% sarcasm.

"Ah," she said dramatically, peering at us. "You are not... lovers."

"Nope," I replied quickly. "Just friends."

She narrowed her eyes. "But are you sure?"

"Oh, I'm pretty sure," I said, feeling like I'd just walked into a romantic comedy death trap.

Maggie, to her credit, remained entirely unfazed. "What else do you see?"

Madame Serena's fingers hovered over the crystal ball like she was tuning a radio to the spirit world. Then, without even pretending to glance into it, she stared directly at me.

"You carry the weight of betrayal," she said ominously.

I stiffened. "Wow. Lucky guess. Did you Google me before we came in here?"

She ignored me. "But... your heart is still open. Searching. Though it may deny it, it longs for something it believes it cannot have."

Maggie smirked, enjoying this far too much. "And what might that be?"

Madame Serena's eyes gleamed. "Love."

I immediately coughed. "Or indigestion. Hard to tell sometimes."

Maggie elbowed me again, harder this time. "Focus."

Madame Serena pressed on. "I see a bond. Strong. Formed not only through hardship but laughter. Comfort. And... attraction."

"Wow." I gestured to the crystal ball. "That thing sure is opinionated."

"You deflect," Madame Serena said, wagging a ring-covered finger at me. "But even the most stubborn heart cannot deny the truth forever."

Maggie raised an eyebrow at me, clearly amused. "Stubborn heart? Sound familiar?"

"Oh, not at all," I said. "She's probably referring to my unwavering devotion to bacon."

Madame Serena, however, was not done. She leaned in closer, her voice lowering to a dramatic whisper. "You both stand at a crossroads. One path is familiar, comfortable. The other... uncertain, but full of possibility."

She paused, letting the words hang in the air.

"And which path will we choose?" Maggie asked, entirely playing along.

Madame Serena's smile returned. "Only you can decide."

I tried not to roll my eyes, but it was a struggle. "Well, thanks for the cryptic life advice. Can I get a punch card? Do five vague fortunes, get the sixth free?"

Maggie laughed, but Madame Serena didn't even flinch. "The heart knows," she said softly. "You may try to ignore it, but it will not be ignored forever."

With that, she gestured to the entrance, apparently declaring the session over.

"Cool. Super helpful," I said, standing up. "Next time, I'm going to the booth where they make balloon animals. At least they're upfront about the nonsense."

Maggie shook her head, still chuckling, and followed me out. As the sunlight hit us, I exhaled dramatically. "Well, that was enlightening. I'm now 100% certain I've wasted ten minutes of my life."

"Come on," Maggie said with a grin. "You have to admit she was a little... spot on."

"Please. She's probably used that line on every couple today. 'You stand at a crossroads. Choose the love path. Blah, blah, fate.'"

Maggie tilted her head. "And what if she's right?"

I froze for a second too long. "Then I guess I'll need to watch out for mysterious crossroads signs. Maybe they'll come with a 'Free Wi-Fi' symbol."

Maggie rolled her eyes, but the thought lingered.

And deep down -- not that I'd admit it -- I couldn't shake the feeling that Madame Serena had seen right through me.

The festival had started to wind down by late afternoon. The cover band had mercifully stopped playing, replaced by a small acoustic duo that actually seemed to understand what rhythm was.

Maggie and I wandered along the quieter side streets, dodging stray bits of confetti and leftover popcorn bags. The earlier buzz of the crowd had faded, leaving a far more peaceful atmosphere. It would've been perfect--if not for the echo of Madame Serena's words still bouncing around in my head.

"The heart knows."

Yeah, well, I wished it would shut up.

"So," Maggie said, breaking the silence. "Admit it. You're a little freaked out."

I scoffed, though I'm sure the unconvincing tone didn't do me any favors. "Freaked out? Please. Madame Serena's crystal ball probably runs on AA batteries."

Maggie smirked. "She did seem to get under your skin a bit."

"Not at all," I said, perhaps a little too quickly. "I've just never been a fan of fake wisdom and ominous hand gestures."

"Really?" Maggie's grin grew. "Because I'm pretty sure you looked like you were about to leap out of your chair when she mentioned that 'bond' thing."

"Pfft. What bond? We're just two people who share a common interest in mocking ridiculous situations."

"Oh, absolutely," she said, her grin lingering.

We strolled in comfortable silence for a few moments. The breeze was cool, tugging at the loose strands of Maggie's hair. The sky had shifted to that soft golden hue -- the kind you see in romantic movies right before someone makes an emotionally reckless decision.

"So," Maggie finally said, her voice quieter now. "What's next for you?"

"Besides the obvious?" I ran a hand through my hair. "Wait for the divorce decree to come through. Then... figure out what life looks like after all of this."

She nodded slowly. "You ever think about what it's going to be like once you don't have Monica's drama hanging over you?"

I sighed. "I guess I'll finally get to see what 'normal' looks like."

Maggie tilted her head. "And what's normal for Travis Parker?"

I was about to respond with some half-baked joke about watching 90s action movies and eating pizza on the couch, but the words didn't come.

Because the truth was, I wasn't entirely sure. For so long, surviving had been the goal. Now that freedom was within reach, I wasn't certain what I'd do with it.

"Maybe," I said softly, "normal looks a little like this."

I meant it as a casual comment, but the second it left my mouth, I regretted it. Maggie's eyes flicked to mine, and the air between us shifted. It wasn't dramatic like the movies -- no swelling music or slow-motion gazes -- just this quiet, undeniable current pulling us closer.

Her face softened, her lips parting slightly. The sunlight caught in her hair, and for the first time in what felt like forever, I wasn't thinking about courts, lawyers, or regret.

I was just thinking about her.

The space between us narrowed, and for a heartbeat, I swore we were about to--

BRRRING.

My phone. Of course.

I pulled back like I'd been caught committing a felony. Maggie blinked, clearing her throat as I fumbled for my phone.

"Sorry," I muttered, checking the screen. Francis. Perfect timing, as always.

"You should get that," she said, her voice laced with amusement -- and maybe a little relief.

"Yeah." I stood, still feeling the lingering warmth of how close we'd been. "Could be important."

Or, knowing Francis, it could be a meme of a raccoon in a cowboy hat. Fifty-fifty shot.

"Hey," Maggie called as I answered the phone. "Next time, no phones allowed."

I grinned, though my heart was still pounding. "Next time, huh?"

She smiled, and just like that, the moment passed. But I had a feeling we weren't quite done with whatever the hell this was.

Not by a long shot.

I pulled into my driveway later that evening, the hum of my car engine dying down as I sat there for a moment, staring at the porch light. The house looked... peaceful. For once, there was no drama, no unexpected visits, no threats of "discussing things like adults."



It was just me. And that was supposed to feel like a relief.

But my thoughts weren't in the driveway. They were still at the festival.

I replayed the moment over and over, the warmth of Maggie's smile, the way she leaned just close enough that I could count the freckles across her nose. For a split second, it was like the universe had given me a nudge, whispering, "Hey, idiot, maybe stop pretending you're not into her."

And then Francis -- bless his terrible timing -- had yanked me right back to reality.

I let out a groan and banged my head lightly against the steering wheel. "Smooth, Travis. Real smooth."

The thing is, I'd convinced myself for months that Maggie was just a friend. A good friend, sure. Someone I could talk to without judgment, who gave great advice and only occasionally implied I should be locked in a padded room. But that was it. Right?

Except now, I wasn't so sure.

I headed inside, greeted by the faint hum of the refrigerator and the sound of the neighbor's dog barking at what I could only assume was the wind. Tossing my keys on the counter, I kicked off my shoes and slumped onto the couch.

My phone buzzed. Probably Francis following up on whatever nonsense he had called about earlier. But when I picked it up, my stomach did a small, uninvited flip.

Maggie: "Had fun today. You survived the psychic. Proud of you."

I smirked. Proud of me. Like I'd just crossed the finish line of an emotional marathon.

Me: "Barely. Pretty sure Madame Serena's spirit guide still owes me an apology."

The dots appeared. Then disappeared. Then came back.

Maggie: "Next time, we'll get our fortunes told by a magician. Less existential dread, more rabbits in hats. Next time."

There it was again. That easy confidence in the idea that we'd do this again -- whatever "this" was.

I considered my reply carefully. Something witty. Maybe a callback joke. But instead, I went with honesty.

Me: "I really did have fun. Thanks, Maggie."

The dots flickered one more time.

Maggie: "Me too. Sleep well, Parker."

I set my phone down, the smile lingering longer than I'd like to admit.

But as much as I wanted to ride that moment into a pleasant night of uninterrupted sleep, my brain wasn't having it. Because lurking just under that happiness was a question I couldn't shake.

What if I hadn't pulled away?

What if I'd ignored the phone and just... leaned in?

Would we have kissed?

And what the hell would that have meant?

The thought was enough to keep me awake, staring at the ceiling and wondering if maybe -- just maybe -- I wasn't as "over everything" as I claimed to be.

The next morning, I stumbled into the kitchen, still half-asleep and determined to locate coffee before my brain attempted any more self-reflection. The aroma of caffeine was the only thing keeping me upright.

Just as I poured my first cup, my phone buzzed again.

Maggie: "Brunch. Today. No excuses."

I blinked.

Was this... a follow-up Not-Date?

Me: "I thought you said no phones next time. What happened to enforcing rules?"

Maggie: "I'll allow it. But if you're late, I'm picking your order for you. And it will involve kale."

"Kale." The devil's lettuce.

I downed half my coffee and typed back.

Me: "On my way. But I swear, if there's kale, I'm filing a restraining order."

An hour later, I sat across from Maggie once again, the déjà vu almost laughable. This time, the café had the hum of a weekend crowd, the clink of forks and laughter mixing with the scent of overpriced espresso.

"You really do love dragging me to places like this," I teased.

"Consider it character development," she replied, grinning.

And just like that, whatever weirdness I'd felt the night before evaporated. We fell into easy conversation, the kind that made me forget there had ever been tension at all.

But even as I laughed at one of Maggie's quips, a tiny voice at the back of my mind refused to stay quiet.

This wasn't a date.

But maybe... it could be.

A week had passed since the festival, and despite my best efforts, I hadn't managed to shake the memory of that almost-kiss. Every time I thought I had it locked away, my brain helpfully replayed it in crystal-clear HD, like some twisted internal movie marathon.

Maggie and I had texted a few times since then -- the usual sarcastic back-and-forth, complete with her threats of kale-based punishment for any bad behavior. But something was... different. I could feel it. The shift. Like we'd crossed into new territory without either of us daring to put a name to it.

And now, here I was. Back at our usual bar.

Maggie was already there, sitting in the booth we'd practically claimed as ours over the last several months. A half-empty glass of something dark rested in front of her, and she had that familiar Maggie look -- half-observant, half-amused, like she could predict my next move before I even made it.

I slid into the seat across from her, immediately clocking the mischievous glint in her eyes.

"What?" I asked, narrowing mine.

"You're late," she said, tapping the rim of her glass. "I was this close to ordering you something with 'detox' in the name."

"I would've taken it as a personal attack," I shot back. "And a hate crime against bacon."

She grinned. "Lucky for you, I'm feeling merciful."

We clinked our glasses -- mine now filled with something that could pass as beer, though the odds were 50/50 it was hipster craft nonsense with a name like 'Hazy Hop Redemption.'

For a while, we chatted like normal. Talked about work. Lamented the latest corporate buzzwords infiltrating her office. ('Synergy' was apparently back from the dead, like a bad horror franchise.)

But eventually, the conversation slowed. And that unspoken thing -- the one I'd been trying to ignore all week -- settled itself between us.

"So," Maggie said, her tone light but deliberate. "Are we gonna talk about it?"

I blinked. "Talk about what? The fact that I saw a grown man order a kale margarita at the bar earlier?"

"Travis." She gave me the look. "You know what."

There it was. The dreaded confrontation. I could practically hear the courtroom gavel in my head. 'State your feelings, Mr. Parker.'

I sighed, setting my glass down. "Alright. Fine. The festival. The... almost thing."

She nodded. "The almost thing."

"Well," I said, clearing my throat. "It was... a moment. One that probably wouldn't have happened if my phone wasn't determined to be the world's worst chaperone."

"Or," she countered, "maybe it would've happened eventually. Phone or no phone."

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Because she wasn't wrong. I'd spent so much time brushing everything off as 'just friends' that I hadn't stopped to consider what was really happening.

"Okay," I admitted, "so maybe the psychic wasn't totally wrong. Maybe there is... something."

Maggie raised an eyebrow. "A 'something.' That's the best you've got?"

"I'm a man of great eloquence," I deadpanned.

She snorted. "Clearly."

We fell into silence again. But this time, it wasn't uncomfortable. It was the kind of silence that asked a question without words. So what now?

"Well," I said, leaning back, "we could pretend it didn't happen. Go back to being two perfectly normal people who mock kale enthusiasts and bad psychics."

"True."

"Or," I continued, "we could do the insane thing and... see where this goes."

Maggie tilted her head, pretending to mull it over. "And how would we do that, exactly?"

I smirked. "I propose... a second Not-Date. Fully sanctioned. No psychic interference. No phones. Just us. Purely scientific, of course."

"Scientific?"

"For research purposes."

She grinned. "Naturally."

"Strictly data collection."

"Oh, definitely."

We both knew neither of us believed a word of it.

"Alright, Parker," she said, raising her glass once more. "You're on. But be warned -- if you pull any of that almost-kiss nonsense again, I might not let you off the hook next time."

I clinked my glass against hers, a grin tugging at the corner of my mouth.

"I'll take my chances."

And for the first time in a long time, I wasn't thinking about court dates, settlements, or regrets. Just Maggie.

And perhaps -- that wasn't such a bad thing.

----------------------------

They say planning a first date is like assembling IKEA furniture -- complicated, confusing, and at the end of it, someone's definitely crying. Preferably not me. I sat on my couch, phone in hand, Googling "first date ideas" like I was trying to crack the Da Vinci Code.

"Romantic dinner by candlelight?" Nope. Too cliché.

"Scenic hiking trail?" Also no. The only thing I wanted to climb was out of this impending awkwardness.

"Paint-and-sip night?" Absolutely not. Knowing me, I'd end up painting something that would haunt Maggie's dreams for years.

I sighed and tossed my phone aside. Then, like a specter summoned by my despair, Beth peeked her head around the corner.

"Okay, spill," she said, hands on her hips. "You've been staring at that phone for, like, an hour. Planning your retirement?"

"Very funny," I grumbled. "I'm trying to plan a date."

Her eyes lit up. "Oh my God. A date date?"

"Not a date date," I corrected, even though it was totally a date date. "Just a... casual outing. With Maggie. Nothing serious."

Beth snorted. "Yeah, because 'casual' always involves this much panicking."

She plopped down next to me, visibly thrilled. I regretted letting her in on this. I should've just said I was researching local tax laws. That would've been a safer bet.

"Okay, Dad," she said, crossing her arms. "What's the plan so far?"

"Uh... food. Possibly drinks. I might throw in some banter if I'm feeling wild."

Beth rolled her eyes. "Great. Really aiming for that 'guy who forgot the anniversary' vibe. Come on, you need to make an impression!"

"And by impression, you mean?"

She gave me the most exaggerated shrug. "I don't know. Not die of embarrassment? Maybe charm her. Or, you know, not compare the restaurant décor to a hostage negotiation room."

"That happened one time," I muttered.

"And yet," she replied, smirking.

By the time the day arrived, I had cycled through three possible outfits, four confidence pep talks, and one existential crisis about my receding hairline.

"Why is this so complicated?" I mumbled, staring at my reflection.

Beth, lounging on my bed like she had nothing better to do, shot me a grin. "Because you're out of practice. Face it, Dad. Your last first date was probably back when dinosaurs were still filling out W-2 forms."

"Thanks, sweetheart. Really boosting morale."

She sat up, twirling her hair. "You look fine. Maggie already likes you. You don't need to overthink this."

"I'm not overthinking." I tugged at my collar. "I'm strategically evaluating my options."

Beth snorted. "Yeah, you're like the military strategist of awkward flirting."

"That's the spirit," I said dryly, but even I had to laugh.

By the time I grabbed my keys, I felt... well, still nervous, but slightly less like I was going to reenact a rom-com disaster. Progress.

"Break a leg," Beth called. "But, like, metaphorically. Please don't actually break anything. Insurance rates are bad enough."

"Noted," I replied, and with that, I was out the door.

Maggie was already waiting at the bar when I arrived. She wore a black dress that wasn't overly fancy but definitely not her standard work attire. She looked... good. Great, actually. Like I'd somehow managed to convince a woman way out of my league to spend time with me.

"Hey," she said, her smile easy and warm. "You made it."

"Of course," I said, channeling my inner smooth talker. "I mean, unless I got lost and stumbled into an elaborate parallel universe. Then this could be awkward."

She laughed, and just like that, the nerves simmered down a little.

We grabbed a table, ordered drinks, and launched into conversation. Maggie was easy to talk to -- sharp, funny, and not afraid to tease me when I deserved it. Which, judging by her smirks, was often.

"So," she said, swirling her wine. "What was your worst date ever?"

I grinned. "Okay, there was this one time in college. Thought it'd be charming to take a girl to one of those hole-in-the-wall diners. Turns out the 'hole' was more literal than expected -- ceiling tiles missing, sketchy wiring, the works."

Maggie's eyes gleamed with amusement. "Let me guess. Food poisoning?"

"Oh no. Worse. Mid-burger, the owner's parrot escaped and dive-bombed my date's head. I had to fend off a literal bird assault with a plastic menu."

She laughed so hard she nearly spilled her drink. "You're kidding."

"I wish."

And just like that, the awkwardness was gone.

The food arrived, and for the most part, everything was going well -- until the waiter, a cheerful guy who looked a little too excited to be there, grinned at us.

"So! Are we celebrating anything special tonight?"

I froze. Maggie blinked. The waiter's grin widened.

Oh no. He thought we were celebrating an anniversary. Or maybe an engagement. Or something equally horrifying.

"Um--" I began, my brain short-circuiting. "Yeah! We're... celebrating!"

Maggie shot me a look.

The waiter beamed. "Fantastic! I'll bring out a dessert on the house."

As he walked away, Maggie raised an eyebrow. "Celebrating what, exactly?"

I scrambled. "Uh, celebrating... surviving the week? Paying taxes on time? Successfully not yelling at birds?"

She burst out laughing. "Smooth, Travis. Real smooth."

"Hey," I said, raising my glass. "Here's to spontaneous celebrations."

"To surviving the week," she teased, clinking her glass against mine.

By the end of the night, we were lingering outside the bar. The air was crisp, the city lights glowing. The awkward question hung between us -- was this the end? A hug? A kiss? The classic "I'll text you later" move?

Maggie smirked, clearly amused by my hesitation. "Well, this wasn't terrible."

"High praise," I joked.

She stepped a little closer, her eyes gleaming. "I guess we could do it again sometime."

"Only if celebratory desserts are involved," I replied.

And just like that, we both laughed. No overthinking. No agonizing. Just two people figuring it out.

"Goodnight, Travis," she said softly.

"Goodnight, Maggie."

And for once, I didn't feel like the guy who'd been through the wringer. I felt like I could do this whole dating thing again.

------------------

I knew something was up the moment I walked into the coffee shop. The place was buzzing with the low hum of espresso machines and chatter, but my focus zeroed in on the far corner booth -- the one occupied by Traci, Beth, and Francis.

They looked like they were staging a military intervention.

Traci, in particular, had that steely-eyed determination I'd learned to fear since she was about five years old. Francis leaned back, doing his best to look casual, though the glint of amusement in his eyes betrayed him. And Beth? She was grinning like the cat that caught the canary.

"Why do I feel like I just walked into a courtroom?" I asked, setting my coffee down and sliding into the empty seat.

"Because you did," Traci said, without missing a beat. "And the defendant is you."

Beth nodded sagely. "We're calling this a fact-finding mission."

I sipped my coffee, squinting at them. "Fact-finding? About what?"

Francis snorted. "Oh, I don't know. Maybe the fact that you've been spending an awful lot of time with Maggie lately."

Ah. There it was.

"I knew this was coming," I muttered. "You guys really have nothing better to do?"

Beth gasped, clutching her chest like I'd personally offended her. "Excuse me? Your emotional well-being is prime entertainment."

Traci arched a brow. "Besides, we're not here for entertainment. We're here for the truth."

"Oh, the truth," I deadpanned. "By all means, let's unveil this great conspiracy."

"Exhibit A," Traci declared, pulling out her phone like she was presenting evidence to a jury. "You and Maggie. Brunch. Twice last week."

"So?" I shrugged. "People eat brunch. It's a thing."

Beth leaned in. "Yeah, but people who are 'just friends' don't sit on the same side of the booth and share pancakes like it's some romantic 90s rom-com."

"That's--" I paused. "Okay, that's... not entirely true."

"Exhibit B," Francis chimed in, grinning. "You called Maggie 'Mags' the other day. I heard it. That's not a just-friends nickname."

I groaned. "It's a nickname! Not an engraved wedding ring."

"Oh, it's engraved alright," Beth teased. "Right into your smitten little heart."

"I'm not smitten," I protested. "I'm... cautiously optimistic."

Francis whistled. "Cautiously optimistic? Sounds a lot like emotionally compromised."

I sighed, leaning back. "Look, I don't know what you guys think is happening, but Maggie and I are just... figuring things out."

"Sure," Traci said, clearly unconvinced. "But are you actually figuring things out, or are you both doing that thing where you pretend not to like each other until someone snaps and kisses the other dramatically in the rain?"

"That's oddly specific," I said.

"Rom-com research," she quipped. "I'm very thorough."

Beth was practically vibrating with glee. "Dad, come on. You haven't looked this happy in... well, forever. Maggie's good for you. And you're clearly good for her."

Francis, ever the voice of reason -- except when he wasn't -- added, "We're just saying, if you like her, maybe don't overthink it."

"That's rich coming from you," I said. "You once spent two weeks debating whether you liked someone enough to buy her a milkshake."

"Milkshakes are a commitment," he defended. "But fine. Fair point."

They all stared at me expectantly, like three overly enthusiastic life coaches.

"So, what's the plan?" Traci asked. "Are you asking Maggie out on an official date?"

"We already went on a Not-Date," I mumbled. "Technically. And there was... an almost kiss."

The trio practically combusted.

"An almost kiss?!" Beth shrieked. "How are you just now mentioning this?!"

I held up my hands. "Because it didn't happen. My phone rang. Francis, actually. So, if anyone ruined it--"

"Oops," Francis said, grinning unapologetically. "My bad."

Traci shook her head in mock disappointment. "And you didn't immediately reschedule the almost kiss? Dad, we taught you better than this."

"You really didn't," I shot back.

The interrogation dragged on -- accusations of emotional cowardice, unsolicited pep talks, and wild speculation about my 'true feelings' for Maggie. I was tempted to call for a recess, but knowing them, they would just reconvene in my living room later.

"Fine," I finally said, cutting them off mid-analysis. "You want to know the truth? I like Maggie. A lot. And yes, maybe I'm overthinking it because I haven't done this whole dating thing in a long time. But I'm not rushing it. I'm taking my time because... I don't want to screw it up."

Silence. For the first time since I sat down, they didn't have a comeback.

Then Traci smiled. "Okay. That's fair."

"Totally fair," Beth added. "But still, don't wait forever. Rainstorms are unpredictable."

Francis grinned. "And if you need a dramatic boom box moment, I volunteer."

"Great," I said dryly. "I'll be sure to let Maggie know my personal chaos squad has officially signed off on our relationship."

"You're welcome."

Later that night, I got a text from Maggie.

Maggie: "Survived the friend inquisition, huh? "

I blinked. She knew?

Me: "Who told you?"

Maggie: "Francis may have sent a "We're investigating Dad" selfie. Looked very official. Great lighting."

Me: "Traitor."

Maggie: "So... what's the verdict?"



I smiled, thinking about the absurdity of it all. The truth was, they weren't entirely wrong.

Me: "Verdict is in. Friends think you're a terrible influence. Too charming. Highly dangerous. They recommend further investigation."

Her reply was immediate.

Maggie: "Well, in the interest of fairness, I suppose we should conduct a follow-up date. Purely for research purposes, of course."

Me: "Of course. Gotta keep things scientific."

Maggie: "Friday. 7 PM. Be there, Parker."

Me: "Wouldn't miss it."

And just like that, I had another date. Not a Not-Date. A real one.

They say planning an actual first date is like assembling a complicated piece of IKEA furniture without the instructions -- confusing, frustrating, and at the end of it, you're just left wondering if the whole thing was designed to break your spirit.

And if that wasn't bad enough, I realized I had been using an alarming number of IKEA metaphors lately.

What did that say about me? Was my entire outlook on relationships just a series of confusing assembly manuals and missing Allen wrenches? Had I somehow become the human embodiment of a poorly constructed coffee table?

"I swear," I muttered to myself, pacing my living room. "If I start comparing this date to the stability of a LACK side table, I'm turning myself in."

But really, could anyone blame me? Relationships are way too complicated. There's no helpful diagram with vague cartoon characters showing you how to navigate your emotional baggage. No easy-to-follow steps labeled 'Attach Past Trauma to Healthy Communication' with a cheerful thumbs-up at the end.

And unlike IKEA furniture, if a date goes wrong, you can't just shove it into a corner and call it "modern art."

Naturally, I did what any man in crisis would do -- I called in reinforcements.

Francis, my ever-so-helpful son, was the first to weigh in.

"Dinner's good," he said, crunching down on a fistful of chips like I wasn't standing in front of him mid-breakdown. "But not too fancy. You don't want to look like you're trying too hard."

"Trying too hard is literally the point," I retorted.

"Okay, but no movie," he added. "You can't talk during a movie, and it'll just make things awkward. Plus, what if she's one of those people who claps at the end?"

Fair point.

Then came Beth. Ever the enthusiastic chaos agent.

"Oh, you should take her to one of those mystery escape rooms," she suggested, barely suppressing her glee. "Nothing says romance like trying to solve a fake murder before a 'killer' gets you!"

I stared at her. "Beth, I'm not trying to trauma-bond."

She shrugged. "Suit yourself. Just don't take her somewhere boring, like that restaurant downtown where the breadsticks are harder than Dad jokes."

"Hey!" I protested. "My jokes are--"

Beth gave me a flat look. "You made an IKEA joke about your last breakup. I rest my case."

Touché.

By the time the day arrived, I was still wading through a mental swamp of indecision.

I'd settled on Giovanni's, a small Italian place downtown. Not too fancy, not too casual. Just the right level of "I put effort into this, but I'm not going to dramatically pull out a violin mid-dinner."

The real problem? Clothes.

I had three shirts laid out like a pathetic homage to a midlife fashion crisis.

- Blue: Classic. Safe. Also the exact shade of my last DMV photo.

- Gray: Effortlessly casual. Unfortunately, also the color of mild depression.

- Black: Sleek, but if I wore it, I'd look like I was either attending a funeral or plotting a hostile corporate takeover.

Beth, who had taken it upon herself to "supervise," lounged on my bed like an amused cat.

"Okay, Dad. What's the verdict?"

"I don't know," I groaned. "Why does it feel like I'm making a life-or-death decision over a button-up shirt?"

"Because you're overthinking," she said. "And because you have no game."

"I have game!"

"You once called a woman 'remarkably efficient' like she was a well-designed filing cabinet."

"...Okay. Mild game."

Beth smirked. "Look, just wear the blue one. You'll look like a responsible adult who hasn't emotionally imploded. Yet."

"Comforting."

She patted my shoulder. "That's what I'm here for."

Somehow, I managed to make it to Giovanni's on time. Maggie was already waiting, and when she smiled at me, I felt the nerves unravel just a little.

"You made it," she said.

"Only slightly tempted to fake a car breakdown," I joked. "But hey, commitment."

The restaurant had that cozy charm -- warm lighting, the occasional clinking of glasses, and a soundtrack of Italian music that made me irrationally crave breadsticks.

"So," Maggie started, swirling her wine. "On a scale of one to 'ready to flee,' how nervous are you?"

I grinned. "Moderate flight risk."

We talked. About work. About the ludicrous reality TV shows she secretly loved ("It's research," she claimed). And, of course, I shared my ongoing crisis over why I'd apparently become the IKEA philosopher of Charlotte.

"I swear," I said, "if I ever describe our relationship as a 'flat-pack experience,' you have permission to walk away."

Maggie laughed, nearly spilling her wine. "Deal."

And just like that, the night shifted. We settled into something easy, comfortable -- like a chair that only wobbles a little.

By the time we reached Maggie's car, I felt that familiar mix of post-date euphoria and crippling awkwardness.

Was this the part where I kissed her? Hugged her? Shook her hand like we'd just closed a very successful business merger?

Maggie leaned against her car, a playful smile tugging at her lips. "So... successful Friendship-versary?"

"Definitely," I said. "We may need a commemorative plaque. Maybe one with engraved emojis."

She laughed. "Next year. Same time?"

"Absolutely. Unless I'm dramatically kidnapped by a rogue IKEA cult."

"I'll start the search party," she quipped.

And then it happened. That perfect pause -- the one where both people are very aware of the 'to kiss or not to kiss' dilemma.

I panicked. Obviously.

"So, uh," I stammered. "Goodnight hug? High-five? Elaborate secret handshake?"

Maggie rolled her eyes but stepped closer. "Or -- and hear me out -- we could just kiss like normal adults."

"That... works too."

She kissed me, and it wasn't fireworks or slow-motion movie magic. It was better. It was warm, real, and slightly minty, thanks to the restaurant's enthusiastic commitment to after-dinner mints.

When she pulled away, I was grinning like an idiot.

"Well," I said. "No assembly required."

Maggie groaned. "Travis. No more IKEA jokes."

"Not even one?"

She shook her head, but the smile stayed. "Okay. Maybe one."

And just like that, I knew this wasn't going to be the last time we'd do this.

The first real date? Success.

And for once, I didn't feel like a half-assembled table. I felt... pretty solid.

I woke up with the faintest feeling of dread. Not the usual "I forgot to pay the power bill" kind of dread, but the "I might have done something incredibly stupid" variety.

My brain, still clinging to the fuzzy edges of sleep, tried to piece together the night before like some poorly constructed IKEA coffee table. There was dinner. Laughter. That ridiculous moment where I claimed we were celebrating our Friendship-versary just to avoid an awkward dessert presentation.

And then... the kiss.

A grin crept across my face despite the panic. I kissed Maggie. No crash landing. No disastrous mishaps. Just a solid, successful kiss. One for the record books, if I may say so myself.

But then reality hit me like a rogue Allen wrench. I wasn't waking up in my own bed. The room smelled faintly of lavender, and the sunlight streamed in through unfamiliar curtains.

Oh, crap.

I slowly turned my head. There she was -- Maggie -- still fast asleep, her blonde hair tangled in the most unfairly attractive way. I resisted the urge to groan. Not because I regretted anything, but because I had no idea what to do next.

Was I supposed to sneak out like a raccoon avoiding a security camera? Or stay and pretend I was some charming morning-after expert? Spoiler alert: I was not.

I carefully slipped out from under the covers, attempting to navigate the unfamiliar room with the stealth of a cartoon burglar. Naturally, I failed.

My foot immediately collided with something hard and metallic. A dumbbell. Because of course Maggie would have an actual dumbbell casually lying around. My yelp was less than dignified.

"Ugh," I whispered, hopping on one foot. "Smooth, Travis. Real smooth."

Maggie stirred, murmuring something incoherent before settling back into sleep. Crisis averted.

I spotted my pants tossed over the nearby chair like a crime scene exhibit. My shirt? That was... yeah, definitely on the floor. As I gathered my things, my brain helpfully provided me with worst-case scenarios.

Option One: I bolt and leave a text that says something incredibly suave like, "Had a great time. Thanks for the mints."

Option Two: I wait for Maggie to wake up, and we have a painfully awkward breakfast filled with forced laughter and questions like, "So, what do you usually put on your toast?"

Option Three: Crawl under the bed and live there.

Honestly, Option Three was gaining traction.

Just as I considered making my daring escape, I heard it -- the distinct sound of sheets rustling. I froze mid-pant retrieval.

"Travis?" Maggie's voice was groggy, soft, and far too endearing.

I turned, holding my pants like a guilty man caught in the act of grand larceny. "Morning!" I said, much too enthusiastically.

Maggie blinked at me, then stretched with the confidence of someone who wasn't currently contemplating jumping out a second-story window. "You're still here."

"I am," I confirmed. "And not, you know, fleeing in a cloud of shame like a cartoon villain. So... progress."

She laughed, her eyes crinkling in amusement. "You thought about it, though."

"Absolutely."

There was a beat of silence. Then, without thinking, I blurted out, "Do you want coffee? I could make coffee. Or spill it. Equally possible."

Maggie tilted her head. "Or... we could make coffee together?"

That suggestion was dangerously logical. I nodded like a man who'd just been given step-by-step instructions on surviving the apocalypse. "Together. Yes. That sounds... manageable."

Maggie's kitchen was surprisingly cozy for someone who had once told me she preferred practicality over sentimentality. There were bright yellow mugs, an overly complicated espresso machine, and a bowl of suspiciously perfect lemons that I was pretty sure were just for show.

"Do you always have this many lemons?" I asked, inspecting one as though it held the meaning of life.

"Emergency lemons," she said dryly. "For when life gets particularly cliché."

"Ah. The classic 'when life gives you lemons' situation. Very proactive."

She handed me a mug and leaned against the counter, watching me with a mixture of amusement and curiosity. "So," she said. "Regrets?"

"Only that I didn't bring a manual for this whole 'morning after' thing." I sipped my coffee, immediately regretting the attempt to sound smooth. "You know, IKEA style. Step one: Make coffee. Step two: Question every life decision. Step three: Optional panic."

Maggie laughed -- a genuine, warm laugh that made the awkwardness a little more bearable. "You really have a thing for IKEA metaphors, don't you?"

"It's a problem," I admitted. "At this point, I half expect my life to collapse if I tighten the wrong emotional bolt."

"Well, good news. No hex keys required this morning."

After coffee -- which I only spilled twice -- we settled onto Maggie's small living room couch.

"So," she started, tucking her legs beneath her. "Was that our second date?"

I frowned. "Technically, it could be classified as a continuation of the first date. You know, like an extended edition with bonus content."

Maggie smirked. "And what does that make this conversation? The director's commentary?"

"Exactly. And I'm pretty sure I'm just the guy who accidentally left the camera rolling."

A comfortable silence lingered for a moment. Then, she reached for my hand. "I had a really good time, Travis."

"Me too," I said, though it felt like an understatement. "Honestly? I forgot what this felt like. The whole... waking up next to someone without the world imploding part."

She squeezed my hand. "You did fine. Better than fine, actually."

"Well, let's not get carried away," I teased. "I did threaten your lemons."

"You did." She grinned. "Unforgivable."

Eventually, it was time to go. Not because either of us particularly wanted to, but because life waits for no one -- especially when it involves a teenager at home who may or may not be planning world domination via TikTok.

"I'll call you," I said as I stood by the door, trying to ignore the voice in my head that kept shouting, "Kiss her again, you idiot!"

Maggie smiled. "I'm holding you to that."

I turned, opened the door, and then immediately walked straight into the frame.

Because of course I did.

"You okay?" Maggie called, clearly trying not to laugh.

"Totally fine," I said, rubbing my shoulder. "Just testing the structural integrity of your door. Five stars."

She shook her head. "Goodbye, Travis."

"Goodbye, Maggie."

And with that, I left.

No grand romantic music. No fireworks. Just the sound of my own thoughts wondering if it was possible to die from sheer embarrassment.

But even so, I couldn't stop smiling.

Maybe, I wasn't entirely broken furniture after all.

---------------------

There are two types of secrets: the fun kind, like surprise birthday parties and accidentally-on-purpose "forgotten" chocolate stashes. Then there's the other kind -- the one that leaves you glancing over your shoulder like you're in a low-budget spy thriller.

Unfortunately, I now belonged to the latter.

Maggie and I had decided to keep things quiet for a while. Not forever, just long enough to avoid the inevitable barrage of questions, unsolicited advice, and probably a powerpoint presentation from Beth on why we were "endgame."

It wasn't that I was ashamed or anything. Quite the opposite. But after everything with Monica, the last thing I needed was my family turning our relationship into the latest Parker family project.

Of course, that was easier said than done.

"Why are you smiling like that?" Beth asked one morning over breakfast, squinting at me suspiciously from across the table.

"Like what?" I replied, suddenly hyper-aware of my face. Was I smiling? Could I stop? Was I doing that weird half-smile that made me look like I'd just won a suspiciously low-stakes poker game?

"Like you know something the rest of us don't," she said, narrowing her eyes. "It's creepy."

I scrambled for an excuse. "Maybe I'm just... appreciating life?"

"Gross," she deadpanned. "What happened?"

"Nothing!" I said, entirely too quickly. "Absolutely nothing."

She stared at me. "Okay, now you're just lying. Did you win the lottery? Rob a bank? Finally figure out how to fix the lawnmower?"

I choked on my coffee. "No to all of the above."

But she wasn't buying it. I could see it in her eyes. The Parker Family Interrogation Gene had been activated. And worse -- she wasn't the only one I had to dodge.

Francis wasn't much better. He'd called me out the day before.

"You're glowing, man," he'd said, grinning like he'd solved a murder case. "Glowing."

"That's just the overhead lighting," I retorted. "Very flattering."

"Uh-huh. Sure. And I'm the king of Norway."

It was relentless. Every smile, every daydreaming pause -- all met with highly suspicious scrutiny.

But Maggie and I? We were good. And if keeping this under wraps meant fending off the family detectives a little longer, I'd survive.

For now.

----------------

It all started with what I'm now referring to as The Suggestion.

"You need a break," Maggie had said over dinner one night, her green eyes sparkling with amusement. "We both do. A little weekend getaway. Nothing fancy. Just us."

To anyone else, that probably sounded like a simple, romantic plan. But for me? It immediately triggered a thousand unnecessary scenarios. Would we get lost? Would there be bears? Would I lock myself out of the cabin like some sitcom dad?

But Maggie was persuasive -- dangerously persuasive. Before I knew it, I'd agreed. She even found a charming little cabin tucked away in the mountains. The kind of place where people in rom-coms sip hot cocoa and "accidentally" fall in love.

Not that I was thinking rom-com thoughts. Definitely not.

Okay, maybe a little.

Packing for a weekend trip should be easy. Two days, minimal effort, right? Wrong.

Beth, ever the voice of sarcasm, decided to oversee my preparation like some sort of life coach. "Dad, why are you packing four pairs of socks for a two-day trip?" she asked, peeking into my suitcase.

"Backup socks," I said, as if that was a universally accepted concept. "In case of... sock emergencies."

She snorted. "You're going to the mountains, not storming a castle."

"Listen," I retorted, "the forest is unpredictable. There could be rogue puddles. Or surprise mud. Or -- I don't know -- a highly localized sock crisis."

She patted my shoulder with exaggerated pity. "You're gonna be fine, Dad. Just don't lock yourself in the bathroom again like last Thanksgiving."

"That was one time."

Maggie arrived early Saturday morning, looking far too cheerful for someone willingly about to spend hours in a confined space with me. "Ready?" she grinned, tossing her bag into the backseat.

"As ready as a man who overpacked socks can be."

The drive started out great. Maggie had meticulously planned the playlist -- a perfect blend of classic rock and embarrassingly catchy pop songs. For the first hour, we laughed, sang along, and traded increasingly ridiculous stories about our worst road trip memories.

Somewhere between Maggie's dramatic retelling of the 'Suspicious Gas Station Burrito Incident' and me recounting the time I accidentally locked my keys in my car during a first date, we hit that comfortable silence -- the kind where no words are needed.

I liked that. A lot.

We pulled up to the cabin just before sunset. The place was charming in that rustic "definitely not haunted" way. Wooden porch, stone fireplace, and a suspiciously adorable rocking chair.

Maggie hopped out of the car, taking a deep breath of the mountain air. "Smells like pine and bad decisions."

"That's the spirit," I said, grabbing our bags. "Also, I call dibs on the chair."

"You mean the grandpa chair?" she teased.

"Excuse me. That is a chair of authority. A throne of wisdom."

We were mid-banter when we heard it -- a rustling from the bushes. Now, most people would assume it was a squirrel or maybe a curious deer. But my brain? My brain immediately screamed BEAR.

Maggie, of course, calmly investigated. I, on the other hand, stayed strategically behind her. You know -- as a support system.

Turns out, it wasn't a bear. It was a raccoon. A chubby, unbothered little guy who stared at us like we'd interrupted his very important scavenging routine.

"I'm naming him Steve," Maggie announced.

"Great. Steve the Judgmental Raccoon."

Off to a strong start.

After settling in, we decided to make dinner. A bold choice.

"We could just grill," I suggested, holding up the suspiciously shiny propane tank outside.

Maggie shook her head. "Where's the adventure in that? Cabin weekends are for rustic meals."

Now, let me clarify something. I can cook. Kind of. Okay, I can make eggs. But whatever confidence I had quickly evaporated once we got started.



Maggie, on the other hand, looked like she belonged on a cooking show. Flour in her hair, mischievous grin, laughing every time I accidentally measured something wrong.

"How much salt did you just put in there?" she asked, trying not to giggle.

"I don't know. Enough to ward off evil spirits?"

The end result was... questionable. The potatoes were edible. The steak? Well, let's just say Steve the Raccoon ate well that night.

After dinner -- and our solemn potato toast -- we decided to tackle the next great cabin adventure: The Fire Pit.

Fire-building, as it turns out, is a delicate art. One that I apparently lack. After fifteen minutes of trying and failing, Maggie took over.

"Step aside, Bear Grylls," she teased. "Watch and learn."

True to her word, she had a roaring fire in no time. We sat side by side, the warmth of the flames making the night air bearable. The stars overhead were unreal -- a glittering reminder that sometimes slowing down was the best decision.

"You ever think about how weird it is that we ended up here?" I asked, breaking the silence.

Maggie tilted her head. "The cabin?"

"No. Us."

She smiled softly. "Yeah. But weird isn't always bad."

At some point, we decided that a pillow fort was a necessary addition to our evening. Because apparently, we're both ten years old.

We dragged every cushion and blanket from the cabin into the living room, constructing what could only be described as a questionable architectural achievement.

"Functional? No. Beautiful? Absolutely," Maggie declared.

Inside the fort, we talked for hours. About childhood dreams, failed relationships, even the embarrassing crushes we'd had (Maggie once had a thing for the animated fox from Robin Hood. I tried not to judge.).

Then, she looked at me, her expression soft. "Travis, are you happy?"

It wasn't the kind of question you answer without thinking. And yet, the answer came easily.

"Yeah," I said. "I think I am."

Her eyes held mine, the warmth of the fire reflecting in the green. And without another word, she leaned in.

The kiss was slow, deliberate -- like she was memorizing the feel of it. Her hands slipped up to my face, her fingers tracing along my jawline. I pulled her closer, tasting the wine we'd shared earlier.

One kiss turned into another. Then another. And soon, we weren't thinking at all.

We stumbled from the pillow fort, barely making it to the couch before our laughter turned to hushed whispers and soft gasps. Every lingering touch, every stolen glance, built into something that neither of us tried to stop.

No rush. No doubts. Just us.

That night, the cabin walls stood witness to the start of something that didn't need labels.

And I wouldn't have had it any other way.

I woke up the next morning tangled in blankets, the faint smell of the fire still lingering. Maggie was curled up next to me, her steady breathing a reminder that this wasn't some dream.

My first thought? Don't screw this up.

My second thought? Pancakes.

I snuck out of the fort, determined to redeem my cooking skills. After a valiant attempt -- and only one minor batter explosion -- I managed to produce a stack of passably edible pancakes.

Maggie stumbled into the kitchen, her hair a complete mess. "You're cooking?"

"Attempting," I corrected. "It's about a 60% success rate."

She grinned. "I'll take those odds."

Packing up was surprisingly bittersweet. The cabin, the chaos, even Steve the Raccoon -- it all felt like something I wasn't quite ready to leave.

"You know," Maggie said as we loaded the car, "we could always do this again."

"Are you sure? Next time, I might accidentally burn down the forest."

She laughed. "I'll take my chances."

The drive back felt different. Lighter. Like I'd left some of the weight I'd been carrying up in those mountains.

Maggie reached over, lacing her fingers with mine.

"Best getaway ever?" she teased.

"Well," I mused. "No bears. Only one fire pit disaster. And I didn't lock myself in the bathroom, so yeah -- pretty solid."

She smiled. "Next time, maybe we'll invite Steve."

"Absolutely not."

But even as I said it, I couldn't help but grin. Because next time sounded pretty damn good.

The weekend at the cabin still lingered in my mind. Every laugh, every shared glance, and every kiss with Maggie had settled somewhere in my chest -- the good kind of heavy. It wasn't just a fling. It was... something more.

But now came the real challenge.

Meeting my kids for a family dinner.

Okay, technically, Maggie had already met them. She'd exchanged pleasantries, endured sarcastic quips from Beth, and witnessed Francis attempt to play "cool older brother" while inevitably failing. But this time was different. This was official.

"Just dinner," Maggie had assured me. "No interrogations. No bright lights or sworn testimonies."

"Have you met my kids?" I replied. "Francis has probably drafted a list of questions labeled 'For Immediate Use.' And Beth? She'll have a PowerPoint. I guarantee it."

She'd only laughed. But I knew what was coming.

The day of the dinner, I found myself staring into my closet like the answers to all my problems were hidden behind my assortment of slightly wrinkled button-ups.

"Why are you like this?" I muttered at my reflection. "It's dinner. You've literally faced courtroom battles. Just wear a shirt and--"

"--don't embarrass yourself," I finished aloud. Solid pep talk. Definitely working.

My phone buzzed. Maggie: "On my way. Don't forget to breathe."

I smirked. That woman knew me too well.

I finally settled on a blue shirt -- the universally safe choice. Not too formal, not too "I'm trying to look like I'm not trying." A middle-ground shirt. A truce shirt.

By the time Maggie knocked on the door, I'd cycled through approximately 47 scenarios where dinner went horribly wrong.

"Hey," she greeted, holding a bottle of wine like a peace offering. "You ready?"

"I've accepted my fate."

She laughed, leaning in for a quick kiss. "You'll survive. Probably."

Beth was the first one through the door, because of course she was. She had that mischievous sparkle in her eyes that said, 'I'm prepared to cause chaos.'

"Dad," she said, arms crossed, "You look suspiciously put together. Which leads me to believe you're hiding something."

"Hi, Beth," I replied, ignoring the comment. "Where's Francis?"

"Running late. Something about gym time. He's 'bulking.'"

Of course. Francis and his ongoing quest to "bulk" had become the stuff of family legend. The only thing more dramatic than his protein shake routine was his belief that 'one more set' could solve all of life's problems.

"Hello, Beth," Maggie chimed in, smiling. "It's good to see you again."

Beth gave her a once-over, then nodded approvingly. "Still here, huh? Impressive."

"Oh good," I muttered. "We're starting with sarcasm."

Fifteen minutes later, Francis arrived in full gym attire, still slightly winded like he'd just completed 'the workout of the century.'

"Hey," he said, giving a lopsided grin. "Sorry I'm late. Did I miss the awkward small talk?"

"Nope," Beth shot back. "We saved plenty for you."

"Great. Wouldn't want to miss it."

Maggie, ever the composed one, just smiled. "I'm glad you could make it, Francis."

"Me too. I mean, I had other offers tonight," he joked, "but free dinner wins every time."

"Flawless priorities," I said dryly.

We all gathered around the dining table, Maggie's bottle of wine standing proudly like a beacon of civility. For now.

It didn't take long for Beth to strike.

"So, Maggie," she began, twirling her fork like a villain in a spy movie. "Hypothetically, if you were to describe my dad in three words, what would they be?"

Maggie raised an eyebrow, but her smile remained. "Hmm. Thoughtful. Funny. Loyal."

I couldn't help but grin. "Loyal, huh? You hear that, Beth?"

Beth scoffed. "Yeah, yeah. She's buttering you up."

Francis, who had been quietly observing, jumped in. "Okay, follow-up question. What's the most embarrassing thing Dad's done since you started seeing him?"

"Oh, easy," Maggie said, biting back a laugh. "He tried to convince a waiter that we were celebrating our 'Friendship-versary' just to avoid free dessert."

Francis cackled. "Friendship-versary? Dad. Really?"

"In my defense," I interjected, "the waiter was very enthusiastic about the sparklers. I panicked."

Beth grinned. "Classic."

Somewhere between the laughter and Maggie charming the socks off my kids, I realized something unexpected -- I wasn't nervous anymore.

It was just... comfortable. Like we'd been doing this forever. Maggie handled every quip and joke like a pro. Francis even went as far as to say, "You're pretty cool for a government overlord." Which, in his mind, was basically a glowing review.

And Beth? Well, she was studying Maggie like a scientist observing a mysterious creature.

After dinner, we migrated to the living room. Maggie perched on the couch like she belonged there. I couldn't stop myself from smiling.

"So," Beth finally said, crossing her arms. "You're officially dating my dad. Are you ready for the chaos that comes with that?"

Maggie didn't miss a beat. "Bring it on."

After the kids finally departed -- Beth issuing one last "Don't mess it up, Dad" -- I stood in the kitchen with Maggie, leaning against the counter.

"Well," I said, "that wasn't terrifying at all."

She laughed softly. "They like me."

"I'd say so. Francis didn't even pretend to dislike you for dramatic effect. That's basically a standing ovation."

Maggie tilted her head, her eyes searching mine. "And you? How do you think it went?"

"I think..." I paused, brushing a stray strand of hair from her face. "I think I'm pretty lucky."

She smiled, stepping closer. "I think so too."

And then, because there was no need to stall, I kissed her. The soft warmth of her lips against mine was enough to make the entire night feel like one big win.

"Next time," she murmured, "I get to choose the family game night."

"Oh, God," I groaned. "You're going to pick something impossible, aren't you?"

"Absolutely."

And just like that, I knew I'd survived the first family dinner.

Barely.

It had been a few weeks since the first family dinner -- the night Maggie officially survived the gauntlet that is my offspring. Things were good. Better than good, really.

We'd settled into a comfortable rhythm. Dinners together, movie nights that always resulted in her making fun of my ridiculous taste in 90s action flicks, and the occasional morning coffee that suspiciously felt like it had been brewed with love.

But of course, relationships are never all sunshine and perfectly brewed lattes.

I suppose I should've seen it coming.

It started with a simple misunderstanding.

Maggie had mentioned weeks ago that her friend Rachel was hosting a charity gala. Not exactly my scene, but I'd nodded along because being a supportive boyfriend means agreeing to attend social events that involve wearing actual pants.

Except -- and this is where things went sideways -- I forgot.

In my defense, there were plenty of contributing factors. Work had been hectic. Francis decided to rearrange his entire dorm room and required parental-level supervision via Facetime. Beth somehow convinced me to join her on a "quick" trip to IKEA that lasted six hours.

Somewhere in all that chaos, the gala slipped my mind.

And that's how I found myself sprawled on the couch, mid-bite into a slice of pepperoni pizza, when Maggie called.

"Hey, I'm about ten minutes out," she said, way too casually. "You ready?"

My stomach sank. Ready for what?

"Oh, uh. Of course!" I bluffed like a man who had just been caught mid-crime. "Totally ready."

She laughed. "I'm so glad. The tux rental wasn't too much trouble?"

Tux. Tux.

The pizza slice drooped sadly in my hand. "Nope. Not a problem at all."

But there was, in fact, a very large problem.

When Maggie arrived, looking stunning in a sleek black dress, I tried to cover my complete lack of preparedness with sheer charisma. Spoiler: It didn't work.

"You're... wearing jeans," she said, her eyes narrowing.

"Yes. But these are... uh, premium jeans?" I gestured vaguely. "Limited edition. Handcrafted by artisans. Very exclusive."

Her jaw tightened. "Travis."

"Okay, okay!" I threw my hands up. "I forgot! I'm sorry."

She exhaled sharply. "You forgot the gala? The one I've been reminding you about for weeks?"

"In my defense, I forgot a lot of things. Like what day it is. And that the milk in my fridge was apparently waging chemical warfare."

She wasn't amused.

"I get it," she said, pacing the living room. "You don't care about these things. Fancy events. Dress codes. But it's not about the gala, Travis. It's about the fact that I asked you to be there, and you blew it off."

"I didn't blow it off!" I protested. "I just... misplaced it in my brain."

Her arms crossed. "That's not better."

I sighed. "I know. I'm sorry. I really am."

But apologies weren't enough. Not this time. The frustration that had been simmering beneath the surface finally erupted.

"Do you know how hard it is to feel like I'm the only one trying?" Maggie's voice cracked slightly. "I'm not asking you to enjoy these things. I'm asking you to show up."

Her words hit like a gut punch. She wasn't wrong. But instead of acknowledging that, my own frustration took over.

"And what about me?" I shot back. "I'm trying, too. Maybe I don't always get it right, but I'm not exactly standing on the sidelines."

Maggie's eyes flashed. "Forgetting a major event isn't exactly 'trying,' Travis."

And there it was. The fight. The first real fight.

Maggie stormed out, leaving me standing in the middle of the room like a human-shaped regret factory.

The pizza slice I'd abandoned earlier still sat on the table, now congealing into something tragic. Fitting.

My phone buzzed. Francis.

Francis: "Beth says you screwed up. How bad?"

Me: "On a scale of 'forgot to text back' to 'accidentally insulted her mother'?"

Francis: "Yikes. Not good."

Not good indeed.

I tried distracting myself with TV, but it was impossible to focus. Every scene, every happy couple, seemed to mock me. Even the infomercial about a revolutionary mop had two actors laughing together like they'd solved world peace with superior floor-cleaning technology.

Hours passed. I considered calling Maggie, but what was I supposed to say? "Hey, sorry I suck at calendars and emotional responsibility"?

Eventually, I did the only thing I could think of. I went to bed, knowing I'd probably lie awake replaying the entire argument on an endless loop.

The next morning, I woke up with a renewed sense of purpose. Or maybe it was just the regret hangover. Either way, I needed to fix this.

Step One: Coffee.

Step Two: Apologize. Like, really apologize.

Maggie deserved more than a half-hearted "my bad." I needed to own up, no excuses.

Step Three: Don't accidentally make things worse.

Admittedly, that one was a stretch.

I showed up at Maggie's apartment, coffee in hand, rehearsing my speech the entire drive over.

When she opened the door, I half-expected her to slam it shut. But she didn't. She just looked... tired.

"Hi," I said, offering the peace-offering coffee. "I come bearing caffeine and remorse."

She sighed but accepted the cup. "Travis."

"I messed up," I said quickly before she could continue. "And not just because I forgot the gala. You were right. I wasn't thinking about what it meant to you. And I hate that I made you feel like I wasn't in this with you."

Her eyes softened, but she didn't respond right away. I could practically hear the wheels turning.

"I know I joke around a lot," I continued. "But I don't take us lightly. You mean too much to me for that."

Maggie stared at me for a moment, then finally, finally, she nodded. "Thank you. For saying that."

Relief washed over me. "So... can I come in?"

She stepped aside. "You're on thin ice. But yes."

We sat on her couch, both of us quieter than usual.

"I should've been honest about how important the gala was," Maggie admitted. "And I shouldn't have assumed you'd just read my mind."

"And I should've written it down," I replied. "Tattooed it on my arm if necessary."

She smiled. "I'm picturing you with a very elegant 'Gala at 7pm' tattoo."

"Classy. Timeless."

Maggie shook her head, but her smile lingered. "We're okay?"

"We're okay," I assured her. "But if I ever forget something like that again, you have full permission to throw cold spaghetti at me."

"That's... oddly specific."

"Just covering all the bases."

By the time I left that evening, things felt lighter. Stronger, even. Turns out, fighting wasn't the end of the world. It just meant we cared enough to figure things out.

On the drive home, my phone buzzed.

Beth: "Did you apologize, or should I start making "Team Maggie" signs?"

Me: "All good. No signs necessary."

Francis: "But we already made shirts."

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn't stop smiling.

Life wasn't perfect. Relationships weren't easy. But I'd take the messy moments -- the fights, the awkward apologies, the questionable pizza decisions -- if it meant I got to keep figuring it out with Maggie.

Because in the end? She was worth it.

-------------------------

You'd think after surviving a contentious divorce, forced counseling with a therapist from the underworld, and navigating the battlefield of dating in my 40s, I'd be fully prepared for anything. But then, life has this charming habit of proving me wrong.

It had been a few months since the divorce was finalized. Monica was out of my life, my kids were adjusting, and Maggie and I were--well, we were us. It was comfortable. Good. Peaceful even.

And then I saw Monica.

I wasn't in the middle of some dramatic soap opera grocery store encounter or a "bumping into your ex at a wedding" scenario. Nope. This was far more mundane. A coffee shop. Of all places.

The worst part? I had been feeling smug not five minutes earlier. I'd successfully avoided a massive coffee spill, expertly dodged the toddler with a juice box, and even managed to snag the corner table with the least amount of awkward eye contact potential. A winning morning.

And then she walked in.

Monica.

Now, I'm not proud of what I did next. Some men stand their ground. Some confidently exchange polite greetings. Me?

I ducked.

Like a grown man trying to hide behind a cup of overpriced coffee and a muffin. Real subtle, Travis. Real subtle.

But, of course, the universe wasn't on my side. Because right as I was contemplating my exit strategy, the barista called my name.

"Travis! Large Americano!"

It may as well have been a foghorn. Every head in that café turned. Including Monica's.

Her eyes locked on me, and there it was--the patented Ex-Wife Smirk. Not quite a glare, but not exactly a warm invitation for small talk, either.

Great. Just great.

"Travis," she said, her voice that same sickly-sweet tone she used when she was about to win an argument. "Fancy seeing you here."

"Monica," I replied, because I clearly needed to confirm her existence. "Yeah. Coffee. It's... a thing people do."

Brilliant, Travis. Absolutely brilliant.

She raised an eyebrow. "I see you're still a master conversationalist."

"Only the best," I said, forcing a grin. "So. How've you been?"

"Oh, you know. Adjusting. Living. Getting back out there."

I had no idea what that meant, but I nodded like I was deeply fascinated.

"That's... good," I managed, wishing the floor would just open up and swallow me whole.

Just when I thought I'd successfully navigated the ex-spouse gauntlet, the situation evolved. Because who should walk through the door at that exact moment?



Maggie.

Coffee cup in hand, she spotted me immediately. Her smile was warm, easy--until she saw Monica. Then it faltered. Not dramatically. Just enough for me to see the wheels turning in her mind.

And, because I'm the luckiest guy alive, Monica noticed too.

"Oh," Monica said, her smirk widening. "Is this the infamous Maggie?"

Infamous? Fantastic. This was going downhill faster than my attempts at assembling IKEA furniture.

Maggie, to her eternal credit, approached without hesitation. "Hi, I'm Maggie," she said, extending a hand.

Monica shook it. "Monica. You've... heard of me, I'm sure."

"I have," Maggie replied smoothly. "Though I'm guessing the reviews were mixed."

I nearly choked on my coffee.

"So," Monica said, her voice laced with false politeness. "How's the happy couple?"

Maggie smiled, though I could see the gleam in her eyes. She wasn't backing down.

"We're good. Travis has been wonderful."

"Oh, I'm sure," Monica replied. "Travis was always... dependable."

There it was. The veiled jab.

"Well," Maggie countered, "I find that reliability in a man is pretty attractive. Saves a lot of unnecessary drama."

Touché.

I wanted to applaud, but I wisely kept my hands glued to my coffee cup.

Monica's smile tightened. "Well, I'll let you two enjoy your coffee. I'm sure you have so much to talk about."

"Always," Maggie replied sweetly.

With one final glance, Monica turned and strode out, her designer heels clicking dramatically against the floor. Classic.

The door shut behind her, and I finally exhaled. "Well. That wasn't awkward at all."

Maggie raised an eyebrow. "You hid behind a muffin, Travis."

"In my defense, it was a strategically placed muffin."

She laughed, leaning in to kiss my cheek. "Next time, let me handle it."

"Noted."

We found a quiet table, and I stirred my coffee like it held the answers to my questionable life choices.

"So," Maggie said, sipping her drink. "That went about how I expected."

"Yeah. Classic Monica. Passive aggression with a touch of implied superiority."

"You have a type."

"Apparently."

She smiled, but I could see the curiosity lingering in her eyes. "Did it bother you? Seeing her?"

I considered the question. Did it? Maybe a little. But it wasn't the gut-wrenching, soul-crushing ordeal I might have expected months ago.

"Nah," I said. "Honestly? I'm just glad it's over. No more lawyers. No more drama. Just... us."

Maggie's hand found mine. "Good. Because I'm not a fan of ex-wife coffee ambushes."

"Noted. I'll add that to the list of things to avoid."

By the time we left the coffee shop, the encounter felt more like a distant memory than a monumental event.

"Hungry?" Maggie asked. "Because I'm craving pancakes."

"You read my mind."

We headed to the diner down the street, the tension from earlier completely replaced by the easy comfort I'd grown to love with Maggie.

And as we shared a plate of pancakes, laughing about the absurdity of the morning, I couldn't help but feel relieved.

Monica could have her dramatic exits and cryptic remarks. I had Maggie. And for the first time in a long time, that was more than enough.

"Next time," I said between bites, "I'm ordering a muffin for defensive purposes."

Maggie laughed. "Deal."

-------------------------

You'd think after handling my divorce like a slightly sarcastic pro, raising three kids, and surviving awkward run-ins with my ex, I'd be ready for anything.

But meeting Maggie's family? That was a whole new battlefield.

It wasn't that I didn't want to meet them. Maggie and I had been together for months, and things were... well, actually pretty great. No unexpected legal papers. No mandatory therapy sessions. Just us -- blissfully navigating through coupledom like we'd been doing it forever.

But this? Family introductions? This was high-stakes.

After our coffee shop run-in with Monica, Maggie had smiled over her pancakes and casually dropped it on me.

"My parents want to meet you."

Simple words. Nuclear-level impact.

I nodded like I hadn't just experienced a minor internal meltdown. "Sure. Sounds good."

Travis Parker: Master of Overconfidence.

The week leading up to dinner felt like preparing for a mission briefing. I even started mentally drafting what I assumed were "safe" conversation topics:

- Sports (Except for golf. People get weird about golf.)

- Weather (Classic. Neutral. Everyone loves weather.)

- Not my divorce (Unless they bring it up. Then... dodge.)

Francis and Beth found my pre-game anxiety hilarious.

"Dad," Beth had said, trying to contain her laughter. "You survived years with Monica. What's the worst that could happen?"

"Your grandmother once told a telemarketer she was a reincarnated Viking warlord," I reminded her. "Family dinners are never predictable."

Maggie's parents lived in a picturesque little house, complete with a porch swing and a suspiciously adorable welcome mat. It was the kind of house that HGTV hosts aggressively compliment.

I wore a button-up shirt, trying to strike the right balance between "respectable boyfriend" and "not a corporate stooge." Maggie, of course, looked effortlessly perfect in that laid-back, "I barely tried" way that made me question why I ever thought plaid was a solid fashion choice.

"Ready?" she asked, giving my hand a quick squeeze.

"As I'll ever be."

She smiled. "Just be yourself. They'll love you."

"Have they met... me?"

She laughed, then rang the doorbell.

The door opened, and there they were. Richard and Linda.

Maggie's dad was tall and broad-shouldered, the kind of guy who probably fixed leaky sinks without Googling it first. Linda, on the other hand, radiated warmth. She had the same green eyes as Maggie, and her smile immediately put me at ease.

"Travis!" Linda greeted, pulling me into a surprisingly enthusiastic hug. "We've heard so much about you."

"All good things, I hope."

"Well," Richard said with a grin, "that depends."

Ah. Dad humor. I could work with this.

We gathered around the dining table, which was stacked with enough food to feed a small village. Clearly, Linda had prepared for every possible scenario, including me developing a sudden, insatiable appetite.

"I hope you like pot roast," she said, practically glowing.

"Like it? I've been known to write emotional poetry about pot roast," I deadpanned.

That earned a laugh. One point for Travis.

Conversation flowed surprisingly well. Richard quizzed me about my work, nodding approvingly when I avoided the words "TPS reports" or "synergy." Linda peppered Maggie with childhood stories that involved everything from homemade lemonade stands to a rogue squirrel she once tried to rescue.

"Of course," Linda said dramatically, "Maggie forgot the part where the squirrel chased her halfway across the yard."

"It was a misunderstanding," Maggie protested. "We were supposed to be friends."

"Friends with rabies," Richard added.

"Technically, no rabies were confirmed," Maggie shot back, grinning.

These people were fun. I could feel the tension loosening.

And then, as dinner wound down, it happened.

"So, Travis," Richard said, swirling his wine glass like a seasoned interrogator. "Tell me -- what are your intentions with my daughter?"

Ah. There it was. The question. The one every boyfriend dreads.

Maggie groaned. "Dad, seriously?"

"What?" Richard shrugged. "It's a classic."

I grinned, trying to appear unshaken. "Well, sir, my current intentions involve not embarrassing myself at this dinner table."

He chuckled. "Reasonable answer. But long-term?"

The table fell silent. Even the pot roast seemed to pause mid-bite.

And then I spoke.

"To make her happy," I said, surprising even myself. "She's... incredible. I don't know how I got lucky enough to be with her, but I do know I'm not going to screw it up."

Linda practically beamed. Richard gave me a long, appraising look -- the kind that probably had teenage Maggie trembling. Then, finally, he nodded.

"Well," he said, "you've got guts. I respect that."

After dinner, Maggie and I helped with the dishes. Well, she helped. I mostly stood there pretending to be helpful while not breaking any antique plates.

Richard and Linda eventually retreated to the living room, leaving us alone.

"Well," Maggie said, leaning against the sink. "You survived."

"Barely. I'm 90% sure your dad has a secondary list of questions he didn't get to."

"Oh, absolutely," she teased. "Consider this Round One."

I wrapped my arms around her, feeling the warmth of her laughter. "I like them," I admitted. "They're... good people."

She smiled. "Yeah. They are."

"And your dad? Solid mix of terrifying and entertaining."

"That's the goal."

When it was time to leave, Richard shook my hand firmly.

"Take care of her," he said, though it wasn't a threat. It was more like... permission.

"I will," I promised.

Linda hugged me again. "You're welcome anytime, Travis. Next time, I'll make pie."

Pie? Now that was a power move.

On the drive back, Maggie held my hand. The night air was cool, the streetlights casting a rhythmic glow along the road.

"You really did great," she said softly. "They liked you."

"Well, I didn't knock over the gravy boat, so I'm calling it a win."

She laughed. "Seriously though. I'm glad you're part of this now."

I squeezed her hand. "Me too."

And for the first time in a long time, I didn't just feel like I was surviving life. I was living it.

With Maggie. And that was the biggest win of all.

Rest of the drive back from Maggie's parents' house had been surprisingly calm. No frantic replays of dinner conversations, no existential spirals about whether Richard secretly hated me. Just Maggie's hand in mine, the hum of the engine, and a comforting sense of "That went well."

But that didn't mean I wasn't still thinking.

I'd met her parents. They'd liked me -- or at least hadn't plotted my immediate demise. Maggie had laughed with them, teased them, and pulled me into that world like I belonged there. It felt good. It felt... right.

So naturally, instead of basking in that feeling like a normal person, my brain went into hyper-analysis mode.

Were we official-official now?

I mean, sure, we'd done the dating things. Shared meals, binged terrible reality TV, and engaged in activities that would make any mattress salesman proud. But The Talk? The actual defining-the-relationship talk? Yeah. That hadn't happened.

And because life enjoys irony, Maggie had invited me over for dinner at her place that night. Perfect opportunity.

Or perfect disaster.

By the time I knocked on her door, I'd cycled through at least fourteen scenarios -- ranging from "She laughs in my face and demands I leave" to "She declares her undying love and suggests we adopt a dog named Mr. Pickles."

"Hey, you," she said, greeting me with that soft smile that somehow made all rational thought leave my body. "Come on in."

The smell of something delicious filled the air -- garlic, rosemary, and possibly the distant scent of "Travis is about to say something stupid."

She led me to the kitchen, where a bottle of wine and two glasses waited. "Pasta okay?"

"Pasta's great," I replied. "Especially when I'm not the one risking a spaghetti fire."

Her laugh -- God, that laugh -- was enough to temporarily silence the swirling storm of questions in my head.

But only temporarily.

We ate, talked, and laughed. I told her about Beth's latest sarcastic conquest at school and Francis's ongoing "bulking" journey, which now involved an absurd number of protein shakes. Maggie regaled me with the office drama involving a rogue coffee machine and a very agitated Karen from Accounting.

Everything was normal. Too normal.

The question was practically screaming in the back of my mind. Every time I opened my mouth, though, it turned into a witty remark about parmesan cheese or how I still didn't understand the plot of "Inception."

By dessert, it was getting unbearable.

"So," I said, attempting to sound casual. "That went pretty well last night. Your parents didn't try to slip me a 'leave now' note."

Maggie grinned. "No notes. Though my dad did make a comment about you being 'unexpectedly tolerable.'"

I gasped in mock horror. "A glowing review. I'll frame it."

"Absolutely."

And then... silence. The perfect opening for a real conversation.

I froze. Say something, Travis.

"So... you ever think about how weird spaghetti noodles are?"

Nailed it.

Later, as we settled onto her couch, glasses of wine in hand, the comfortable silence returned. But this time, I could feel her watching me.

"What's on your mind?" she finally asked.

There it was. The million-dollar question.

I cleared my throat, trying to summon the confidence of a man who didn't just have an internal meltdown about pasta. "I've been thinking. About us."

Maggie's expression softened. "Oh?"

"I mean... we've been doing this for a while. And last night -- meeting your parents -- it kind of made me realize that we haven't really, you know, defined anything."

She tilted her head, curious. "And what would you like to define?"

Good. Follow-up questions. Definitely not terrifying.

"I guess... I'm wondering where we stand. Are we... official?" I winced as I said it, realizing I sounded like a teenager at a high school dance. "Like, 'boyfriend-girlfriend' official. Not just 'Hey, that's Travis, he's around sometimes' official."

Maggie bit her lip, clearly amused. "You're seriously worried about that?"

"Well, yeah," I admitted. "For all I know, you're secretly maintaining a fleet of boyfriends. Maybe I'm just 'Wednesday Travis.'"

She burst out laughing. "Wednesday Travis, huh? So who's Monday?"

"Probably someone named Chad. Chad's always a Monday guy."

"Poor Chad," she teased.

She set her wine glass down, shifting closer until her knee brushed against mine. The warmth of her touch sent sparks straight through me.

"Travis," she said softly, her fingers intertwining with mine. "You're not just Wednesday Travis. Or any day Travis. You're my Travis."

I blinked. "Like... officially?"

"Officially."

The weight I didn't realize I'd been carrying lifted instantly. I grinned, letting out a breath I'd been holding for what felt like years. "Well, good. Because I was about two bad jokes away from having to write you a PowerPoint presentation titled 'Why Travis is a Solid Boyfriend Choice.'"

"Oh, I would've made you present it," she said, her laughter bubbling up again. "Complete with charts and graphs."

"Don't tempt me. I have access to clip art."

She leaned in, her lips brushing against mine, the laughter fading into something softer. Something real.

"I'm glad we're official," she whispered.

"Me too."

And just like that, we were.

The next morning, as we lazily sipped coffee and watched the sunlight spill through her living room, it all felt... easy. Like a natural next step, rather than some monumental relationship milestone.

"So," Maggie said, grinning over her mug. "Since we're officially official, does this mean I'm allowed to change your Netflix algorithm?"

"You wouldn't dare."

"Oh, I would. I'm thinking true crime documentaries and poorly reviewed rom-coms."

I gasped dramatically. "My 'Action Hero Standoff' playlist! Gone!"

"Consider it relationship tax."

"Bold move. Dangerous even."

She smirked. "That's why I'm with Wednesday Travis."

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn't hide my grin. Official or not, I was exactly where I wanted to be.

It had been a month since The Official Talk. Maggie was now officially my girlfriend, I was officially not screwing things up, and we were officially happy.

We'd fallen into a rhythm -- alternating dinner dates, watching ridiculous game shows, and spending lazy Sunday mornings arguing over which breakfast place had the best pancakes. (Spoiler: I was right.)

But just as I'd settled into the blissful comfort of our relationship, The Future Talk loomed on the horizon like a storm cloud.

It wasn't like we were avoiding it. Maggie and I both had our share of complicated pasts -- mine complete with the Monica-sized crater and hers with an ex-husband who had apparently decided emotional maturity was optional.

Still, the inevitable question lingered.

Where was this going?

It was a Saturday evening, and I had foolishly thought that agreeing to make dinner would somehow distract me from my swirling thoughts. Spaghetti -- my default attempt at "fancy cooking."

Because what says "I'm totally prepared for an emotional conversation" like carbs drowning in marinara?

"Something smells amazing," Maggie said, stepping into the kitchen. She leaned in, giving me a quick kiss. "And you're not even on fire. Impressive."

"Yet," I quipped, stirring the sauce dramatically. "I like to keep the fire extinguisher close for morale."

She grinned. "Is that why you bought the industrial-sized one?"

"Absolutely."

But even as we exchanged jokes, the weight of The Conversation lingered. And judging by the way Maggie bit her lip and glanced at me every so often, she felt it too.

Halfway through dinner, I felt it. That subtle shift in the air. The pause that lingered just a little too long.

"Travis," she started, setting her fork down carefully. "Can I ask you something?"

Here we go.

"Of course," I said, trying to sound like a man who was ready for anything.

She hesitated, and I could see the thoughts swirling behind her green eyes. "Where do you see this going? Us, I mean."

Yup. There it was.

I stalled, taking an exaggerated sip of water like I was pondering the complexities of life itself. "Well, I'm hoping it's not going toward a conversation about my questionable pasta-making skills."

She smiled, but there was a flicker of nervousness in her expression. "I'm serious."

"I know," I said, setting the glass down. "And I've been thinking about it too."

The thing about Future Talks is that they're never just about the future. They're about the past too -- all the moments that shaped how you see commitment.

"I guess part of me is... cautious," I admitted, fiddling with my napkin. "I thought I knew what my future looked like once. Marriage. Family. Stability. Then... well, you know how that turned out."

"Monica," Maggie said softly.

"Yeah." I offered a dry chuckle. "Turns out 'forever' had an asterisk."

She reached across the table, her hand brushing against mine. "I get it. My ex made a lot of promises too. And when they fall apart... it's hard to believe in them again."

I nodded. She did get it. That's what made this both easier and harder.

"But I don't think avoiding it forever is the answer," she continued. "We're not them, Travis. And I don't want fear to decide what happens next."

"So," she said gently. "What do you want?"

It was such a simple question, yet it hit like a freight train.

"I want..." I paused, realizing how much I actually meant it. "I want this. I want us. And I don't know exactly what that looks like in five years or ten years, but I know I want you in it."

Her eyes softened. "That's a good start."

"And you?" I asked, feeling like the floor might crumble if I didn't hear her answer.

"I want the same," she said. "But I also want to know that we're not just... coasting. I want to feel like we're building something."

"That's fair," I said, my thumb tracing absent patterns along the back of her hand. "I want that too. I just... need to believe I'm not going to screw it up."

She squeezed my hand. "Travis, if you were going to screw it up, you would've done it already. Trust me."

"Wow. Such confidence in my abilities."

"I'm just saying." She grinned. "You're doing pretty well so far."



And then came the inevitable follow-up.

"What about the kids?" Maggie asked carefully. "I know they're a huge part of your life."

"Traci, Francis, and Beth are... complicated," I said, which was putting it lightly.

"Beth's supportive. She's given you the official nod of approval, which is basically the equivalent of winning an election in our house."

Maggie laughed. "And Francis?"

"He's... warming up. Slowly. In his own brooding, protein-shake-fueled way."

"And Traci?" she asked, more carefully now. "She's been... distant since the divorce."

I nodded, the mention of my oldest daughter tightening something in my chest. "Yeah. She's protective. Always has been. She's still working through it. But I think she wants me to be happy. She just doesn't know how to reconcile that with her frustration over what happened with Monica."

"I can understand that." Maggie paused. "Would you want me to meet her? Eventually, I mean."

I swallowed hard. "I do. But I think it has to be on her terms. She's stubborn, like her old man."

"She's lucky then," Maggie said with a small smile. "You're pretty great."

"Well, I do have my moments."

She squeezed my hand again. "And if we ever talked about living together?"

"Traci might have thoughts," I admitted. "But hard isn't impossible. They'll always come first, but they also want to see me happy. I think, eventually, they'd come around."

"And I want them to know I'm not trying to replace anyone. I'm just... here."

"I think they already know that."

The conversation naturally drifted into other possibilities. Vacations. Moving in. Maybe even a dog.

"Francis is absolutely going to lobby for a Great Dane," I joked. "Beth will demand something small and fashionable."

"And you?"

"Mutual destruction. I'll end up with both."

She laughed, but then her face grew serious. "And... marriage?"

The word hung in the air like a challenge.

"I'm not against it," I said slowly. "It's not like I swore off ever trying again. But I'd only do it if it's right. If it's... us."

Maggie nodded, her expression unreadable. "I get that."

"And you?" I ventured.

"I think," she said softly, "if I ever got married again, it would have to be because I couldn't imagine life without that person. Not out of obligation. Not because it's 'the next step.' Just because I knew."

"Yeah," I agreed. "That's how it should be."

Later, as we curled up on the couch, the weight of the conversation had eased. It didn't feel like a pressure-filled milestone. It felt like something we'd built -- together.

"Well," Maggie teased, "now that we've had The Future Talk, I guess the next milestone is picking a TV show we both like without resorting to rock-paper-scissors."

"You laugh, but we've almost ended this relationship over your obsession with true crime."

"Oh, please. You've watched at least five episodes willingly."

"Under duress."

She smirked. "Admit it. You wanted to know if the husband did it."

"It's always the husband!"

We dissolved into laughter, and for the first time in forever, the future didn't feel like a looming question mark. It felt like something we'd figure out -- one sarcastic quip and terrible documentary at a time.

And honestly?

That sounded pretty perfect.

-------------------
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________________________________

Name's Travis Parker. I used to think I had my life figured out--wife, kids, a steady job, a mortgage large enough to require its own zip code. Then Monica blew it all to hell with a guy named Big Rick (because apparently midlife crises come with bad nicknames now), and I found myself back at square one, wondering if the best parts of my life were already behind me. Somehow, my kids--Traci, Francis, and Beth--managed to hold the pieces together when I couldn't, proving they were tougher than I ever gave them credit for. And just when I'd decided maybe happy endings were for other people, Maggie walked in--smart, stubborn, and not afraid to call me on my crap. She made me believe that the light at the end of the tunnel wasn't just another train--it was a second chance. And this time, I wasn't about to miss it.

**************

Laundry is supposed to be one of those mindless, peaceful activities. You know, something soothing. Like zen meditation, except with the faint smell of fabric softener and the slow death of your will to live. I stood there at the foot of my bed, wrestling a fitted sheet like it was a live anaconda, while Maggie calmly folded towels like some kind of domestic goddess. I swear, fitted sheets are a government conspiracy. They can't be folded. They can only be beaten into a rough rectangle through sheer spite.

"This thing is fighting for its life," I muttered, trying to pin one corner without falling over. "Pretty sure if I fold it wrong, a black van pulls up outside and the Men in Black come to 'correct' me."

Maggie didn't even look up. "You know they make YouTube tutorials for that, right?"

"Yeah, and I believe in Bigfoot sightings more than those things working." I huffed and flailed again. "This is domestic terrorism."

She snorted softly, then, in that same deadpan voice she uses to recommend where to hide a body, said, "We should get married."

The pillowcase in my hands escaped like it had been waiting for the moment. It floated to the ground, landing with a humiliating little flop. I blinked at her, my brain flashing blue screen of death. Somewhere deep in my mind, a goat screamed. Also a siren. Maybe fireworks. Definitely the faint echo of Francis yelling "Don't panic!"

"You're serious?" I croaked, my mouth so dry it felt like I'd swallowed a box of crackers.

Maggie shrugged, folding another towel with infuriating ease. "Yeah. You're it for me. No grand speech, no flash mobs, no skywriting. Just... you and me. Simple."

I opened my mouth to say something--anything--but all that came out was a wheeze that might have been English in another life. I rubbed the back of my neck, searching her face for any sign she was joking. She wasn't. She looked at me like she had just asked if I wanted coffee. Comfortable. Certain.

"You sure?" I finally asked, my voice cracking like a nervous teenager at prom. "I mean...you do know you're proposing to the guy who just lost a wrestling match to a fitted sheet, right?"

"That just makes you relatable," she teased, giving me a sideways grin. "Plus, who else would let me win at Mario Kart and pretend I earned it?"

I laughed--actually laughed--and it broke through the static in my head. God help me, I loved her. And even though every survival instinct screamed Run!, I found myself stepping toward her instead.

"Okay," I said, a little breathless. "Yes. Let's get married."

Her grin widened, and before I knew it, we were laughing and hugging, right there in the middle of half-folded towels and weaponized pillowcases. Her arms wrapped around my neck, mine around her waist, and for a moment, everything--the fear, the past, the fitted sheet war--faded away.

"I should probably warn you," I said against her hair, "I fully intend to sneak bacon into the wedding menu."

She leaned back enough to look at me, eyes sparkling. "Travis, that was never in question. In fact, it's part of the appeal."

I kissed her forehead, feeling more grounded--and more free--than I had in years. "God help you," I muttered affectionately. "You're stuck with me now."

"Good," she said, tugging me closer. "That was the whole point."

We didn't talk much after I said yes. Not because there was nothing to say--God knows I had enough thoughts buzzing around my head to power a small city--but because somehow, it felt good just sitting there with her. No big plans, no spreadsheets, no pressure. Just two idiots in love, folding laundry and accidentally agreeing to upend their lives together.

Of course, the second the shock wore off and Maggie wandered into the kitchen to make coffee, reality hit me like a linebacker on payday. I was getting married. Again.

I paced the living room, hands stuffed in my pockets, trying to convince myself I was cool, calm, and collected. Instead, I looked like a man rehearsing for a very low-budget courtroom drama.

What was I supposed to say to the kids?

Hey, remember how you finally stopped flinching every time I looked happy? Surprise! Step-mom 2.0 incoming!

Maggie poked her head back around the corner, a mug in each hand, smiling that small, secret smile that always knocked my defenses flat. "You're thinking too hard again," she said knowingly.

I caught one of the mugs she tossed me and grunted. "It's not thinking. It's... strategic pre-worrying. Totally different."

She laughed and sat cross-legged on the couch, motioning for me to join her. "We'll tell them together," she said, simple and sure. "No drama. No speeches. Just honest. They love you. They'll get it... eventually."

I sat down beside her, feeling the caffeine start to work its way into my bloodstream. I wasn't sure if she was right. I wasn't sure about anything, really. Except for one thing: if I had to brave the fire again, I couldn't think of anyone else I'd rather walk into it with.

"Tomorrow," I said finally, lifting my mug in a solemn toast. "We tell them tomorrow."

Maggie clinked her mug against mine and smiled. "Tomorrow," she agreed. And just like that, the impossible didn't seem so impossible anymore.

At least, that's what I kept telling myself right up until morning hit me like a tax audit wrapped in a hangover. I barely slept--mostly because my brain decided 3 a.m. was the perfect time to stage a full-blown anxiety parade. By the time we slid into the diner booth, I wasn't even sure if I was nervous or just running on pure existential dread and weak coffee fumes.

I stirred my coffee for the third time, buying myself a few more precious seconds of peace before detonating the brunch bomb. Across the table, Beth was scrolling on her phone, Francis was inhaling an omelet like it owed him money, and Traci was sipping her black coffee with the same grim seriousness you usually see right before someone issues a formal declaration of war. Maggie sat next to me, completely calm, like a commander about to unleash chaos on an unsuspecting village.

I cleared my throat. "So... Maggie and I have some news."

Beth's head snapped up instantly, the phone forgotten. "You're pregnant!" she shrieked so loudly half the restaurant turned to stare.

Maggie nearly snorted her mimosa up her nose. I choked on my coffee. "No! God, no. Jesus, Beth, why would that be your first guess?"

Beth just grinned, utterly unrepentant. "Well, you're that age, Dad."

Francis leaned back in his chair, grinning like he already knew. "You're getting married, aren't you?" He held out his fist without waiting for confirmation. "Congrats, old man."

I bumped his fist, shaking my head in disbelief. "You couldn't let me have the moment, huh? Had to spoil the reveal?"

Traci, on the other hand, looked like she had just bitten into a lemon dipped in vinegar. She stared at me, eyes sharp, lips pressed into a thin, unimpressed line. "Really?" she said, the word coming out like a legal objection.

Beth, ignoring her sister's growing storm cloud of disapproval, clapped her hands together. "I'm helping with the wedding planning. Non-negotiable. I'm thinking a rustic-chic theme with fairy lights, lots of greenery--maybe a champagne wall?"

Francis piped up through a mouthful of potatoes. "Or--and hear me out--you replace the vows with a lightsaber duel. First one to disarm the other wins."

Maggie, watching all of this unfold with the serene satisfaction of a general whose troops had gone rogue exactly as planned, sipped her drink and murmured, "Told you they'd take it well."

As the chaos continued--Beth was now threatening to color-code the entire reception, Francis was looking up "legitimate officiants who also do magic tricks"--I caught Traci's eye across the table. She wasn't laughing. Wasn't even pretending. Just quietly pushing her scrambled eggs around her plate like they were responsible for every bad thing that had ever happened to her.

I waited until Beth was sketching wedding layouts on a napkin and Francis was too busy ranking Star Wars duelists, then leaned over toward Traci. Kept my voice low. "Hey, can we talk for a second? Just you and me?"

She hesitated, her fork pausing mid-scrape. For a second, I thought she might blow me off completely. But after a long beat, she nodded stiffly and slid out of the booth, grabbing her coffee like it was a shield.

I followed her toward the patio outside, heart hammering harder than it should have. This wasn't a casual 'So, what do you think about cake flavors?' chat. This was a 'Please don't hate me for moving on' conversation. One I wasn't sure I was ready for--but one I knew we both needed.

Behind us, Maggie gave me the smallest nod. I think it was supposed to be reassuring. Mostly it just felt like she was sending me off to fight a dragon with a butter knife.

Deep breath, Parker. Time to face the hard part.

The patio was quiet, just a few stray tables and the low hum of traffic beyond the fence. Traci picked a table in the farthest corner like she was minimizing the risk of friendly fire. She sat, arms crossed over her chest, coffee cradled like a weapon she might deploy at any second.

I sat down across from her, leaning my elbows on the table, trying not to look like a guy gearing up for battle.

For a minute, we just sat there, the silence stretching, heavy and uncomfortable. I finally cleared my throat. "Look, Traci... I get it. This is fast. It's a lot."

She stared at her coffee, her jaw tight. "It's not that you're dating again," she said after a beat. "Honestly, you deserve to be happy. God knows you spent enough years trying to survive Mom." Her voice cracked a little, and she shook her head. "But marriage? After everything? It just feels like you're rushing into something because you want to fix... all of it."

I opened my mouth to argue, but she lifted a hand to stop me. "I'm not saying Maggie isn't good for you. She probably is. But if it goes south... I can't promise I'll be around to watch it happen again." Her voice was tight, almost trembling. "I barely held it together last time."

Hearing that gutted me more than I expected. I reached across the table, palm up, offering--not grabbing. Just there if she wanted it. "I would never ask you to stay if it hurt you, Traci. You have every right to protect yourself." I let out a breath, running a hand through my hair. "Hell, half the time I don't know how you managed to hold us all together when everything blew up. You were stronger than I ever was. You gave me strength when I didn't think I had any left."

For the first time, her eyes met mine. And there it was--the hurt, the love, the stubbornness I knew better than anyone. My kid. My fighter.

"You don't owe me anything," I said quietly. "Not now. Not ever."

She blinked fast, then set her coffee down with a soft thud and stood up. For a terrifying second, I thought she was walking away. Instead, she circled the table, hesitated, and then wrapped her arms around my shoulders in a tight, fierce hug. "I'm still standing with you," she mumbled into my neck. "Just... don't make me watch you break again, okay?"

I hugged her back just as tightly. "Deal, kiddo," I whispered. "Deal."

As I sat there, feeling the weight of her hug still lingering on my shoulders, I realized something I should've seen a long time ago. Traci wasn't just surviving the wreckage--we all were. She grew stronger in the fire while I was still picking ash out of my teeth. And maybe that was the hardest part about moving forward with Maggie. It wasn't just about trusting myself to get it right this time. It was about trusting that my kids--my stubborn, brilliant, battle-scarred kids--could heal too. Maybe even better than I ever could.

When I pushed the door open and stepped back into the warm noise of the restaurant, it was like someone had turned the colors up a little brighter. Beth was waving her hands around in a passionate argument about floral centerpieces, Francis was trying to convince Maggie that "lightsaber officiants" were a legitimate wedding industry niche, and Maggie--God bless her--was just smiling like none of it scared her off. I didn't feel weighed down anymore. For the first time in a long time, I felt like I wasn't dragging my past behind me like a busted anchor. I was just... here. Right where I was supposed to be.

Of course, that peaceful, grounded feeling lasted exactly three hours--right up until Beth declared we were going dress shopping and Maggie handed me a coffee like a man about to face a firing squad.

I have never seen so much lace outside of a haunted Victorian doll collection. It was everywhere--cascading from hangers, drooping over displays, even oozing from the ceiling like some aggressive Pinterest project gone feral. The boutique smelled faintly of desperation and overpriced dreams, and I was already calculating how many Advil it would take to survive the next two hours.

Beth was in her element, stalking the rows of dresses like a lioness hunting indecisive prey. "This one's nice!" she called, holding up something with enough sequins to be classified as a public safety hazard. Francis trailed behind her, hands jammed into his pockets, muttering under his breath, "I could be eating pancakes right now." He shot me a look that screamed You dragged me here. I will remember this betrayal.

Maggie, ever the calm eye of the tulle hurricane, held up a simple dress and glanced at me. "What about this one?"

I cleared my throat. "It's... very white." Brilliant analysis. Pulitzer-worthy, really. Francis snorted into his sleeve while Beth gave me a look like I'd just failed a basic humanity test.

"Try it," Beth demanded, shoving a second dress--this one bedazzled within an inch of its life--into Maggie's hands. "And this one too. For science."

Francis leaned closer to me and stage-whispered, "Science is a lie. This is fashion anarchy."

While Maggie disappeared into the dressing room, I collapsed onto a ridiculously pink velvet chair that looked like it had personally witnessed six hundred emotional breakdowns. Francis flopped into the chair next to mine and immediately pulled out his phone, possibly googling "How to fake a medical emergency in a bridal boutique."

Then the curtain pulled back, and Maggie stepped out.

All the sarcastic remarks died in my throat. She wore a sleek, simple dress that hugged her in all the right ways--elegant without trying too hard, timeless without feeling stiff. She shifted under the boutique lighting, the faintest flush coloring her cheeks.

"Well?" she asked, her voice light but--if you listened closely--just a little uncertain.

I opened my mouth. Nothing came out. Closed it. Opened it again. "Wow," I finally managed, which felt wildly insufficient for how hard my heart was currently trying to beat its way out of my chest.

Beth gasped dramatically. "Holy crap, Dad! That's your 'I'm having an emotional moment but pretending I'm chill' face."

Maggie grinned at me, one eyebrow arched. "High praise?"

I stood up, still stunned. "You look..." I shook my head helplessly, feeling like words were about as useful as a screen door on a submarine. "You look perfect, Mags."

Francis leaned toward Beth and mock-whispered, "Should we get the tissues now, or wait until he full-on cries when they swipe the credit card?"

"Shut up," I muttered, but I was smiling. Smiling like an idiot who knew, without a shadow of a doubt, he was the luckiest damn man alive.

The first time I did this--wedding, marriage, all of it--I remember feeling like I was racing a clock I didn't set. Like I was ticking boxes because that's what you were supposed to do: meet someone, settle down, shut up about it. This... standing there, watching Maggie smile at me like she knew exactly who I was and still wanted this life with me? It didn't feel like running out of time. It felt like finally starting it.

It figured that right when my heart was full, my kids were ready with battle plans for turning the wedding into a three-ring circus--and honestly, I wouldn't have it any other way."

Beth practically slammed her notebook down on the tiny boutique table like she was presenting a case to the Supreme Court. "First option: Galactic Battle Royale. Think laser swords, metallic tuxes, maybe even a fog machine during the vows."

Francis nodded solemnly, like a man who had witnessed true genius. "And we can train a hawk to deliver the rings. Very medieval. Very majestic."

I leaned back in my pink chair, giving Maggie a look that clearly said Save yourself. It's too late for me.

To my absolute horror--and maybe just a little pride--Maggie grinned and leaned into the chaos. "Counter offer," she said, tapping her chin thoughtfully. "Woodland Goblin Aesthetic. Everyone gets fake ears and questionable fashion choices. Travis gets to carry a sword."

Beth gasped. "A wedding AND cosplay? Mom would die."

Francis nodded. "Better. Dad might."

Maggie laughed, but then her smile softened. "Or," she said, setting the fake notebook aside, "we could just do something simple. Us. Family. Friends. No goblins. No hawks. Just... real."

For a second, even Beth--high priestess of chaos--looked thoughtful. Francis shrugged and said, "Yeah. That actually sounds pretty good."

I looked around the table at the three people who somehow, against all odds, made my messy life feel whole again, and nodded. "Simple sounds perfect."

Turns out, the only thing I ever needed was right in front of me--no grand gestures, no fireworks, just real love and the people who never gave up on me.

We didn't need fireworks or a thousand-dollar cake or a hawk in a tuxedo. We just needed each other--standing side by side, laughing through the awkward parts, holding steady when the nerves kicked in. As Beth and Francis launched into mock debates over who would cry first at the ceremony, and Maggie leaned into my side, smiling like we already had everything we needed, I knew this wasn't just another chapter starting. It was a whole new story. And this time, it was ours.



That night, curled up on the couch with Maggie's feet tucked under my leg and a wedding checklist abandoned on the coffee table, we started tossing around honeymoon ideas. You know--the usual: beaches, mountains, remote islands where no one knew your name or cared if you forgot to wear shoes to dinner.

"I'm thinking something romantic," I said, spinning a loose thread on her sweatshirt between my fingers. "Maybe someplace with hammocks. Sunsets. Limited witnesses if I accidentally fall asleep face-first into a daiquiri."

Maggie grinned without looking up from her phone. "Good. Because I already know exactly where I want to go."

Something about her voice made me pause. "Oh?" I said carefully. "Where?"

She set the phone down with a flourish, like she was laying down the winning card in a poker game. "Disney World."

I blinked. Then laughed. Then realized she wasn't joking. "You're serious."

"Dead serious," she said, beaming. "I've always wanted to go as an adult. No kids. No schedules. Just... us being idiots with Mickey ears and churros. Come on, Travis. It'll be fun."

I opened my mouth, ready to unleash a persuasive argument about literally anywhere else--somewhere with room service and no animatronic pirates trying to sell me fake treasure--but one look at her face and I knew I was sunk. She had that look. The I let you think you had a choice but you never really did look.

"Disney World it is," I muttered, already bracing myself for the inevitable humiliation. Maggie just laughed, curled deeper into my side, and whispered, "Best husband ever."

The night blurred into lazy kisses, tangled blankets, and a few whispered, half-serious arguments about which Disney ride we had to hit first. Sleep came sometime after midnight, heavy and easy in a way I hadn't felt in years. By morning, the real world came knocking--with bacon, bad decisions, and the sudden, horrifying realization that I had forgotten one very important detail.

I was halfway through a glorious, grease-dripping bite of bacon the next morning when it hit me like a freight train full of flaming circus clowns. I froze, fork in midair, chewing mechanically as panic bloomed somewhere behind my eyeballs. Had I told my parents? No. No, I had not. Somewhere between lace disasters, goblin-themed threats, and Maggie smiling at me like I hung the damn moon, I had completely forgotten.

I stared blankly at the kitchen wall, mentally calculating how fast I could book a witness protection plan. Maggie glanced up from her coffee, her eyebrow arching in that terrifyingly accurate way she does when she already knows the answer. "You forgot to tell your parents you're getting married, didn't you?"

I swallowed hard. "Define 'forgot.'"

Calling my parents was right up there with root canals and surprise tax audits on my list of favorite activities, but there I was, standing in the kitchen, phone in hand, dialing the number with all the enthusiasm of a man marching to the gallows. It only rang once before Dad picked up, voice as steady and booming as ever. "Well, if it isn't my second-favorite son," he said. "What's going on, kid?"

I cleared my throat. "So, uh... I have some news." I could already picture Dad leaning back in his chair, kicking his boots up like he was settling in for a good story. "Maggie and I... we're getting married."

There was a beat of silence--then Dad let out a sharp laugh. "About damn time! I like her. She's got more grit than you, and she doesn't let you get away with half your usual crap." He sounded genuinely happy, and for a second, some of the weight slid off my shoulders.

Of course, that's when Mom got on the line. "Travis Michael Parker," she said, her voice slicing clean through my brief moment of peace. "You're getting married? Already?" She didn't sound angry--just deeply, painfully skeptical in that special way only mothers can master.

"Mom, it's not 'already,'" I said, rubbing the back of my neck. "We've been together for a while now. It feels right." I could hear her huff on the other end, that slow, measured exhale that usually preceded a verbal dismantling. "You know I like Maggie," she said. "We both do. But you're the first Parker in five generations to get divorced. And now you're the first trying marriage again this soon. It's not a record we're particularly excited about extending."

I winced, because damn if she didn't have a point. "I know," I said quietly. "I'm not rushing this because I'm scared to be alone. I'm doing it because... because I'm finally with someone who makes all the broken pieces feel like they still fit somewhere. She doesn't fix me--she just... doesn't leave."

There was a long pause. Then Mom sighed, softer this time. "I just don't want you to get hurt again, baby." Her voice cracked, just a little, and somehow that hit harder than the lecture. "We're happy for you. Truly. But call your brother, too. He deserves to hear it from you, not secondhand from one of your kids posting about it online."

I let out a breath I didn't realize I was holding. "Yeah. I will," I promised. "Thanks, Mom. Thanks, Dad." I hung up feeling lighter, but also like someone had tightened the invisible tether connecting me back to the people who built me. They weren't saying don't be happy. They were just saying don't forget who you are while you chase it.

I sat at the kitchen table, phone in hand, thumb hovering over Thomas's contact like it might bite me if I moved too fast. I'd called my parents, survived Mom's lecture, and now... now there was only one name left. My big brother. The golden child. The man who could give a TED Talk on stoicism and still somehow make you cry by the end of it. I was halfway through psyching myself up when Maggie wandered in, coffee mug in hand, catching the look on my face.

"You okay?" she asked, sliding into the chair across from me. She tilted her head, studying me like I was a puzzle missing a few key pieces.

"Yeah," I lied, because that's what little brothers do. Then I caught myself, sighed, and added, "Just gotta call my brother. Tell him the news. He's... not gonna give me grief, exactly. He's just... Thomas."

Maggie frowned a little. "You don't talk about him much," she said gently. "What's he like?"

I leaned back, staring at the ceiling for a second, searching for the right words. "Thomas used to be the guy who had it all figured out. Successful CEO. Built his company from scratch. Had this... light about him, you know? Not flashy. Not arrogant. Just steady. Solid. He met Mary when his company hired her as a translator during a big deal they were working on in Hong Kong. She wasn't supposed to be anything more than a bridge between two boardrooms--but somehow, she became his whole damn world."

Maggie stayed quiet, listening the way she always did when something mattered.

"Mary was from Australia," I continued, my voice softening around the memory. "Sweet, funny, sharp as hell. They fell hard. Married within a year. You could tell, even if you were blind and deaf, how much he loved her. It was the kind of thing that made you feel two ways at once--like your heart grew just seeing it, and like you were missing something you didn't even know you needed." I cleared my throat, the ache slipping into my voice. "Then Mary got sick. Cancer. Came on fast. Aggressive. There wasn't a damn thing Thomas's money or success could do to stop it."

I rubbed my thumb over the edge of my phone, remembering. "After she passed, he took her back to Australia, like she'd asked. Buried her in her hometown, under this huge gum tree she loved. Then he just... stayed. Walked away from everything. His company, his penthouse, the life he built. Bought a little house a few miles from where she's buried. Spends his days taking care of the land, helping the local community... just being close to her."

Maggie reached across the table, lacing her fingers through mine. I squeezed her hand, feeling that familiar mix of awe and sadness that always came when I thought about Thomas and Mary. "I used to envy that love," I admitted quietly. "Not the ending. God, not the ending. But the way they were... the way they fought for each other. I wanted that. I think... I think I finally found a piece of it with you."

I sat there for a second, just holding Maggie's hand, feeling the weight of everything I'd just said settle between us. Then, almost as an afterthought, I added, "You know... Thomas and Mary, they're Traci's godparents."

Maggie's eyes widened slightly, her fingers tightening around mine. "Really?"

I nodded, smiling a little. "Yeah. We asked them not long after Traci was born. It just felt right. Thomas was always the steady hand I needed, and Mary..." I trailed off, exhaling slowly. "Mary couldn't have kids. It was one of the hardest things they went through together. So when Traci came along... it meant a lot to them. To us."

Maggie brushed her thumb over the back of my hand, silent but present in that way that made everything easier to say.

"Traci's middle name is Marie," I said, voice quieter now. "We gave her that name for Mary. A piece of her, you know? A way to say that even if Mary couldn't be a mom, she'd always be family."

Maggie blinked fast, her smile bittersweet. "That's beautiful, Travis."

"Yeah," I said, my throat thickening a little. "It was. It still is."

Maggie gave my hand one last squeeze and said softly, "All the more reason you should be the one to tell him, Travis. He deserves to hear it from you."

I nodded, swallowed hard, and before I could talk myself out of it, I hit call--because if anyone deserved the truth straight from me, it was Thomas.

Thomas picked up on the second ring, his voice as dry and steady as ever. "Took you long enough, little brother," he said, not bothering with hello. I smirked, leaning back in my chair. "Well, I was hoping to soften the blow with time and distance, but I see that's not gonna work." He made a low, amused sound--the Thomas equivalent of a belly laugh. "You're calling to tell me you're getting married," he said simply. "Traci already beat you to it."

I let my head thud back against the wall behind me. "Of course she did," I groaned. "Is there anything in my life I'm allowed to announce myself anymore?" Thomas chuckled, and it was the kind of sound that made me miss him a little more than I cared to admit. "Probably not," he said. "But for the record, I'm happy for you. Maggie sounds like good people." I smiled, feeling a little lighter. "She is. She really is."

There was a pause, long enough that I shifted a little in my seat. "Listen," I said, scratching the back of my neck. "If you wanted to come to the wedding... I'd love to have you there. No pressure. Just..." I let the sentence trail off, feeling stupid and hopeful all at once. Thomas was quiet for a second, then answered the way I knew he would. "I can't leave, Trav. I can't leave Mary." His voice was low, but not apologetic. Just a simple truth. "But I'll send a gift. Something that's useful, not decorative garbage."

I swallowed the lump in my throat, nodding even though he couldn't see it. "I get it," I said quietly. "Thanks, Thomas. Really. Means a lot just to hear your voice." There was a beat of silence that felt warm, not awkward. Then he said, "Be happy, Travis. Don't look back unless you have to." And with that, the call ended--not abruptly, not coldly, but clean and sure, the way Thomas always did everything.

When I set the phone down, Maggie was still sitting across from me, watching with something soft and understanding in her eyes. She didn't say anything, not right away. She just reached for my hand and laced our fingers together. And in that moment, I knew she understood--understood why Thomas had stayed behind, why he couldn't leave Mary even after everything. It wasn't about grief. It was about love--the kind that doesn't end just because someone's gone. The kind that stays, even when everything else moves on.

I wasn't chasing some fairytale--I just wanted Maggie to know, years from now, that when it came to loving her, I never flinched, never ran, and never once let go.

If nerves could physically choke a man, my tie would've finished me off about three minutes ago. I yanked at it for the fiftieth time, convinced it was tightening itself like some kind of cursed artifact. Francis smacked my hand away without looking up from his phone. "Stop strangling yourself, old man," he muttered. "You're getting married, not heading to a public execution."

"I dunno," I muttered back. "I've seen Maggie when someone double-books a hotel reservation. Feels about the same."

The small crowd of family and close friends settled into the rows of white chairs nestled among the flowers. The botanical garden smelled like spring had thrown a party and forgotten to clean up afterward--roses, lilacs, something aggressively lemon-scented. Maggie was still inside the main building, probably getting last-minute pep talks from Beth. Speaking of which, Beth came sprinting across the lawn, waving something shiny overhead like she was trying to signal a rescue chopper. "Found the rings! Crisis averted!"

Francis winced and muttered, "I was totally on my way to get those."

Beth snorted. "Sure you were, Mr. Best Man. Good thing one of us is carrying this team." She tossed the ring box to him. Francis bobbled it like a clumsy goalie before tucking it into his pocket with a sheepish shrug.

Before I could breathe a full sigh of relief, I spotted Traci lingering at the edge of the crowd, arms crossed, wearing a look that could've curdled milk. I caught her eye and nodded toward a quieter path that led toward the trees. She hesitated--then followed.

We stopped beneath an old oak, the ceremony music soft and muffled behind us. She looked at me, chewing her bottom lip the way she used to when she was little and terrified of thunderstorms. "I'm scared, Dad," she said, voice raw. "What if it goes wrong again? What if you get hurt again?" Her hands fidgeted with the hem of her dress, restless and unsure. "I don't know if I can watch that happen a second time."

I knelt a little so I was eye level with her. "Traci," I said, steady and certain, "you don't have to carry that weight for me. You never did. You get to feel scared. You get to worry. But this--Maggie and me--it's different. I promise you, I'm not walking blind this time. And neither is she."

She blinked fast, like she was trying not to cry. Then, without warning, she threw her arms around me, squeezing hard. "If you screw this up," she muttered against my shoulder, "I'm still siding with Maggie."

I laughed, a choked, messy sound. "That's fair," I said, hugging her tighter. "Honestly, you should."

When the music shifted, signaling it was time, we walked back together. I took my place under the floral arch, hands finally steady, heart hammering not with fear, but something warmer, heavier. Maggie stepped into view, stunning in her simple dress, sunlight weaving gold into her hair.

As she reached me, she squeezed my fingers--tiny, private reassurance--and suddenly, I could breathe again.

When it came time for vows, I spoke first. Naturally. And somehow it came out sounding more like one of my rants than anything romantic: "I'm not promising to be perfect. You've seen me try to assemble IKEA furniture. You know what you're signing up for." Laughter rippled through the crowd. I smiled, but pressed on, voice thickening. "I'm promising to show up. To fight for us when it would be easier to quit. To make you laugh when you want to cry. To stand with you, even when the world doesn't make sense. To love you the way you deserve--not just today, but every messy, ridiculous day after."

Maggie smiled, tears bright in her eyes, and when she spoke, it wrecked me in the best way possible. "You're my chaos, Travis Parker. My anchor. My favorite argument, my safest place. I don't need perfect. I just need you--exactly as you are." She took a breath, her voice wobbling just a little. "I'm not promising a smooth road. But I promise you'll never walk it alone again."

And right there, standing under a sky so blue it hurt to look at, my chest squeezed so tight I knew I was done for. Tears burned behind my eyes. I cleared my throat and muttered, "Allergies," earning a soft chuckle from Maggie and a loud, obnoxious "Sure, Dad," from Francis somewhere in the front row.

As Maggie slid the ring onto my finger and smiled at me like I was the only man in the world who had ever gotten anything right, I realized something so simple it nearly knocked the breath out of me--this wasn't just a new beginning; it was the life I was always meant to find, standing here, messy and imperfect and real, in the middle of a garden that smelled like second chances.

The reception was small--just the people who mattered. Folding chairs and fairy lights strung through the trees, Beth taking a thousand blurry photos, Francis giving a toast that started strong and ended with him getting choked up and blaming "pollen." Traci, sitting at the corner table, watching with that wary, fragile hope she tried so hard to hide. Maggie danced with all three kids, one by one, her dress twirling, her laughter rising above the music like a promise that maybe, just maybe, this would all be okay.

I kept catching glimpses of her across the lawn--the way she tilted her head when she laughed, the way she knelt down to tie Beth's shoe, the way she somehow made every single person feel seen. God, I'd married her. I still couldn't believe it.

After a few lazy, perfect hours, people started packing up. Traci hugged me longer than usual. Francis punched my arm like affection hurt him. Beth made me swear not to lose the ring because, as she put it, "You're forgetful and emotional and prone to tragic soundtrack moments." Then they were waving goodbye, promises of seeing us when we got back hanging in the air like a second round of confetti.

By the time we reached the airport, the sun was dipping low, casting long shadows across the parking lot. Maggie squeezed my hand as we dragged our suitcases toward the terminal, her Minnie Mouse carry-on rolling obediently behind her like a tiny, glittering sidekick. I was exhausted in the way you only get when your heart's been running a marathon your body can't quite keep up with.

We boarded the plane still in wedding clothes--wrinkled, a little disheveled, still laughing about Francis trying to "borrow" centerpieces for his apartment. Maggie fell asleep on my shoulder before we even reached cruising altitude, her hand tangled with mine, and I stared out the window at the night sky, feeling more grounded than I had in years.

The moment we stepped out of the rental car and into the blazing Florida sun, I knew I had made a tactical error of catastrophic proportions. Jeans. Actual, heavy, soul-crushing denim. Within thirty seconds, I could feel my dignity--and about a gallon of sweat--pooling around my ankles. Maggie, on the other hand, looked like she had just walked out of a Disney princess training montage: breezy sundress, sunglasses, and a pair of glittery Minnie Mouse ears perched proudly on her head.

"You look like you're starring in an allergy medication commercial," I muttered, tugging at my waistband in futility.

"And you," she said, grinning as she straightened her ears, "look like you lost a bet with humidity."

She plucked a pair of Mickey ears off a kiosk as we walked by and held them out to me with an expectant look. I took a cautious step back, like she was offering me a live grenade. "Not happening," I said. "I have to preserve what little street cred I have left."

Maggie pouted. Full lower lip, wide innocent eyes--the kind of look that could bring the toughest negotiator to his knees. "Please?" she asked sweetly, bouncing just a little on her toes. I sighed so hard I probably shifted the barometric pressure in the area, then snatched the ears out of her hand and jammed them onto my head.



"Congratulations," I grumbled. "I'm officially part of the happiest hostage situation on earth."

We hadn't made it ten steps before a woman hauling a group of about fifteen people in matching neon shirts barreled toward us, waving frantically. "There you are, Cousin Ted!" she cried, grabbing my arm and steering me into the center of their chaotic, sunburnt mass. Before I could protest, a dozen camera flashes went off.

Maggie barely contained her laughter, biting her lip so hard I thought she might sprain it. I smiled dutifully for the next round of pictures, resigning myself to my fate. If I was going to survive this day without spontaneously combusting from secondhand embarrassment, it was going to be on a strict diet of churros, sarcasm, and the faint, desperate hope that somewhere out there was an air-conditioned bar that served hard liquor inside a souvenir cup shaped like a castle.

It didn't stop there. Oh no. Maggie was in full Disney mode now--dragging me from ride to ride, clutching my hand like an overexcited five-year-old hopped up on cotton candy and dreams. Every photo op? She was there. Every snack stand? Sampled. Every street parade? Front row. I, on the other hand, was developing a unique survival system that involved selective hearing, strategic shade-hopping, and pretending the $8 churros counted as a balanced diet.

"Come on!" she chirped, yanking me toward another line that snaked across the sun-scorched pavement. "This one only has a 45-minute wait!"

"Only?" I croaked, dragging my jeans-clad legs behind her like I was on a forced march through the Sahara. "Babe, in 45 minutes I could start a small business. I could learn to whittle. I could possibly discover a cure for foot sweat."

She just laughed and looped her arm through mine. "You're whining, but you're still moving. That's love, Travis Parker."

I grunted, adjusting the Mickey ears I hadn't yet found the courage to rip off. Somewhere deep down--under the sarcasm, sweat, and creeping sunstroke--I knew she was right. It was love. The messy, ridiculous, sore-footed kind.

If I was going to survive this day without spontaneously combusting from secondhand embarrassment, it was going to be on a strict diet of churros, sarcasm, and the faint, desperate hope that somewhere out there was an air-conditioned bar that served hard liquor inside a souvenir cup shaped like a castle.

I should have known better. Truly. When Maggie pointed at It's a Small World and said, "Oh come on, it's a classic!" my instincts screamed flee. I hesitated on the dock, giving her a wary side-eye. "Classic," I repeated. "You know what else is a classic? The Titanic." She smacked my arm lightly and dragged me onto the boat before I could stage a proper protest.

At first, it was harmless enough. Dolls spun in synchronized terror, singing that relentless anthem of world unity. I leaned over and whispered, "Ten bucks says one of them blinks wrong and we're trapped in a horror movie." Maggie snorted, elbowing me in the ribs. "They're just dolls, Travis. Relax. Be culturally appreciative." I looked at the papier-mâché kangaroo wobbling violently on a spring. "I'm appreciating my impending nightmares, thanks."

We were about three verses deep when the boat suddenly jerked and... stopped. Right there, mid-scene, under a chorus of animatronic children singing like their lives depended on it.

The music didn't stop.

The dolls didn't stop.

Only the boat--and any last shred of my sanity--stopped.

I turned slowly to Maggie. "Day 14," I said in a dead, gravelly voice. "Still trapped. The dolls have unionized. I think the kangaroo's their ringleader."

Maggie lost it, clapping her hand over her mouth to stifle her laughter. Tears started rolling down her cheeks. She wheezed out, "Should I start rationing the snacks?"

"We have no snacks!" I hissed, looking around like a prisoner assessing his cellmates. "It's just us, sugar water in the air, and them." I pointed at a group of particularly sinister-looking marionettes doing the can-can with dead eyes and forced smiles. "That one winked at me. I swear it."

She clutched my arm, practically vibrating with laughter. "If we don't make it... tell Francis he can have my record collection." I shook my head grimly. "Tell Francis he's the new head of the Resistance."

Finally--after what felt like a lifetime of emotional erosion--the boat jerked forward. I almost flung myself onto the dock the second we reached it. Tugging the Mickey ears off my sweaty head, I jabbed a finger back at the ride. "Never again," I declared, as if banishing a demon. "Boats. Ducks. Kids with water balloons. All dead to me now."

Maggie wiped her eyes, still laughing as she grabbed my hand. "You're such a drama queen," she teased.

"Survivalist," I corrected solemnly. "You don't survive Small World and walk away unchanged."

I glanced over at Maggie, still laughing, still somehow making even this ridiculous disaster feel like a memory worth keeping. And standing there, soaked in sweat, dignity shot to hell, smelling faintly of stale churros and bad decisions, it hit me harder than any Hallmark speech ever could--being stuck in doll hell with her was still better than most of my so-called best days when I was alone. No contest. Not even close.

We stumbled away from It's a Small World like two survivors of a minor but deeply traumatic natural disaster, weaving through the crowds in desperate search of shade, food, and whatever was left of our dignity. Maggie was still laughing every few steps, wiping tears from her eyes. I let her have it. She earned it. I was pretty sure at some point in that boat, I'd fully dissociated and started planning my escape route through Canada.

We hit a pretzel stand first--because trauma demands carbs--and Maggie insisted we "walk it off" through Adventureland. Walking it off turned into browsing pirate hats, getting fake-sword-challenged by a six-year-old, and a somehow serious discussion about whether we could pull off matching Buzz Lightyear backpacks. (Maggie: 100% yes. Me: 100% hiding behind a shrub.)

We even managed a relatively peaceful twenty minutes riding the carousel, which Maggie claimed was "therapeutic" and I claimed was "an existential metaphor for adult life," but honestly, by then I was too heat-stupid and churro-full to argue.

After another lap around the park--and one near-death experience involving an overeager dad with a double stroller--we finally found a patch of blessed shade near a fountain. Maggie flopped down onto the bench dramatically, fanning herself with a map. I followed, groaning like a man three decades older than I actually was.

"You know," Maggie said, tilting her head back to catch the tiniest hint of breeze, "I think we're killing this whole honeymoon thing."

"I think we're being killed by this honeymoon thing," I muttered, reaching for my water bottle like it contained actual salvation.

We were sitting under a merciful patch of shade, trying to rehydrate and emotionally recover from our brush with animatronic doom, when my phone buzzed. I wiped the sweat off my face and checked it. It was a text from Beth, complete with no fewer than six crying-laughing emojis. "Hope you guys warmed up your vocals! I entered you in the Disney Newlywed Karaoke Contest! Good luck, lovebirds!"

I stared at the message like it might physically bite me. "We have a problem," I said grimly. Maggie leaned over, reading the text over my shoulder. Instead of reacting like a sane person--with horror, dread, maybe a polite request for witness protection--her whole face lit up like she had just been gifted a lifetime supply of wine and spa days.

"Yes!" she squealed, bouncing in her seat. "This is going to be amazing!"

"Amazing is how people describe landing a plane safely," I muttered. "Not publicly dying of embarrassment in front of a guy in a foam mouse suit."

"You'll be fine," she said, grabbing my arm and tugging me to my feet. "It's not about being good. It's about being adorable! People love newlyweds who try their best." She paused, squeezing my hand with a wink. "And you, my love, look like a man who's about to try very hard."

Somehow, fifteen minutes later, we were standing on a brightly lit stage with Mickey Mouse himself clapping his giant foam hands in encouragement. The song choice? "A Whole New World." Because life clearly hadn't humiliated me enough today. As the intro music kicked in, Maggie gave me a mischievous grin. "Don't worry," she whispered. "Just follow my lead."

The music swelled--and Maggie dove in with full Disney Princess energy. I, on the other hand, blanked completely on the lyrics about two lines in. Panicking, I decided that if I couldn't remember the words, I'd at least commit to the performance. I started miming flying a magic carpet, dramatically steering left and right. A kid in the front row yelled, "Crash it!" and I gave an exaggerated nosedive spin that nearly took Maggie out. She dissolved into giggles mid-verse, barely getting her lines out between laughing fits.

As we butchered the chorus together, Mickey Mouse covered his eyes in mock horror, then peeked through his gloved fingers and gave me a pity thumbs-up. I turned to Maggie mid-song and deadpanned, "I feel like this is how real magic dies," earning even more laughter from the growing crowd. She bumped her shoulder against mine. "You're killing it, carpet captain!"

When the song mercifully ended, the audience whooped and cheered--whether from genuine affection or secondhand pity, I didn't care. We somehow placed third. Maggie threw her arms around me, laughing so hard she could barely breathe. "Told you!" she gasped, wiping tears from her eyes.

I groaned and buried my face in her neck. "If Francis ever finds out about this," I mumbled, "I'm blaming you, Beth, and possibly Walt Disney's ghost." Maggie just kissed the side of my head and whispered, "Best day ever, Captain Nosedive."

Somewhere between the forgotten lyrics, the pity applause, and Maggie's laughter tangled up in mine, it hit me--being ridiculous with her, being real with her, felt more right than all the years I spent trying to be perfect for the wrong people. This... this mess was ours. And I wouldn't trade it for anything.

We found a patch of grass on the edge of the lagoon, just far enough away from the crowds to breathe but close enough to see the fireworks when they started. Maggie sat down first, kicking off her sandals and leaning back on her elbows like she belonged there--like she belonged anywhere she wanted. I dropped down next to her, grunting a little, because apparently my knees now filed official complaints when I asked them to do things quickly.

For once, I didn't feel the need to fill the silence with sarcasm or smartass commentary. I just... sat there. Next to her. Breathing in the sticky Florida night air, the faint smell of churros and popcorn, the sound of distant laughter. When the first firework exploded overhead, painting the sky in electric gold, Maggie rested her head lightly against my shoulder. I closed my eyes for a second, committing it all to memory--the weight of her, the warmth, the way the world didn't feel so heavy for once.

We sat like that for a while, just the crackle and bloom of fireworks filling the night. Then, right as a big burst of blue stars shimmered overhead, Maggie's voice slipped out, quiet and unsure. "Do you ever think about... having kids? With me?"

The words hit me square in the chest, knocking the air out of me in a way no punch ever could. My brain went straight into emergency evacuation mode. Kids? Diapers? PTA meetings? Standing awkwardly in a field while my future mini-me plotted my downfall with a nerf gun?

I felt the initial panic bubble up--because holy hell, that was big. That was life-altering, no-going-back big. I opened my mouth, ready to make some dumb joke to buy myself time, when something across the grass caught my eye. A little boy, no more than four, wobbling toward his dad, balloon string clutched tight in one tiny fist. The kid giggled so hard he almost fell over, and the dad caught him mid-topple, laughing with him like the world had never been broken.

I stared at them, heart hammering against my ribs, and in that one second, all the noise in my head finally shut up. Because it wasn't just the idea of kids. It was the idea of building something real with her. Something messy and loud and imperfect and absolutely ours.

I turned back to Maggie, and when I spoke, my voice was steady--not because I wasn't terrified, but because somehow, I wasn't scared enough to say no. "Yeah," I said quietly, threading my fingers through hers. "I think about it. With you... I want all of it."

She smiled at me then, slow and soft, like a sunrise. And for the first time in a long, long time, I felt like I wasn't just surviving my life anymore. I was finally living it.

Every fear I had--the doubts, the what-ifs, the scars I carried--suddenly felt a hell of a lot smaller than the life I wanted to build with her.

We spent two more days wandering through Disney World like we had nowhere else to be--and honestly, for the first time in a long time, we didn't. We rode Space Mountain twice, mostly because Maggie claimed she needed "scientific proof" that she screamed louder than I did. (She didn't, by the way. I have witnesses.) We ate our way through Epcot like it was a competitive sport, high-fived a surprisingly aggressive Donald Duck, and stayed out way too late watching fireworks that still somehow managed to feel like magic even after the fiftieth explosion.

It wasn't perfect--there were sunburns, overpriced bottled water, a minor incident involving a rogue turkey leg--but it was ours. Every sore foot, every missed GeniePass, every ridiculous souvenir we didn't need but bought anyway. It felt like we were building something without even trying: memories stitched together with laughter and bad decisions and the kind of tired happiness that you can't fake.

By the time we finally packed up to leave, I was sunburned, two churros heavier, and somehow lighter inside than I'd been in years. Maggie fell asleep against my arm on the flight home, and I just sat there, breathing her in, feeling more sure of her--of us--than I ever thought possible.

We landed late, stumbled through baggage claim half-awake, and by the time we got back to the house, I was half-convinced I was still dreaming. Home felt different now. Fuller. Like the air itself had shifted.

Disney took my dignity, my wallet, and about three pounds of water weight, but it gave me back something better--us.

I should never be allowed near Amazon after midnight. That was the first thought that ran through my head when I woke up the next morning and checked my order history, still half-asleep, my thumb mindlessly scrolling. Right there, in glaring confirmation of my questionable life choices, was a "Future Jedi" baby onesie--size 0-3 months. No returns. No shame either, apparently. I stared at the screen, equal parts horrified and... weirdly proud.

Before I could come up with a halfway decent excuse, Maggie padded into the living room, hair messy, one of my old t-shirts hanging off her shoulder. She leaned down to kiss the top of my head, then noticed my expression--and the guilty way I was clutching my phone like it had personally betrayed me.

"What did you do?" she asked suspiciously, the tiniest hint of amusement tugging at her mouth.

I turned the phone around and showed her. For a second, she just blinked at the screen, like her brain was buffering. Then she let out this quiet, wonderful laugh and pulled me up off the couch into a hug so fierce it knocked the wind out of me. "You're such a dork," she whispered against my chest.

"Hey," I muttered into her hair. "It's proactive planning. Strategic baby prepping. Future-proofing."

She leaned back to look up at me, smiling like I'd just handed her the keys to the whole damn universe. "It's perfect," she said, squeezing my hands. "Just like you."

We ended up curled on the couch together, legs tangled, coffee forgotten on the table, just... sitting. No rush. No demands. No plan except maybe, someday, filling this place with more noise, more chaos, more life. Our future wasn't polished or Instagram-ready. It was messy, unpredictable, probably full of sleepless nights and mystery stains and little hands grabbing at everything--and God help me, I couldn't wait.

Perhaps... this was what "happily ever after" actually looked like. Messy. Loud. Ordinary. Ours.

As we sat there, the morning sun creeping across the floor, Maggie rested her head on my shoulder and said, completely casual, "We should probably order another onesie... just in case."

I froze mid-sip of my coffee, nearly choking. "Another--wait, just in case of what?!" I croaked.

She just laughed, soft and wicked, and kissed my jaw. "You'll figure it out, Captain Future Jedi."

And just like that, my brain short-circuited, my heart did a stupid little flip--and somehow, the world felt even bigger and better than before.

Somewhere deep in my brain, a tiny voice whispered, Is it too early to build a panic room? Asking for a friend. And that friend is me.

God help me, I've never been happier.

-----------------------------

Notes from the Wyld:

I think this is a good place to hit pause on the Tale of Travis--for now, at least. If enough people are gluttons for punishment, maybe I'll come back and write about him trying to survive newborn life without accidentally diapering the wrong end of the baby. I want to thank my two loyal fans (you legends--wink) for sticking by me through all the chaos, bad decisions, and emotional fits. It honestly means more than I can put into words. I do try to reply to feedback when I can (some of you already know I'm not a complete ghost), but life occasionally dropkicks my schedule. So thanks for hanging in there--and for sticking around longer than Travis's first attempt at folding a fitted sheet.

Fun fact: The chaos in the Disney scenes? 100% field-tested. In 1999, my wife and I got stuck on the Small World ride at Disneyland. My running commentary almost made her laugh so hard she needed a change of clothes. Fast-forward years later, my whole family got stuck upside down on the Harry Potter and the Forbidden Journey ride at Universal Orlando. Naturally, I started cracking jokes. I had the entire family laughing until my wife, between gasps for air, begged me to stop -- partly because gravity is a harsh mistress, and partly because dignity was about to suffer critical damage. So yes, when Travis panics mid-animatronic nightmare... that's just me, lovingly preserved for future generations.
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Saigo no Meirei

"The Armor, and the Man Inside It"

Honor is not pride.

Pride can be broken.

Honor must be carried, until it crushes you, or becomes the weight that keeps your spine straight.

My name is Kaito.

Son of no renown.

Samurai of House Aokai.

Sworn to Lord Hisanobu since I first lifted a practice blade and bled for the lesson.

I do not speak of myself in stories. I do not seek to be remembered. That is not the way.

A samurai serves, not for praise, but for purpose.

Each plate I fasten is a vow.

Each knot tied, a prayer spoken not to the gods, but to the code that raised me.

Today, I wear my armor like a second skin.

Not for ceremony.

For war.

The Oda come.

Their banners choke the horizon. Their blades are sharp, their numbers greater, their ambition vast.

They do not come for land.

They come to erase what we are.

Lord Hisanobu will not yield.

So neither will I.

We know what is waiting.

A siege. A slaughter.

And at the end, if the gods are kind, a death with purpose.

I do not fear dying. I never have.

What I fear, what none of us say aloud, is surviving beyond the orders we were born to follow.

Because if the lord falls...

and you remain...

Then what are you?

==============

Chapter -- "The Storm Approaches"

(POV: Kaito)

The fog had not yet lifted, but the drums had already begun. Low and steady. Like gods waking with purpose.

I stood within the eastern chamber of the Aokai stronghold, the scent of cedar smoke and cold steel thick in the air. My fingers worked silently, tightening the final cord on Hisanobu-sama's gauntlet. The lacquered plates shimmered black, edged in gold cranes that caught the flickering torchlight. His armor was old, worn by his father and grandfather before him, but still fit him as if forged for this day.

He said nothing, only offered his hand when I reached for it, and then the other. I adjusted the wrist bindings in silence, the ritual too sacred for idle speech. He didn't need reassurance, and I had none to give. We both knew the Oda were already at the gates. Five to one, by last count. Maybe more by now.

He had not slept. Nor had I.

Behind us, the ancestral altar loomed tall, bathed in pale light filtered through the paper shoji. The incense still burned from dawn prayers, bitter, pungent, clinging to my skin like regret. Outside, the war drums rose again. Deeper this time. Hungrier.

He drew a breath, the kind that carried weight no armor could deflect. Then his hand, gloved and trembling just slightly, settled on my shoulder.

"We do not die today for land," he said. "We die to keep the soul intact."

I did not nod. I did not speak. I simply looked into his eyes, and hoped he did not see the fear in mine.

Not fear of death.

Fear that I would be the one left alive.

That fear didn't fade with the dawn, it only sharpened, hour by hour, until it broke with the sound of wood giving way.

When the gates fell, they didn't splinter, they screamed.

The iron hinges tore loose with a shriek that echoed through the valley, followed by the roar of the Oda horde as they surged forward like floodwaters freed from stone. I didn't wait for orders. Hisanobu-sama had given them long before dawn. Protect the wounded. Fall back with honor. And do not waste breath on cowardice.

We held the outer courtyard for as long as we could, myself and thirteen others, ashigaru and seasoned men alike. I remember one of them: a boy with crooked teeth and a laugh too loud for war. His name was Miki. His armor barely fit. He died before I could forget it.

We fought in waves, not for victory but to delay collapse. Their banners were everywhere, red circles on white silk. Like blood drops mocking snow. I cut through them with mechanical clarity. No rage. No fear. Just movement.

Thrust. Step. Turn. Parry. Breathe.

I counted bodies only by the blood that stuck to my sleeves. By the seventh man, I had stopped registering faces.

My blade caught the light as it slid through a spearman's throat. Another came from behind, I pivoted and drove my elbow into his jaw before slicing low across his thigh. He fell screaming. I ended it quickly. He was younger than I was. Maybe by a decade.

Somewhere behind me, someone cried for their mother. I turned. Miki, his shoulder skewered by a yari, blood bubbling from his mouth. He reached for me, but I was already dragging him behind the barricade. Too late. His eyes locked on mine, wide and wet, and then the light in them simply... dimmed.

I stood there a moment too long. Someone called my name. Steel rang near my ear. I moved again.

We retreated to the inner keep, step by reluctant step. The stone corridors swallowed us like a grave prepared in advance. By the time we slammed the doors behind us, only five of the thirteen remained. No one spoke.

The air stank of blood, ash, and cold sweat. My arms trembled, not from weakness, but from the effort not to grieve.

We were going to die. All of us. But I wasn't afraid of that.

I was afraid of failing to make it mean something.

And when the last line broke, when blood soaked through every prayer we'd ever spoken, only the quiet remained.

The inner keep had always felt too quiet, even in peace. Its floors were soft with woven tatami, its doors lacquered with red cranes and golden pine. It was built for reflection, not battle.

Now it echoed with the sounds of boots, shouted commands, dying breaths.

We barricaded the entrance with what little we had, broken spears, benches, ceremonial shields not meant for war. I could hear them hammering just beyond the corridor, the steady rhythm of conquest pounding through the walls.

Lord Hisanobu knelt before the ancestral altar, robes folded, posture perfect. He wore no helmet now. Only the formal gold-trimmed sash of his house. As if the gods themselves might recognize it and show mercy.

He didn't speak to me. He didn't need to.

I stood behind him, katana drawn, breath shallow. My men, what remained of them, were ready at the doors. None spoke. We had all said our farewells long ago.

Then came the sound of splintering.

The doors didn't open, they gave in. Shattered inward under the weight of the Oda's fury. And there, flanked by soldiers in black-and-red armor, stood their commander.

Tall. Broad. Smiling with the smug finality of a man who believes victory is virtue. His blade dripped with history.

"You may yet live, Hisanobu," he said. "Bow, and we will write your name with dignity."

Hisanobu did not look up. "Dignity is not something a man receives. It is something he keeps."

The warlord laughed, then gave the signal.

I didn't wait for his blade to raise.

I moved.

The first soldier lunged. I sidestepped and cut him down without pause. Another swung high, I blocked, pivoted, drew my wakizashi and buried it in his ribs.

The Oda general came at me himself then, with the force of a man who'd crushed provinces. Our blades met once, twice, three times. His strength was greater. Mine, faster.

He pressed in, a boar thinking itself clever.

I dropped to one knee, twisted, and let the wakizashi, the one Hisanobu had gifted me on the day I was sworn in, slide beneath the folds of his breastplate.

He gasped.

I didn't.

He fell onto the tatami, mouth working around a word he'd never finish. The blood spread beneath him like spilled ink, seeping into the paper floor.

I stood, chest heaving, and looked to Hisanobu.

He was watching me. Calm. Proud.

But there was blood at the corner of his lips.

And I knew then, he'd already been struck. Already dying.

The victory had come too late.

I didn't see it at first, too focused on the enemy, on the aftermath, on the silence that followed the screaming.

But then I turned...

He was already bleeding out.

I didn't see it at first, not with all the chaos, not with the general's body twitching at my feet. But as I turned toward Hisanobu-sama, I saw the slow, seeping crimson blooming beneath the fold of his robe. A wound near the ribs, deep, mortal. He must have been struck during the retreat. And yet he'd knelt, composed and unmoving, offering no sign of pain.

Even now, he remained upright. Dignified. As if the blood soaking through the woven tatami was someone else's burden.

"My lord..." I dropped to my knees beside him.

He turned his head slightly, just enough to see me. "Kaito."

One word. But it held everything: command, affection, finality.

I reached for my wakizashi and unsheathed it with reverence, the blade still wet from the general's throat. My hands were steady. My heart was not.

"You honored your vow," he said. His voice was hoarse. "A thousand deaths... and you chose mine."

I bowed until my forehead touched the floor. "Allow me to follow you, my lord. Let me protect you... on the other side."

I raised the wakizashi.

Then his hand.

It shot out, weak but sure, and gripped my wrist.

"No."

The strength in that single word stunned me more than any sword ever had.

"Not vengeance," he whispered. "Not honor. Not another corpse on a pyre of failure."

His breath rattled. "I give you... one last order."

He looked into me then. Not through me, into me. Into the broken soul that had served, bled, and waited for permission to die.

"Live."

One word.

And it shattered me.

I clenched my jaw until my teeth ached. My blade hovered, uncertain.

His hand fell from my wrist. His eyes never closed, they simply dimmed, like a lantern accepting the dark.

I bowed again. This time lower. Deeper.

"As you command."

And for the first time in my life, I disobeyed everything I believed in.

By choosing to survive.

I had betrayed every instinct, every oath, every quiet expectation of a warrior's end.

The fire had reached the east wing by the time I rose.

The smoke seeped through the paper screens, curling around the blood-soaked tatami like mourning incense offered by the gods. Somewhere above, the roof groaned, timbers fracturing under the weight of flame. The stronghold was collapsing. Aokai was already ash in the eyes of the Oda.

And I was still breathing.

I sheathed my blade, not the katana, but the wakizashi. Hisanobu-sama's blade. The one I had used to kill his killer. The one I had nearly turned on myself.

Now it would be the only thing I carried.

I lifted his body gently, cradling him like a father carries a child from danger. He was lighter than I expected. His dignity had made him feel heavier in life.

I stepped through shattered halls and fallen banners. Past men I had fought beside, now reduced to bone and cloth. No one stopped me. Either the Oda had retreated to burn what was left, or they couldn't bear the sight of me, bloodied, silent, eyes carved from stone.

I left the keep through the side entrance, through the garden we once patrolled in spring. The cherry blossoms had long fallen, but I still remembered where the tree stood that he'd once said reminded him of peace.

I laid him at the base of it.

No burial. No ceremony. Just stone beneath his back and the heavens for a roof.

"I failed you," I whispered.

The wind answered with silence.

I stood there a long time.

Then I turned, wakizashi tucked into my belt, and walked.

I didn't look back.

There was no one left to bow to. No one left to avenge.

Only the road.

And an order I hadn't asked for.

To live.

==============

Chapter -- "Ash and Silk"

(Years later, present day)

The water was warm, the room quiet, and I was letting someone touch me without reaching for a blade.

A rare thing.

The teahouse sat at the edge of town, nestled behind cherry trees just beginning to bloom. The woman washing me was named Airi, though I doubted it was her real name. Her hands moved over my shoulders with practiced ease, pouring warm water from a porcelain bowl, her sleeves tied high to keep from soaking.

"You don't talk much," she said, gently scrubbing across the scar at my collarbone. "But your skin speaks."

I didn't answer.

"Here, " Her fingers traced another scar across my ribs, half-hidden beneath the curve of muscle. "This one. Looks like a spear?"

"Arrow," I said.

"And this?" She pointed to the narrow pale slash running down my side.

"Honor."

She smiled at that, not kindly, but curiously. "That's the most poetic kind of wound."

Steam curled around us as she moved closer, brushing my hair back to study the gray strands near my temple. "You saved the mistress's son. She says you're a ghost with a sword. I told her ghosts don't have hands like this."

Her fingers pressed into my chest.

"You could stay," she offered. "We take care of guests who've bled enough for one life."

I met her gaze. There was hunger in her eyes, but not just for touch. For distraction. For proof she could still pull breath from a body like mine.

Her robe slid from her shoulders like dusk sliding over a quiet pond, slow, fluid, unashamed.

She didn't speak. She didn't have to.

I'd fought men twice my size and slept in ditches in the dead of winter, but nothing ever made me feel as vulnerable as being looked at without fear or judgment.

Airi stepped into the bath with me, one knee then the other, the water parting with a soft hiss as her body settled across my lap. Warm. Alive. Real.

Her hands cupped my face like I was something worth memorizing.

"You're still carrying him," she whispered.

I didn't ask who.

She leaned in, brushing her lips along the scar near my jaw. My hands found her hips, cautious at first, as if I might shatter her, or she me.

When I kissed her breast, she gasped, soft and breathy, and arched into me like someone who'd been waiting all day to feel wanted. My mouth lingered there, tasting salt and skin, the curve of her body heating against mine. Her hand found the back of my neck, fingers tangling in my damp hair.

She shifted, guiding herself slowly down onto me with a long, trembling sigh. Her nails pressed into my shoulders as our hips met, tentative, then assured. I caught my breath. She rode me like a wave she didn't want to survive.

Her moans came quietly at first, half-breathed, half-swallowed, until she couldn't hold them anymore. The steam rose around us, fogging the walls, curling through her hair like smoke through silk.

I held her there, one arm wrapped around her back, the other sliding between her thighs, coaxing another cry from her lips. Her head dropped to my shoulder, her mouth brushing my collarbone.

It was slow. Lingering. Like two people tasting something they knew wouldn't last.

And when she came, shuddering, panting, whispering my name like it didn't belong to a ghost, I felt it too.

Not just the release.

The ache lingered, slow, silent, whole.

We didn't speak for a while.

Her head rested on my chest, rising and falling with each breath I wasn't sure I deserved. The water had gone lukewarm, but neither of us moved.

I traced slow circles on her back with my fingertips. She sighed, quiet, content, but I could feel the tension returning to her body, like the world was already pressing against the edges of our silence.

"You don't let people touch you often," she said softly.

"No," I admitted.

"But you let me."

I didn't answer. Not because I didn't have one, because I had too many.

Airi lifted her head, her damp hair sticking to my chest. "You could stay here, you know. We've got space. The mistress would give you a room. You wouldn't have to fight anymore."

I looked at her then, really looked. She was younger than her eyes let on. Beautiful in the way flowers are when they bloom too early in spring, always at risk of frost.

"I don't know how to stay," I said.

She swallowed that quietly.

Then she pressed her palm to my chest. "You remember how to feel. That's something."

I kissed her forehead. Gently. Like a thank you I didn't know how to speak.

And when she finally rose from the bath, wrapping herself in silk and stepping back into the life she knew, I stayed in the water a moment longer, staring at the ripples she left behind.

Because for a heartbeat...

I wanted to stay.

But wanting had never been enough to keep me anywhere.

The road to Hoshimura was narrow and poorly kept, like the village itself. Stone bridges missing stones. Shutters clinging to hinges. Even the trees leaned as if embarrassed to be rooted here.

I arrived two days after leaving the teahouse. Airi's scent still lingered faintly on my skin beneath the travel dust. I hadn't washed it off. I wasn't sure why.

The village elder met me at the edge of the rice fields. An old man with fingers like roots and eyes that had seen too many winters without enough harvest.

"They say you've helped people like us before," he said, voice low. "People the magistrate doesn't bother to protect."

I didn't answer. I only nodded once.

He led me to a storage house, its doors broken, crates emptied. Not looted, not ransacked. Selected. Only what was needed had been taken: dried fish, grain sacks, two silver coin purses, and a bundle of fine medicine.

"She left the rest untouched," the elder murmured. "Didn't even take a weapon."

"Anything else missing?" I asked.

He hesitated. "Only a comb. Ivory. Family heirloom."

That told me more than he meant it to.

By then, other villagers had begun to gather. A cluster of tired faces, eyes shifting between fear and hope. They whispered the way people do when a legend is being told for the hundredth time, half reverence, half suspicion.

"She walks like a noble, but fights like a fox," one murmured.

"I heard she healed a boy's fever before vanishing," another said.

"She sleeps with a knife beneath her tongue."

"No, poison needles. She sings poems while she throws them."

Each version was more impossible than the last. But all agreed on one thing:

She was beautiful.

She was dangerous.

And she was long gone.

Her name came last, spoken by a girl no older than ten, clutching her grandmother's hand.

"Aneko," the girl whispered. "Like the wind."

I didn't flinch, but I felt the name settle on me like snow on bare shoulders.

The magistrate had already made his threats. If she wasn't caught by the end of the week, he'd have five random villagers arrested to "set an example." No trial. No forgiveness. Just cages.

I didn't care about the silver he offered. Or the veiled insults in his message.

I cared about the girl. The old man. The sick child someone had whispered about.

So I left that evening, following nothing but rumors and the faintest trail: broken reeds near the north path. A half-burned firepit by the river. A fallen blossom pinned under a sandal print too small for a farmer.

She didn't take a weapon. Only food, medicine... and a comb.

Whatever this was, it wasn't theft. It was intent.

So I followed it.

No map. Just a name. And the wind. It moved through the trees like memory, thin and restless, carrying the name I didn't yet know I was chasing.

The trail was a whisper, and I followed it like a ghost chasing another ghost.

North of the village, I found the first fire pit, cold coals, ashes swept with care. Not a campfire. A healer's fire

A half-day later, a ribbon caught on a thorn branch. Pale silk. Cherry blossom print. The edges were frayed, but it hadn't been in the weather long. She must have moved quickly after losing it.

She was leaving breadcrumbs. But for whom?

A ghost? A rescuer? Or a reckoning?

I wasn't sure which one I was

I didn't take it. I left it fluttering.

At dusk, I stopped at a stream to fill my flask. A farmer passed by with his child on his back. The boy was pale, but his color was returning.



"Had a fever," the man said, nodding toward the boy. "Thought we'd lose him. Then a strange woman came through three nights ago. Said she was a healer. Left before dawn. Took nothing."

I nodded once, then asked, "Did she say her name?"

He shook his head. "But she smelled like plum blossoms. Even when the wind shifted."

I walked until my legs ached. Until the moon was a cold silver coin in the sky and the trees had swallowed the road. I stopped at a clearing. Set no fire. Laid no trap. I wasn't hunting an animal.

I drew my blades.

Not to fight. To remember.

By the light of a flickering oil lamp, I ran a whetstone along the katana's edge. Slow. Careful. Then I wiped down the wakizashi, Lord Hisanobu's blade, with silk and whispered the same prayer I had whispered every night for years:

"You told me to live. I am trying."

But the words felt thinner than usual. Brittle. Like old paper kept too long in the sun.

I closed my eyes. The scent of smoke returned, uninvited.

(Flashback.)

The fortress burned. Screams in the hallway. The walls shaking with each impact. My knees on blood-soaked tatami. Hisanobu's blood cooling against my palms. The wakizashi in my grip, blade poised toward my own belly,

And his hand, weak but unshaking, gripping my wrist.

"Live."

I woke before sunrise. Sleep never stayed long.

The wind was changing, sharper, higher, carrying the scent of moss and something faintly sweet.

By midday, I climbed a ridge and found it: a crumbling shrine tucked between pines. The roof half-collapsed. Lanterns rotted to wood pulp. But the offering bowl had fresh herbs in it. Someone had been here recently.

I stepped beneath the broken torii gate, hand resting on my sword's hilt.

A breeze stirred the leaves.

And beneath it... something else.

Plum blossoms.

Someone was there. The kind of silence that watches back.

The shrine was quiet, but not empty.

I moved like shadow, soft-footed and silent, blade untouched. If she was here, she'd either see me coming or already be gone. That's how it went with foxes in silk.

But I heard her before I saw her.

A gentle voice, low and steady. Not prayer. Not poetry.

A lullaby.

I rounded the crumbling corner of the main hall and saw her kneeling beside a child wrapped in a faded kimono, fever-slick and shivering. Her back was to me, sleeves rolled high, fingers working crushed herbs into a paste she smoothed over the boy's chest.

She didn't startle.

She didn't run.

She only glanced up, offered a wry smile over her shoulder, and said, "You're late."

I said nothing.

She dipped a cloth into a steaming bowl and wrung it out, laying it gently across the child's brow. Then, as if I were an old friend returning from a long errand, she added, "There's porridge, if you're hungry. It's a little burnt, but I hear that builds character."

I should have drawn my sword.

I should have cuffed her in irons or rope or whatever passed for justice these days.

Instead, I stood still, watching her like one might watch fire. Not afraid of the burn. Just fascinated that it danced.

She moved to the side of the shrine, stirring the pot. Her sleeves trailed like wind through reeds, and she was barefoot, ankles dusted with earth. No sign of a weapon. No sign of fear.

Only poise.

Only calm.

Only her.

She poured the porridge into a bowl and held it out without turning. "You're not the first man to come for me, but you're the first who didn't start with threats. You're either very brave or very tired."

I stepped forward. Took the bowl.

A sip. Burnt. Barely salted.

But warm.

She sat beside the boy again. "How many did you ask before they pointed you here?"

"Enough," I said.

"They always talk," she mused. "Fear makes stories. And men like you chase stories when they need someone to blame."

"I'm here to bring you back," I said.

She turned to face me fully now.

Hazel eyes, unreadable and amused. Her face was striking in the way wild things are, beautiful, but never still. A few loose strands of hair stuck to her cheek. She didn't bother to fix them.

"Of course you are," she said, smiling like the punchline was mine to suffer. "Hunters always come for birds who remember how to fly."

She held out her wrists.

Not with reluctance, but with a sort of bored grace, like she was letting me tie a ribbon, not bind a fugitive.

"You've done this before," she said, watching me as I unraveled the length of silk cord from my pack.

"A few times."

"Mm." Her voice carried a smile. "Is this the part where you remind me I can still make this harder than it needs to be?"

I didn't answer.

"Of course not," she said, tilting her head. "You're too well-trained for theater."

I looped the cord around her wrists, double-wrapped and secured, not tight enough to bruise, not loose enough to tempt. She looked down at the knot.

"Functional," she murmured. "Efficient. But impersonal. A woman could write a whole poem about that."

She turned to me, letting the cord settle against her skin. "Don't worry. I'll walk."

We set off at midday, moving along a narrow forest path littered with fallen plum blossoms and dry leaves. Her footsteps were nearly silent. She walked like someone used to slipping out of places.

And she wouldn't stop talking.

"The trees here lean west," she observed. "Too many storms. Or maybe they're just shy."

She gestured with her chin toward a crow perched above. "He's followed us since the shrine. Probably thinks I'm hiding rice in my sleeves."

Then: "Did anyone tell you why I stole it?"

Still, I said nothing.

"That's the trouble with men like you," she continued. "You're sent with a sword, not a question."

Silence stretched between us like a bridge I refused to cross.

She filled it anyway.

"Once, I dreamed of marrying a man like you. All quiet and coiled like a poem."

A beat passed. Then she added, "But poems are more interesting when they fall apart at the end."

I didn't break stride.

But something in me flinched when she asked, voice softer now, "Have you ever loved anyone?"

I hesitated. Just for a breath. She caught it.

"Once," I said, eyes ahead. "But I buried him with honor."

For a moment, she didn't answer.

Then she let out a slow exhale. "Gods," she said, "even your heartbreak sounds like a war story."

We camped at the base of a dry ridge that night. I offered her water. She accepted it without comment. When the fire was low, and the stars began to crowd the sky, she lay down beside her bound hands and spoke no more.

But sometime before sleep claimed me, I heard her muttering under her breath, too softly for anyone but ghosts to hear.

One word.

A name.

Her mother's.

She didn't speak again after that.

The first sign was nothing, just a hitch in my breath as we climbed the ridge. Then a slip in my step. Then silence I didn't mean to hold so tight.

I hadn't eaten since the shrine. Not properly. A few gulps of stream water. A heel of rice cake. A warrior's pride can last longer than his body. But not much.

Aneko noticed.

She didn't say anything right away. She just watched me out of the corner of her eye, the way a cat watches a drunk man try to walk straight.

By midday, we passed a small farming village nestled in a valley. I saw the plumes of cooking smoke curling from thatched rooftops, the shimmer of stew pots just beginning to boil. One of the women outside bowed as we passed, softly, hesitantly. She recognized the swords. Or the silence.

"They would have offered us food," Aneko said as we crossed beyond earshot.

"We don't take what we haven't earned," I replied.

"No," she said dryly, "you just collapse from nobility."

I ignored her.

But my feet dragged more than they should have, and my vision fuzzed at the edges when I blinked too hard.

She didn't push me. She didn't slow down, either. She simply kept pace. Watching.

That night, the wind was sharp and the stars felt distant. I gathered wood with fingers that barely closed and crouched beside the small pile, trying to strike flint to steel.

Once.

Twice.

The spark refused me.

My hands trembled. Not from cold.

"Let me," she said behind me.

I didn't answer. But I moved.

She knelt, struck once, and flame answered. No pride. No prayer. Just warmth where there had been none.

She fed the fire until it caught, then sat across from me, bound wrists resting on her knees.

"You know," she said, tilting her head, "Bushidō tastes worse than wild roots."

I didn't smile.

But I didn't disagree.

The conversation faded, but the weight of it stayed with us as we walked.

The river whispered long before we reached it.

I could hear the sound of water slipping over stone, soft, endless. But it felt far away. Like everything else.

My steps had turned sluggish hours ago. I'd masked the limp with measured pace. Hid the tremor in my hand by tightening the strap on my cloak. But hunger was no longer something I could ignore. It had moved past need, past ache, into something deeper. Something that made the world tilt.

Aneko didn't speak. She only glanced back once when my foot caught on a root. She didn't offer help. She didn't gloat.

She just kept walking.

Until I didn't.

The ground rose toward me in a slow, strange way, like it had been waiting. I caught myself on a knee, then fell forward, the world narrowing into the shape of dirt and moss and fading light.

I remember the sky. Dull blue, tinged with pink.

Then nothing.

When I came to, the world smelled like broth and river stones.

My head was resting on something soft, folded cloth, maybe my own cloak. My body ached in ways I hadn't let it for years. My vision swam, clearing just enough to see her crouched by a fire, sleeves rolled, steam rising from a tin bowl in her hands.

She looked over at me. Not startled. Not angry.

Annoyed.

"You're lucky," she muttered, moving closer. "I have a soft spot for idiots with swords."

I tried to sit up. She pressed a hand to my chest, gentle but firm.

"Not yet," she said. "You'll faint again, and I'll have to carry you. And I'm not that generous."

She lifted the bowl to my lips and tilted it just enough for the warm broth to reach my mouth. Salty. Herbal. Unfamiliar, but it settled something sharp in my stomach. Her fingers didn't shake as she held the rim steady.

I studied her face. Not soft, but focused. She wasn't saving me out of fear or duty. She was doing it because she had chosen to.

When the bowl was empty, she set it aside and leaned back on her heels, brushing a damp strand of hair from her brow.

"I could've run," she said absently. "The forest's wide. The road's wild. But..."

She didn't finish the sentence.

Instead, she looked to the fire. And began to murmur something.

A poem, old, rhythmic, recited in the hush of someone trying to calm a shaking hand. Not hers. Mine.

I let the words wash over me. Not understanding all of them. Just the sound. Just the voice.

And for the first time since Lord Hisanobu's death...

I slept.

==============

Chapter - "Ash-Blooded Tea"

(POV: Aneko)

By the time the fever took hold, he had stopped pretending it wasn't there.

He didn't shiver, not visibly. He didn't groan or beg or thrash. But I'd seen death enough times to recognize when someone was drifting toward it, not in battle, but in slow retreat. The kind you don't notice until the hands go cold and the breath turns quiet.

Kaito lay beside the fire, jaw set even in unconsciousness, his skin flushed with the dull heat of someone burning from the inside out.

I muttered a curse. Not at him. At men like him.

The kind who carried themselves like stone statues until they cracked.

The forest had little to offer, but I found what I needed, ash leaves, bitter root bark, crushed willow rind. The tea would taste like something scraped off a monastery floor, but it would drag the fever out if he didn't spit it back at me first.

By the time I returned, his cloak had slid from his shoulder. His chest rose and fell unevenly, sweat soaking through the linen at his collar. I knelt beside him and pressed a cool cloth to his forehead.

"You'd sooner die than say thank you, wouldn't you?" I muttered.

His lips moved.

I leaned in.

One word.

"Hisanobu..."

I blinked, caught off guard. The name meant nothing to me. Not yet. But the way he said it, it wasn't a curse. It was grief given form.

I reached for my journal.

The leather binding was frayed from years of running. I flipped to a blank page, tore a strip from a dried petal I kept pressed between the pages, and wrote the name down. It felt sacred. Or dangerous. Maybe both.

When the tea was ready, I forced it between his lips, carefully, in small sips, like feeding a feverish child who'd rather die than be coddled. He coughed, but drank.

"Good," I said, brushing hair from his damp forehead. "Suffer. That means it's working."

He didn't hear me. But saying it helped. Talking always helped.

When the fire began to die down, and the wind began to sing through the trees in low tones, I pulled the journal into my lap and began to read aloud. Not to him. Not entirely.

Just... to the silence.

"What do the birds think of us, I wonder, when they look down from branches we will never climb?"

"What is the weight of a name, if it dies with no one to whisper it?"

"I am afraid of being forgotten. But I am more afraid of being remembered incorrectly."

My voice cracked once. I cleared it and kept going.

Because silence, to me, had always felt like drowning.

And this man, this stubborn, dying man with scars older than most of my regrets, he was made of silence.

But I wasn't going to let it swallow either of us.

Not tonight.

==============

Chapter -- "A Debt Neither Owed Nor Asked"

(POV: Kaito)

By morning, I could sit upright without the world spinning sideways.

Progress, I suppose.

I tried to stand once. My legs betrayed me. Not like they snapped or twisted, just... folded. Like even they knew better than to let me pretend I was whole.

I landed hard.

Aneko didn't flinch. She looked up from whatever root she was slicing and said, "If you were aiming for the ground, excellent form."

I said nothing. She filled the silence anyway.

"Most men don't limp away from death with that much pride still wedged in their spine. Tell me, does it hurt more than the fever?"

Still nothing.

She walked over, crouched beside me, and poked my chest with the flat edge of a wooden spoon. "You don't take gold. You don't sleep under roofs. You sharpen a blade you barely draw. Who exactly are you trying to impress? Ghosts? Yourself?"

I met her eyes.

That was my answer.

She let out a slow, frustrated breath. "You're the only man I've ever met who could be both bleeding and smug."

She stood and stirred the pot again, roots and herbs, maybe fish if we were lucky. Her movements were sharp, precise. Her sleeves kept sliding down, and she kept pushing them back up. Like she was holding herself together by habit.

Finally, she said, without looking at me, "You want to know why I took what I took?"

I didn't ask. But she told me anyway.

"There were three girls," she said. "The magistrate had them marked for transfer. Not punishment. Not marriage. Just... sold. One was thirteen. One was pregnant. The third, " Her voice caught, then recovered. "The third stopped speaking after the last time he 'visited.'"

I closed my eyes.

She went on.

"I didn't steal gold to run. I stole it to pay the men who would look the other way while someone else opened the gates. I took medicine to keep them from dying on the road. I took food so they could reach the coast without begging."

She turned to me then. Her face was calm, but her hands trembled.

"Would you have let them rot in the name of justice?"

I didn't answer.

Not because I had none.

Because I had too many.

The silence that followed wasn't sharp, but it wasn't gentle either.

It hung between us, thick with the weight of things neither of us wanted to name.

Night settled slow, the way cold seeps into old wounds.

Somewhere in the distance, something howled.

Not pain. Not hunger. Just presence.

The wolves came with the cold.

Their howls crept through the trees just after dusk, low, rising, distant. Not a threat. Not yet. But close enough to be heard. Close enough to be considered.

I reached for my sword out of instinct. Pain shot up my arm before my fingers closed around the hilt. I let go. The blade would be dead weight tonight.

Across the fire, Aneko sat cross-legged, methodically unwrapping a roll of cloth from her satchel. Inside: a dozen small needles. Silver. Elegant. Terrifying in the right hands.

She worked with silent efficiency, dipping each tip into a clay vial of dark liquid and laying them on a flat stone to dry. Her hands were steady now. Whatever emotion had cracked through earlier, she'd packed it away like the rest of her tools.

"You don't have to stay," I said, voice low.

She didn't look up. "You're right."

"You should run."

Now she looked at me. Her brow lifted.

"You are still under arrest, remember," I added.

That earned a short laugh. "Gods, you're exhausting."

I waited.

Then she sighed, stabbed a needle into the drying rack with unnecessary force, and said, "Because you're too stubborn to die and too stupid to run."

I didn't argue. That would've been harder to refute than wolves at the door.

She picked up another needle.

"I'm Aneko," she said.

Her voice had shifted. Just slightly. Less sharp. More deliberate.

"Aneko Takamura. My mother was a servant. Concubine, technically. My father was noble. Technically."

She leaned closer to the firelight, holding the needle toward the flame for a moment before continuing.

"They kept me in silk. Taught me manners. Let me read books, recite poetry, learn the things a good ornament should know. Then, when I was fifteen, they handed me over to Lord Nakagawa as a...gift. Like I was a scroll. Or a fan."

She didn't blink.

"He liked clever things. I learned not to be clever. At least not where he could see it."

I watched her.

"Ten years," she said. "And then one night I disappeared. Left behind a note. Just a single line."

She smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes.

"Even caged birds remember the sky."

Her fingers ran along the length of another needle, checking the tip.

"But we don't all land safely."

The fire popped.

The wolves howled again, closer this time.

She didn't move.

And neither did I.

The fire burned low.

Neither of us moved.

The wolves didn't come.

Only the wind.

Aneko didn't speak again after her story.

And I didn't ask for more.

We sat like that for what felt like hours, her needles gleaming in firelight, my hand resting near a blade I no longer had the strength to draw.

In the stillness, something changed.

Not forgiveness.

Not trust.

Just... less distance.

By morning, we were still strangers.

But not entirely.

The meal was awful.

Bitter greens, boiled roots, a splash of wild garlic that did more harm than good. I chewed slowly, without comment. It filled the hollow, if nothing else.

Across from me, Aneko tore at her own portion with theatrical disgust. "One day, you'll miss this," she said. "When you're dead, and they feed you smoke and incense instead of food."

I didn't respond. I just took another bite.

The fire crackled between us, small, huddled low to avoid drawing too much attention. Smoke drifted upward, curling into the sky where stars peered down like indifferent gods.

She leaned back on her hands, exhaling through her nose. "You going to keep watching me like I'm going to vanish?"



"You might," I said.

Her brow rose. "Ah. So he speaks in full sentences now. Was it the meal? The threat of death?"

I didn't smile, but the corner of my mouth shifted.

She noticed. Her expression softened.

I poked at the fire with a stick, clearing ash from the base to let the flames breathe.

After a long silence, I asked, "Do you regret it?"

She didn't have to ask what "it" meant.

Her answer came after a moment, quiet, but firm.

"Every night."

She tore off a piece of root and held it between her fingers, watching it steam.

"Right after I remember why I had to."

I nodded slowly. That made sense to me.

We sat in it, those words, that silence. It didn't feel heavy. Just... honest.

She handed me another log for the fire. I reached for it, and our hands touched.

Not by accident.

Flesh against flesh. Warm fingers. Calloused palms.

She didn't pull away.

Neither did I.

We didn't speak for the rest of the night.

We didn't need to.

I lay there beside the fire, her warmth near but not touching, her words still echoing.

Not just the regret. The reason.

When sleep finally came, it came lightly.

By morning snow had begun to fall.

It came softly at first, fine and slow, drifting through the tree canopy like ash from a forgotten fire. The flames between us had dwindled to a quiet flicker, and the night had settled into the kind of stillness that dares to be broken.

Aneko sat with her knees drawn to her chest, chin resting atop them, arms wrapped around herself like she was holding something in. Or maybe holding something back.

She hadn't said much since we touched hands. Not her usual performance. Her voice, for once, felt optional.

But when the fire cracked, sharp and sudden, she stirred.

And then, softly:

"Why didn't you follow him?"

I didn't look up.

She continued, barely louder than the wind, "Your lord. Hisanobu. You carry his blade like a shrine. But you still breathe."

My hand drifted to the wakizashi resting beside me, the way it always did when she spoke his name aloud. I ran my thumb along the lacquered scabbard.

I had rehearsed this answer a hundred times. And yet, when I finally spoke, it came out like something unburied.

"Because I was ready."

I paused. The fire hissed quietly.

"Kneeling beside him. Wakizashi drawn. I could feel the blood cooling under my knees. I said the prayers. I waited for permission."

I looked up at her. Her face was unreadable.

"But he stopped me."

Aneko blinked, slowly. "He stopped you?"

I nodded.

"He was already fading. Eyes clouded. Breath thin. But he reached out. His hand, weak, trembling, he gripped my wrist."

I closed my eyes, just for a moment. "And he said..."

The words didn't feel like mine anymore. They felt like memory.

"To live."

I let them settle into the space between us.

Snow landed on my shoulder, melted, vanished.

She said nothing.

Not right away.

For once, she didn't fill the silence with clever words or biting questions. She just looked at me, truly looked, as if seeing me for the first time not as a hunter or a soldier, but as a man shaped by something worse than death: survival without permission.

The fire crackled again, like it had been holding its breath too.

Still, she didn't speak.

And I was grateful.

And in that quiet...something finally felt whole.

She didn't ask me any more questions.

Not after the fire, not after my answer. The snow had begun to gather in quiet folds on the branches above, dusting the edges of our little camp in white. But the cold didn't seem to touch us.

Aneko sat by the fire with her journal in her lap, legs tucked beneath her, fingers ink-stained and slow. She wrote by firelight, eyes narrowed in concentration, lips moving just slightly with each word as if she had to hear them to believe them.

Then, perhaps sensing that silence had outstayed its welcome, she began to read.

Not to me.

Just... aloud.

"The forest does not know us.

It does not mourn.

It only listens, the way old gods listen,

indifferent and infinite."

She flipped to another page.

"There is a man who carries his honor like a coffin.

He calls it loyalty.

But sometimes I wonder

if it's just a softer kind of grief."

I said nothing. But I listened. Every word, every pause. Like prayer.

When she closed the journal, she didn't ask for a response. She didn't need one.

She unrolled her mat beside mine, not close enough to touch, but close enough that I could hear her breathe.

The fire had dwindled to a soft glow.

She exhaled, long and slow. Then whispered, just before sleep claimed her:

"Maybe we're both still following orders."

I turned my head, just slightly, to look at her.

Her eyes were closed. Her brow, for once, was smooth. Not a smirk in sight. Just a woman lying beside a man she didn't fully trust, but didn't quite fear anymore.

My hand drifted toward the wakizashi beside me.

Every night, since the day I chose to live, I had slept with it in hand, out of habit, out of guilt, out of fear that I'd forget who I was without it.

But this time...

I let it go.

Laid it down beside me.

Unclutched.

And as the snow fell gently outside the ring of firelight, morning crept toward us, quiet, unthreatening.

And for the first time in years, I did not wake afraid.

By the third morning, I could walk without stumbling.

The fever had broken. My strength was returning, slow but sure. The numb ache in my limbs had faded to the dull pull of recovery. I could feel the weight of my blades at my side again, not as burdens, but as familiar extensions of self.

I was ready.

At least, that's what I told myself.

We broke camp without a word. Aneko moved with her usual economy, folding the blanket she'd loaned me, securing her satchel, checking the fire was buried and cold. I did the same. The silence between us wasn't uncomfortable.

It was careful.

Measured.

Finally, as we stood at the edge of the path, one that led east, toward the magistrate's lands, I said what I thought she'd been expecting.

"You should go."

She blinked once. No surprise. Just resignation.

"I can finish this alone."

She raised an eyebrow. "You can walk half a mile without falling over. Congratulations."

"I'm not asking."

"No," she said, crossing her arms. "You never do."

The wind stirred the trees. Above us, cranes cut across the sky in a slow, silent V.

She tilted her head at me, studying me like a puzzle she wasn't quite finished solving.

"You know what I think?" she said. "I think you've mistaken solitude for principle. You talk like a man carved from the code, but you're really just hiding in it."

I didn't flinch. But she had my attention.

"You carry your honor like armor," she went on. "But armor keeps things out. And you've worn it so long, I don't think you remember how to let anything in."

I looked away. The trees were easier to face.

She took a step forward. Not hostile. Just close enough that I could feel the weight of what she was about to ask.

"What happens when the code stops giving you a reason to breathe?"

I had no answer.

Not one that would satisfy her.

Not one that would satisfy me.

That night, I didn't train.

I didn't unsheathe the blade.

I just sat by the fire, staring up at the stars while she dozed nearby, her journal half-open in her lap.

And for the first time in years...

I didn't know what to do with my hands.

The silence held through the next morning.

Not heavy. Not soft. Just... deliberate.

We walked without speaking. One path. Two thoughts.

I thought I was past needing answers.

She stopped asking questions.

Then we reached the village.

And the world, so careful to leave us alone, finally caught up.

The bounty notice was nailed to the post outside a tea vendor's stall.

Ink only a day old. Her likeness sketched in broad, confident strokes, cheekbones too sharp, eyes too wide, but still her. The calligraphy was crude, but the message was clear:

ANEKO TAKAMURA. WANTED ALIVE. HIGH REWARD.

The vendor bowed as I approached, eyes darting from the notice to my blades. He didn't recognize me. Not really.

But Aneko stood a few feet away, her body still, her mouth pressed into a line so tight it could cut glass.

She stared at the paper for a long time.

Then at me.

Then back at the paper.

She didn't speak until we were halfway back to the forest trail, just out of earshot.

Then: "Was this always the plan?"

Her voice was even, but it cracked at the edges. Not fear. Not fury. Betrayal trying not to bleed.

I stopped walking.

"No," I said.

"Don't lie to me."

I turned to face her. "I was sent to find a thief."

"You found one," she said. "So what are you waiting for?"

I studied her. The way her fists curled into the fabric of her sleeves. The way her chin tilted up like defiance was the only armor she had left.

"I found someone who stole from no one but fate."

That stopped her.

It wasn't forgiveness.

But it was truth.

She looked away, swallowing hard, and didn't speak again.

That night, the fire was smaller than usual. The wood burned slow and low, the way shared guilt tends to smolder.

We sat across from each other, not touching, not speaking. The silence wasn't cold. It wasn't even angry. It just... was.

I laid my wakizashi beside me as I always did. She noticed.

Then, without a word, she reached into her sash, pulled free her ivory hairpin, and set it down beside the blade.

The two objects rested between us like a treaty neither of us had signed.

She didn't explain.

And I didn't ask.

That night, the fire burned low.

Neither of us reached for sleep.

The wind had quieted. The trees no longer whispered.

We sat by the dying fire, the embers soft and low. The hairpin and the wakizashi still lay between us like relics of two lives long since burned down to bone.

She was watching me. Not pressing. Just... waiting.

Then, finally: "Tell me what happened."

It wasn't a demand. It wasn't even a question.

It was permission.

I didn't speak right away. Words, for me, had always come last, after the fight, after the silence, after the world had already turned its back. But she hadn't. Not yet.

So I spoke.

"I was with him when the gates fell."

My voice felt like it belonged to someone else. Older. Tired. Still bleeding somewhere I couldn't reach.

"We'd fought until there was no one left to stand beside us. The keep was burning. The corridors were full of smoke and screams. I killed the Oda general with Hisanobu's blade, this one." I nodded toward the wakizashi.

"And then I turned it on myself."

Her breath caught, but she didn't interrupt.

"Knees to tatami. Hands steady. I said the prayers. I was ready."

I paused.

Her eyes never left mine.

"He stopped me," I said. "He reached out, wounded, barely breathing, and grabbed my wrist. And he said..."

I swallowed the knot in my throat.

"I give you... one last order. Live."

The words hung between us like snowfall suspended midair.

"I didn't want to," I added. "I don't think I ever really did. But I was given an order."

I looked down at my hands, scarred, calloused, still shaking from memories I'd buried under layers of control.

"So I live," I said. "Not because I want to. Because I was ordered to."

I glanced at her.

"That's what makes it harder."

She didn't flinch.

She didn't try to fix it.

She just slid closer, slowly, until her shoulder brushed mine. Then rested her hand on my knee, light, present, steady.

Her voice was quiet. Steady.

"Then maybe..." she said, "it's time you start wanting."

The fire had burned low, but neither of us moved.

Her hand still rested on my knee, like a question I hadn't earned the right to answer. The firelight danced along her skin, catching in the hollow of her throat, painting her in gold and shadow.

There was no kiss that began it.

No whisper of want, no breathless rush, no ceremony.

Just silence, stretched soft between us.

Her hand still rested on my knee. Mine slid over hers, fingers curling between fingers, not possessive, not demanding. Just... choosing.

She leaned in first. Not hesitant, but slow. I met her halfway, foreheads touching, our eyes closing not to savor it but to survive it. Her lips brushed mine, not to claim, but to confirm.

We were still here.

Alive. Scarred. Tired.

And for a heartbeat, unburdened.

She touched me like someone tracing the shape of a scar they'd dreamed about before ever seeing it.

There was no urgency, only intention.

We undressed without words, the fire our only witness, the cold forgotten in the space between skin and breath. Aneko's robes slid off her shoulders with the sound of silk brushing over flesh, pooling around her hips like moonlight. I didn't reach for her. I didn't need to. She stepped into me, knelt astride my lap, and cupped my face in both hands.

Her mouth met mine, soft and searching, not a kiss born from lust, but from recognition. Like she was finding me after being lost for too long.

Our breaths mingled. Mine shallow, hers unsteady. Her hands roamed my chest, fingers grazing old wounds, ribs, the firm lines shaped by years of discipline. She didn't ask about them. She simply learned them with her palms.

I let my hands trace the curve of her waist, the small of her back, then lower, sliding beneath the fall of her robe. She gasped when my hands found the backs of her thighs, and I lifted her easily, guiding her down onto me with quiet reverence.

We both stilled at the moment we joined.

Her forehead rested against mine.

I felt her breath shudder. Her hands dug gently into my shoulders, not to anchor herself, but to remind us both that we were real. Here.

Then she moved. Slowly. Rhythmically. Her hips rolled with grace and power, like someone who had once been taught how to perform... but now chose to feel.

I met each movement with one of my own, fingers sliding up her spine, my mouth grazing the line of her jaw, her throat, the soft curve of her shoulder.

She moaned into my ear, quiet, breathy, almost like a sob she didn't want to explain.

I kissed the hollow of her throat.

Her hands tangled in my hair.

I whispered her name, once. Just once.

Her pace quickened, but her gaze never left mine. And when she trembled in my arms, head tilted back, mouth open in a soundless cry, I held her through it. Let her ride the wave of it until it carried her somewhere she hadn't let herself go in years.

Then she collapsed against me, breathless, skin slick with sweat and snowfall and memory.

I wasn't far behind.

The tension broke in me like a dam. I buried my face in her neck, holding her as I came, quietly, fully, like letting go of something I hadn't known I was clinging to.

Later, she lay beside me beneath the borrowed warmth of my cloak, her head resting on my shoulder, her leg still draped across my thigh like she wasn't ready to give the world back its distance.

Neither was I.

She traced a scar over my heart with slow, lazy fingers.

I kissed her wrist, where, days before, silk cord had bound her.

No promises.

No future.

Just us.

For now.

When I finally drifted into sleep, she sat up, pulled the journal from her satchel, and began to write by firelight.

Words not meant to be read.

Just remembered.

I stayed awake, just to remember.

Not the heat.

The stillness.

Somewhere before dawn, I drifted too.

The fire was down to its last breath when I woke.

The light was pale, stretched thin through the trees, the kind of dawn that doesn't announce itself but merely arrives. The air held the scent of burnt wood and snow-melt, and for a moment, it almost felt like peace.

Then I reached for her.

The space beside me was cold.

Empty.

She was gone.

No footprints. No rustling in the brush. No whispered goodbye.

Only silence.

Only stillness.

Only the journal.

She'd left it by the fire, propped open against a rock like a final word she wasn't brave enough, or perhaps too brave, to speak aloud.

I sat up slowly. My muscles ached with the dull satisfaction of strain well spent. My hands trembled, not from weakness, but from what I already knew I'd see before I looked.

There, in her slanted, graceful script, beneath the ink-stained petals of a pressed blossom:

Even caged birds remember the sky.

But it was the hunter who taught me to fly.

I stared at the page for a long time.

Not reading. Just holding it with my eyes, the way one might hold a body in their arms after breath has left it.

Then, wordlessly, I closed the journal.

I didn't curse her name.

I didn't ask why.

She had already given me everything she could.

I packed in silence. Folded the blanket. Snuffed the last of the embers. Lifted the wakizashi from where it lay and cleaned the edge with cloth and reverence.

Then I knelt.

Not in worship.

In farewell.

I bowed to the ashes of the fire she had kept alive. Not just the flames. The warmth. The trust.

I placed the journal in my satchel, rose, and turned away.

Not toward the village.

Not toward duty.

Toward the river.

Toward whatever came next.

And I did not look back.

I didn't follow her.

I'd told myself once that living was obedience.

Now, it felt more like inertia.

So I walked,

past the grove, past the silence we'd shared, past the place where her warmth had once lingered in the grass.

I carried no bounty.

Only the weight of what wasn't mine to keep.

And by the time I reached the village, I knew what I'd say.

Just enough truth to close the story.

Not enough to betray it.

The village hadn't changed.

Still small. Still quiet. Still too proud to call itself poor.

Chickens wandered freely across the footpaths. Men hunched beneath crates of kindling. A woman swept snow from her doorstep like it had personally wronged her. Life here moved on whether or not you returned.

They looked up when I passed through, eyes lingering on the swords, the cloak, the name they remembered but dared not speak. I didn't need an escort to the magistrate. They all knew where I was going.

He waited in the same hall as before, wide robes, soft hands, a permanent curl of distaste in his lip.

"You return alone," he said, as if he'd been rehearsing the line. "I assume the thief escaped."

I said nothing.

From my satchel, I removed a bundle wrapped in cloth and set it gently on the table between us. Inside: the stolen silver, the dried herbs, the grain tied off with red twine. Every item accounted for.

The magistrate peeled back the cloth, frowning as though he'd hoped something was missing.

"And the woman?"

I met his gaze without blinking.

"The debt," I said, "has been repaid."

He squinted at me, suspicion coiling in his expression like a snake trying to remember if it's already bitten. But whatever he wanted to say, he didn't. Maybe because he saw the edge still carried in my silence. Or maybe because justice, when wrapped in clean cloth, is easier to accept than the truth it hides.

He waved me off with a curt nod. "You've done your part. That will be all."

I walked the long road out of the village, slow and steady. Behind me, murmurs began again. Rumors would spin anew. Maybe this time, I'd be the villain. Maybe we both would.

Near the edge of the fields, a girl stepped out from behind a tree, maybe ten years old now. I remembered her face. I'd carried her once, bloodied and terrified, after a bandit raid two winters past. She'd clung to my cloak like it was a shield.

She looked up at me, wide-eyed, lips parting.

"Did you catch her?" she asked. "The bad woman?"



I looked down at her.

Paused.

Then said softly, "She wasn't the villain in her story."

The girl didn't understand.

But one day, maybe she would.

And I kept walking, past the fields, past the frost, past the eyes that no longer followed.

Only the wind stayed with me.

And even it didn't ask questions.

I left the village behind with no weight in my hands, only on my back.

I didn't know where I was walking, only that I couldn't stay still.

The shrine by the river was half-sunk into the earth, its torii gate leaning like a drunk who'd stayed too long in the rain. The offering bowl had cracked, and the roof sagged from rot. But the water still flowed beside it, clean and constant, as if the gods had forgotten to stop blessing this place.

I sat on the stone step beneath what remained of the awning, the wind stirring reeds along the bank. The snow had melted here. It smelled like pine and damp leaves and something faintly sweet, familiar in a way that made my chest tighten.

From my satchel, I drew her journal.

I hadn't opened it until now.

Not out of fear.

Out of... reverence.

But now, now I was ready to remember the weight of her in silence.

The leather creaked as I unfolded it, the pressed petals inside still clinging to the edges of the pages like memories afraid to fade.

Her handwriting was clean and fluid. Confident. Like everything else she touched, it demanded attention without apology.

I read.

__________________

He prays to his blade like it listens. Maybe it does. Maybe it's the only thing that ever answers.

He sleeps as if he's afraid someone will catch him forgiving himself.

He didn't flinch when I asked about love. That hurt more than if he had.

__________________

The words blurred briefly. I blinked, hard.

Next page:

__________________

He doesn't know it, but he hums in his sleep. Only once. One note, barely there. It made me cry for reasons I still don't understand.

He sharpens his blade like it's the only thing worth keeping sharp. I think he forgot his heart once needed the same.

I could love him. But he wouldn't let me.

__________________

I swallowed that one slowly.

The final page wasn't writing.

It was a drawing. Inked with care, the lines bold but elegant. Two cranes, one in flight, wings fully outstretched, rising. The other grounded, head bowed, one foot already lifting. Not chasing. Not staying.

Just... apart.

I closed the journal.

I didn't speak.

Didn't curse.

Didn't pray.

I just sat, letting the sound of the river carry her voice back to me in pieces I could hold.

Her words had left their mark, not in blood or fire, but in something quieter. Something permanent.

I didn't move for a long time.

Just sat with the sound of the river, the echo of her voice on paper, and the memory of a woman who had always chosen her own ending.

Then, slowly, I stood.

The cranes were still there.

They waded in the shallows of the broad riverbend, silent, elegant, unhurried. One dipped its beak into the water. Another stood motionless, as if carved from porcelain and breath.

I remembered this place.

Not the name. Just the quiet.

This was where Aneko had pointed once and said, "They don't envy us, you know. Cranes. They live, they mourn, they mate, they move on. No wars. No masters."

I hadn't answered then.

Now, I sat on the bank alone.

The earth was soft beneath me. The grass cold, still kissed by winter. I reached for the wakizashi at my side, His blade. His gift. His final anchor, and unsheathed it slowly.

The steel glinted, same as always. Honest. Unforgiving.

I set it beside me.

Then I bowed my head, not in ritual, not in habit, but in the nakedness of someone with nothing left to hide.

I looked out across the water, then down at my open hands.

Then I spoke.

"I lived, my lord."

"Not perfectly. But I obeyed."

The words didn't echo.

They just settled, like snow into soil.

I didn't mean to cry.

At first, I thought it was just the wind stinging my eyes. But then the tightness hit, the kind that rises in your chest like water behind a dam you forgot was cracked.

I lowered my head.

And wept.

No theatrics. No shouting. Just a man, kneeling in the grass, as tears fell for a death long past... and for the life that followed it.

No one watched.

Except the cranes.

And they did not judge.

==============

Chapter -- "Another Sky"

(POV: Aneko)

The wind is thinner up here.

It brushes over the mountain clinic like a soft warning, never harsh, never welcome. The air smells of pine, boiled rice, and ink. Always ink. I keep it near me, like a pulse.

The villagers call me Yui.

A simple name. Unassuming. It means "bind." Fitting, I think, for someone trying to hold herself together.

Today, a young boy came in with a fever. His mother carried him, her eyes full of quiet panic, the kind I remember wearing like jewelry. I crushed herbs, pressed cloths to his head, hummed something that wasn't quite a lullaby. He slept before the sun did.

Afterward, I sat on the porch with my journal. A new one. The old was too full of him. Of us. I left it behind when I left him behind. A soft betrayal. A necessary one.

The new pages are cleaner. Sharper. But they don't write as easily.

I glance up as a merchant wanders into the courtyard, sandals caked in dust, scarf wrapped tight from the wind. He trades a bundle of persimmons for dried ginseng and stays just long enough to gossip.

"There's a ronin down in the lowlands," he says, adjusting the strap across his shoulder. "Ash-gray hair. Walks like a shadow. Lord Nakayama tried to hire him. Offered land. Women. Coin."

"And?" I ask, already knowing the answer.

The merchant laughs. "He turned it down. Said, " he makes a mock-serious face and deepens his voice, ", 'I already have orders.' Can you believe it?"

I can.

I smile, faint and full.

After he leaves, I step out into the light, lifting my face to the sky.

The clouds drift west. The wind carries the smell of snow that hasn't fallen yet. Somewhere, a crane calls.

"Then keep flying, Crane," I whisper.

And go back inside to write.

==============

Chapter -- "The Last Prayer"

(POV: Kaito)

The river was behind me now.

So was the shrine. The fire. The path. Her voice.

I walked until the sun began to dip low and the horizon burned copper and gray, like old blade metal catching light one last time. I stopped beneath a cedar tree, the roots warped and twisted like old scars.

There, I unsheathed the wakizashi.

The steel caught the dusk. Dull in some places, still sharp in others. Like me.

I sat on the earth, cross-legged, and drew out the cloth I kept tucked in my satchel. I cleaned the blade slowly, ritual more than necessity. Every pass of the cloth a memory. Every notch a story I no longer needed to carry.

For years, I had whispered the same prayer while I did this.

I serve. I remember. I live, as ordered.

But tonight, I said nothing.

Not at first.

Then, softly, deliberately, I whispered something new.

"For the caged. For the hunters. For those who walk away."

The wind stirred the trees above, like it was listening. Like it approved.

I sheathed the blade, wrapped it carefully, and stood.

I was alone again.

But it didn't feel the same.

My steps carried no destination, no bounty, no duty, no death wish.

Just forward.

Just onward.

I didn't know where the path would take me.

But for the first time in a long time...

I didn't mind not knowing.

==============

Epilogue -- "The Fifth Man Fell Last"

(POV: Kaito)

The road was quiet when I stepped onto it.

Five men. Horses. A covered cart trailed behind them, creaking under weight it was never meant to carry. Inside, I heard the muffled sounds of fear, soft weeping, fists pounding weakly against wooden slats.

The women were bound.

So were the reasons not to get involved.

The men wore the magistrate's colors; cheap lacquered armor, blades polished for intimidation, not use. They didn't expect company. Certainly not a lone man in a weather-worn kimono, leaning on the hilt of a sword that hadn't been drawn in weeks.

The leader squinted at me from atop his horse.

"You lost, old man?"

I stepped closer.

"No."

"You drunk?"

"No."

He smirked. "Then you're stupid."

I didn't respond. Instead, I reached behind me and untied the worn cloth that wrapped the katana on my back.

"I'll make it simple," I said. "Unhitch the cart. Cut the ropes. Walk away."

The men laughed.

The youngest of them, barely past his first shave, spit into the dust. "You challenging five men with swords? You must want to die slow."

I stepped into a ready stance.

"No," I said.

"I just want you to."

They didn't coordinate well.

The first came fast and sloppy, too much anger, not enough distance. I cut him from collarbone to hip before the others even realized I'd moved.

The second reached for his bow. I cut the string before he could nock. Then his throat.

The third and fourth rushed me together. Poor choice. I let them think they had me surrounded. Then dropped low and took one's leg at the knee. He screamed as he fell. His companion hesitated, long enough for my blade to find his gut.

The fifth man backed away. Smartest of the lot.

Also the last.

He dropped his sword.

"I was just following orders," he said, voice shaking.

I held his gaze.

"So was I."

And then I turned my back on him.

I walked to the cart and sliced through the ropes. The women inside stared at me, wide-eyed and silent. One of them reached for my hand. I helped her down gently.

"It's over," I said.

They didn't ask my name.

They just ran.

When the last of them disappeared into the trees, I stood in the blood-stained road, the wind curling through the reeds like it always had.

The fifth man still sat in the dirt, sobbing quietly.

I didn't kill him.

But I left him there, alone, surrounded by corpses and consequence.

I wiped the blade clean, re-sheathed it, and walked north.

Not because I was chasing anything.

But because there were still cages out there.

And someone had to break them.

(Year Later)

(POV: Kaito)

The cranes had returned.

They danced in the morning light above the harbor, their wings carving silent arcs over the sea. Below them, the village stirred, fishermen hauling nets, an old woman sweeping petals from a doorstep, a boy dragging a stick through the sand like it was a sword he hadn't earned yet.

I stood at the end of the pier, the wood soft with salt and age beneath my feet.

Spring was still early. The wind smelled of wet rope, plum blossoms, and the faint promise of something waiting just beyond the horizon.

I held a letter in my hand. Creased. Worn. The wax seal long broken but still bearing the faint curve of an ivory hairpin.

I'd received it weeks ago, tucked inside a worn volume of poetry I traded at a temple town inland. The monk hadn't asked questions. Just smiled when he handed it to me and said:

"Left for a man with gray in his hair, eyes like winter steel, and a silence that makes noise nervous."

He'd known. She'd known.

I unfolded it again, even though I'd memorized every word.

__________________

If I ever write again, it won't be in journals meant to be read by ghosts.

You asked once if I regret running. I don't. But sometimes I regret not staying long enough to see where I might have landed.

You live as if you're still kneeling by his body. Maybe that's the curse of obedience.

Still, I'm glad it was you who came for me. Not because you spared me. But because you didn't look away.

Fly well, Crane. Even birds forget the sky until someone reminds them.

, A.

__________________

I folded the letter carefully and slipped it into my satchel beside her journal. The old one. The one she left behind when she walked away.

I stepped onto the small boat waiting at the dock, oars balanced, bow pointed north. Not toward duty. Not toward death.

Just onward.

The water rippled gently beneath me as I pushed off from the pier. The village faded behind me with every stroke, until only the sound of the sea remained.

Above, two cranes lifted from the shoreline.

Their wings beat slow and certain across the sky, their path wide and open.

I didn't look back.

The wind shifted, carrying her name through my mind like it always did, never spoken, only felt.

And as I rowed, I whispered:

"Fate will find us again."

THE END

or perhaps just another beginning.

--------------------

Notes from the Wyld:

Kono hanashi, tanoshinde moraetara ureshii desu. Kaito to Aneko no monogatari, kore kara mo kaite iku tsumori desu.

(Hope you enjoyed the story. I'm planning to keep writing more with Kaito and Aneko.)

I really wanted to get The Last Order finished before Golden Week, but you know what they say about plans. They're like straw sandals in the rain: good intentions, soaked results.

I originally planned for Kaito to wield the naginata as his primary weapon--graceful, disciplined, and historically fitting for a samurai of his stature. It made sense; the naginata was revered for its reach and elegance, especially in the hands of someone like Kaito, who treats combat like ritual. But as I wrote, the katana kept pulling focus. It's iconic for a reason. Its presence carries narrative weight, visual power, and emotional symbolism. So while the naginata may still make an appearance, the katana ultimately stayed, less for practicality, more because some blades speak louder than others.
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The Time Traveler's Ballgame

Prologue -- One More Minute

My name is Juliette Holloway. Most people call me Julie. I have a doctorate in applied physics, a slightly unhealthy relationship with post-it notes, and a cat named Schrödy who believes emotional support is a one-way contract. I also built a time machine in my basement. It's small, unpredictable, and partially held together by desperation and electrical tape. It shouldn't work. But it does. And I didn't build it to change the world. I built it for something much simpler.

I wanted to go back to the moment before I lost him.

Jamie Knight. Baseball's golden boy. Five-time All-Star. Face of the Seattle Mariners. And once, just a long time ago, he was my best friend. The boy who climbed trees with me. The boy who shared my headphones and ate all my Twizzlers. The boy who called me "Doc" before I had even picked a major. He was my person. My constant. My home. And he never knew that I loved him. Not really.

I stayed close. I stayed in Austin longer than I had to. I turned down research fellowships, full-ride transfers, and opportunities that could have put me on magazine covers, because he was there. And even when he left, I followed. Quietly. I moved to Seattle too. Different circles, different careers. But same skyline. Same city. It was easier to lie to myself when we shared zip codes.

But the truth is, I haven't spoken to Jamie since Amy happened.

Amy Kaur. Lifestyle queen. Instagram-famous. Perfect smile, perfect timing. One minute I was psyching myself up to tell him the truth, and the next, she was twirling her hair and taking his hand. And just like that, the door between us slammed shut. I watched it happen and said nothing. I haven't said anything since.

Then came the engagement announcement.

It popped up on my feed while I was adjusting the laser calibrations on a prototype field loop. Jamie, smiling for the camera, arm around Amy, captioned with a diamond emoji and the words "She said yes." I dropped the wrench. I didn't cry. I didn't scream. I just stared at the screen until the edges blurred and the room felt impossibly cold. We used to talk every day. Now I wasn't even worth a text.

I think that was the moment I decided to finish building it. Not to ruin anything. Not to sabotage Amy. But because I couldn't keep living like a ghost in my own story. The machine, J.A.M.I.E., short for Just A Minute Intervention Engine, can take me back. Not just days. Not just hours. Years. Ten, to be precise. But I don't need ten. I only need nine. Along the way, I also built the Holloway Array, a stabilization matrix designed to monitor and recalibrate any shifts in causality if things started to spiral. If the timeline cracked, the array would detect the fault and reset the branch before it collapsed. It was my safety net, my failsafe, and my last act of caution in a plan built entirely on emotion.

It started with old movies. Black-and-white classics where someone races through time to stop a mistake or find the person they love. I watched them when I was a kid, curled up with my dad's blanket and a heart full of questions. Somewhere between Back to the Future and Somewhere in Time, the idea planted itself. What if love really could bend time?

So I bent it.

Not to rewrite history. Not to win. Just to find one minute that matters. A sliver of time to say the words I never had the courage to speak.

"Jamie, I love you."

CHAPTER - "Blueprints and Broken Hearts"

They say first love leaves a mark. Mine left formulas etched into the underside of my ribs and mathematical proofs scrawled behind my eyelids. While other girls were practicing signatures with their crush's last name, I was calculating the potential energy of unspoken feelings. At the center of it all was Jamie Knight. He was the boy who let me copy his notes, the boy who gave me his hoodie during freshman year, and the boy I never stopped loving. I thought I had time. I thought maybe one day, when I was brave enough, I'd tell him.

But then Amy Kaur showed up with perfect timing, a hundred-watt smile, and zero shame. She didn't wait. She didn't hesitate. She stepped in while I stood there overanalyzing everything. By the time I worked up the courage to say anything, Jamie was already holding her hand. The silence between us stretched, calcified, and eventually broke. That was nine years ago. He is still with her. She is still beautiful. And I am alone in a basement with a glowing machine that hums louder than my self-respect.

It looks like a broken water heater, which is exactly what I want people to think. The neighbors assume I'm fixing plumbing. If only. What I've actually built is something infinitely worse. J.A.M.I.E. Just-A-Minute Intervention Engine. Powered by quantum instability and my inability to let go. It is equal parts temporal distortion, untested math, and emotional sabotage. Also, I've wired it together with parts from a toaster oven and an old MRI magnet I borrowed from a university dumpster.

My lab is barely a lab. It's a cluttered tangle of wires, post-it notes, and half-drunk coffee cups. I sit in front of the console, staring at the activation sequence like it holds my last shot at sanity. Every time I close my eyes, I see Jamie's face the day we said goodbye after graduation. I remember every word he didn't say. So I built something that could rewind the clock and give us that conversation. Just one chance. One minute back.

I set the target date. September 4th, 2014. The last afternoon I had with him before everything changed. The afternoon Amy stepped in and smiled like she owned the future. My fingers hover over the keyboard, trembling slightly. I input his name. Jamie Knight. Then the location. Baseball field. Austin, Texas. Late summer, late afternoon. A perfect memory I've memorized to the decimal.

My throat is dry. I tell myself I am ready. I am not. Schrödy, my eternally unimpressed cat, watches from under a chair. His tail flicks once. Maybe that's approval. Or warning. Either way, I take a breath, lean forward, and press the button.

The lights flicker. The machine whirs. My stomach flips. Something smells faintly like burnt cinnamon, which is probably not a good sign. Electricity snaps in the air like it has something to prove. I hear the core start to spin faster. A low, melodic hum builds into something deeper. Something alive.

And just before the jump, right as the pressure in my chest tightens like a coiled spring, I whisper the only name that ever mattered. Jamie. Then the world bends in half and time cracks open like an egg on pavement.

CHAPTER - "Oh Look, I've Made a Teenager"

The first thing I feel is concrete. Cold, sticky, vaguely lemon-scented concrete pressed against my cheek. I open my eyes and immediately regret it. Harsh fluorescent lights flicker above me like they're auditioning for a horror film. A red mop bucket sits nearby. I blink, groan, and realize I've materialized in a janitor's closet. Because of course I have. Time travel, ladies and gentlemen. Not exactly glamorous.

I stumble out, heart pounding. The hallway is painfully familiar. Lockers that used to hold my books. Posters for prom that hasn't happened yet. It's 2014. I did it. I actually did it. The J.A.M.I.E. engine worked. I look down at myself. Hoodie, jeans, converse, goggles still dangling around my neck. I am somehow both overprepared and wildly underdressed for time infiltration.

I duck into the nearest bathroom to collect myself. Big mistake. There's already someone at the sink. She's muttering to herself, applying lip gloss with the kind of surgical precision only teenage girls and snipers possess. She looks up, sees me in the mirror... and freezes. My stomach drops. Because I know that face. It's mine. Seventeen-year-old me. Shorter hair. Less confidence. Same eyes. And she is staring at me like I just stepped out of a government van.

She opens her mouth to scream. I mirror her. For a solid five seconds, we just stand there shrieking at each other like mirror-image banshees. My brain short-circuits. I grab a paper towel and wave it like a flag of surrender. "Wait, wait! I can explain!"

Young Me points a trembling finger. "What the hell is going on? Who are you?"

My panic takes the wheel. "I'm your aunt. From Ohio. Visiting."

I say it fast, like ripping off a Band-Aid made of lies.

There's a long pause. She stares. Blinks. Her eyes narrow. "I don't have an aunt from Ohio."

I try to smile. "Yes, you do. I'm the one they never talk about. You know. The weird one."

Young Me tilts her head. "You mean the one Dad said joined a pyramid scheme and disappeared?"

"Exactly," I reply, relieved and horrified all at once. "That's me. Back and definitely not selling essential oils."

She doesn't scream again. That's a win. Instead, she folds her arms and eyes me like a lab rat that learned to juggle. "Why do you look like me?"

I pivot. "Because we share genes. Strong ones. Also, this hoodie is one of a kind. MIT gave it to me after I gave a lecture on particle collapse."

She laughs once. "Right. And I'm secretly dating Chris Evans."

"Good," I say. "Keep dreaming big. That attitude will get you through some really weird physics courses."

I can tell she's still suspicious, but something shifts. Maybe it's the goggles. Maybe it's the quiet authority in my voice. Or maybe it's just because she's never had a cool adult show up randomly with the exact same nervous energy. She takes a cautious step forward. "So... you're visiting. Why?"

I hesitate. I can't say "to stop Amy from ruining your life and stealing the boy you love." So I shrug and offer the only truth I can.

"To make sure you don't miss something important."

She snorts. "Like what?"

I look her in the eyes. "Like yourself."

CHAPTER - "Aunt Jules (Definitely Not a Time Traveler)"

Young Me doesn't trust me, which is fair, because I don't trust me either. Still, she lets me follow her around campus like some weird educational ghost. I hover in the periphery, dropping subtle hints between classes like I'm trying to rig a high school romance speedrun. "You know," I say casually, "if you ever think about telling Jamie how you feel, now would be a solid time. Not, like, full confession... just something casual. Like, 'Hey, I think you're cute and also I may have a future PhD built around the way your jaw tightens when you focus.'"

She stares at me like I've grown a second head. "Do you always smell like solder?"

"Only on emotionally significant days," I reply, which is true.

Young Me sighs and adjusts her backpack. "You're weird, Aunt Jules."

"You should see me at job interviews," I mutter. "Once quoted Star Trek in my resume cover letter. Still got the job."

By day three, students start recognizing me. Not in the good way. In the "why is that adult always standing suspiciously near the vending machines" way. A kid in gym class asks if I'm a new substitute. Someone else whispers that I'm an undercover narc. One overachiever asks if I'm shadowing for a thesis on adolescent behavioral patterns. I tell them I'm doing a "casual family audit." They nod like that makes any sense.

Amy Kaur, meanwhile, is moving through the hallways like a Disney villain with contouring. She laughs at Jamie's jokes with a hand on his arm. She twirls her hair like it's a weapon. And she always manages to be exactly where Jamie is, like she's tracking him with radar and body glitter. I catch her glaring at me once. I wave. She flips her hair and ignores me. Classic.

I try to steer things gently. Nudge my younger self toward Jamie during lunch. Offer reasons to hang out near the field house. Suggest volunteer signups she "happens" to share with him. But every time they get close, Amy swoops in with a perfectly rehearsed line and derails everything. It's like watching a slow-motion car crash, except I'm the one who installed the brakes and forgot to tell anyone.

Young Me is catching on, too. She's not dumb. She starts asking questions. "Why do you keep showing up before Jamie walks by?"

"I like the sunshine," I lie.

"In the hallway?"

"It's metaphorical sunshine," I mutter, trying to change the subject by pointing out a vaguely physics-related poster on the wall.

The problem is, the more time I spend here, the harder it is to stay detached. Every smile Jamie gives her--me--hits like a bruise I can't explain. Every moment that might have been mine once stings all over again. I thought time travel would let me fix things. But right now, it just feels like I've gone back to watch myself lose him all over again.

CHAPTER - "Operation: Un-Amy"

I didn't come back in time planning to sabotage a high school fundraiser, but that's how most of my great ideas start. Improvised. Poorly thought through. Mildly combustible. I overheard that Amy's "accidental" flirt launch was scheduled for the bake sale table during the Spring Spirit Carnival--her chance to offer Jamie a brownie with a side of batting-lash eye contact. It was the match strike moment. I couldn't let it happen. So I came prepared. With goggles, a little magnesium, and a plan that sounded way less insane in my head.

The setup was flawless. I pretended to help set up the science club booth next to the bake sale, slipped the capsule under a makeshift volcano, and waited. When Amy sauntered up to Jamie with a tray of brownies and that nightmare-level flirty laugh, I triggered the release. White smoke billowed from the fake volcano like Mount Vesuvius had thoughts about this relationship. Chaos followed. Screams. Coughing. Someone dropped a tray of cupcakes. I shouted "Chemical leak!" with all the conviction of someone who once gave a TEDx talk on disaster response systems.

The plan was supposed to create a barrier. Confusion, distance, maybe a temporary evacuation. What actually happened? Jamie, ever the gentleman, pulled Amy away from the smoke and shielded her like a hero in a YA adaptation. They stumbled back together, coughing and laughing, eyes locked like they had just survived a rom-com together. Amy clutched his arm, eyes wide and full of "oh my god you saved me" sparkle. I, meanwhile, got hit in the face with a stray muffin and nearly trampled by the chess club.

The aftermath was swift. Principal McAllister called me into his office and stared at me like I was a recurring dream he couldn't quite place. "Have we met before?" he asked, squinting. "Your face seems... oddly familiar." I panicked and said I used to model for toothpaste boxes. He didn't buy it, but he was too tired to argue. Instead, he handed me a warning and a pamphlet on appropriate volunteer conduct. I nodded solemnly and promised not to incite any more food-based emergencies.

Back outside, I found Young Me sitting on the bleachers, arms crossed, fuming. "What was that?" she asked, eyes narrowed like a disappointed math teacher.

"A tactical disruption," I said. "Theatrics with a purpose."

"You almost got trampled by a trombone player," she hissed. "I don't know what kind of weirdo spy mission you're running, but please stop helping."

I wanted to tell her the truth. That I was trying to save her from the heartbreak that would define the next decade of her life. That I'd trade every journal, every degree, every sleepless night at Caltech if I could just rewrite this one chapter. But instead, I sat beside her and offered a half-hearted shrug. "Sorry," I said. "Got a little carried away." She didn't respond. Just shook her head and muttered something about adult supervision being overrated.

Amy waved at Jamie from across the quad, still clinging to his flannel sleeve like it came with a marriage license. Jamie looked over, his eyes scanning the crowd, then landing on me. He frowned. Not angry. Not curious. Just... puzzled. Like he was trying to place a dream he'd almost forgotten. Then he smiled--small, polite, distant--and turned back to Amy. I felt that smile like a door closing.

Operation: Un-Amy was officially a bust. I had only made things worse. And yet, somewhere deep inside, I still believed I could fix it. I just needed a better plan. A safer distraction. Something that wouldn't end with pastries on the floor and my dignity smoldering in the breeze. So naturally, I decided the best next step was more time travel. Because clearly, my judgment was in top form.

CHAPTER - "The Jamie Factor"

The plan was simple. Go to the batting cages. Watch from a distance. Maybe offer a vague pep talk if the opportunity arose. What actually happened was me walking straight into Jamie's line of sight while tripping over a bucket of practice balls and knocking over a tee. Graceful, as always. He turned, glove in hand, smile blooming across his face, and said, "Hey... do I know you? You look really familiar." And just like that, I lost all control over my vocabulary.

My brain short-circuited. I meant to say something casual. Something non-suspicious. What came out was, "You remind me of someone I used to... stalk."

His eyebrows lifted.

"Study!" I corrected immediately, too fast and too loud. "Someone I used to study for a school... thing. Project. Totally academic."

"Right," he said, nodding slowly, lips twitching like he was trying not to laugh. "Well, glad to be of scholarly service."

Trying to recover, I offered to help collect the scattered balls I'd spilled. By the time we finished, I had somehow talked myself into being the temporary assistant to the JV team's pitching coach. I said I had a background in biomechanics and adolescent shoulder mechanics. Technically not a lie. My dissertation included both. Still, watching Jamie practice from behind a clipboard felt like trying to hide a crush inside a science lecture. Pointless. Transparent.

He was every bit the version of him I remembered. Effortlessly kind, grounded, full of the kind of charm that made even small talk feel like sunlight. When he smiled, I felt seventeen again. Not the awkward, anxious seventeen I was--but the version I wanted to be. The one who believed maybe he could love her back. Except now, every second I spent near him was stolen time. And I could already feel the countdown ticking.

Amy showed up halfway through practice. Of course she did. Wearing perfectly distressed jeans and a top that said "casual" in that terrifying, deliberate way she always managed. She greeted Jamie with a kiss on the cheek and looked right at me afterward. "Hey," she said with a plastic smile. "You're Julie's aunt, right?"

I froze. "That's me."

"Huh," she said, tilting her head. "Funny. I didn't know Julie had family in town. Or that her family was... so young."

"Good skincare," I said, trying to laugh. "And yoga." I had never done yoga in my life.

She didn't buy it. I could see it in her eyes. Amy had shark instincts. If something didn't fit the narrative, she'd circle until she figured it out. I made a note to stay out of her way, which, ironically, probably guaranteed she'd pay more attention. Jamie, blissfully unaware of the cold war playing out behind him, just kept swinging in the cage, each hit echoing like a heartbeat in my chest.

Later that day, Young Me cornered me in the hallway. "Are you seriously working for the baseball team now?" she asked, arms crossed.

"It's for science," I said.

"It's for Jamie," she replied, not even pretending to believe me.

And she wasn't wrong. Being close to him made everything more dangerous. But I also wasn't ready to step away. Not yet. Because part of me still believed that somewhere in all this, there was a version of us worth fighting for.

CHAPTER -- "Echoes of the Future"

It started small. A flicker here, a stutter there. At first, I chalked it up to lack of sleep and secondhand cafeteria food. But then I heard it, a ringtone that hadn't existed in 2014. A deep synth buzz that belonged to a model of smartphone still two years from release. The girl next to me didn't seem to notice. She answered like it was the most normal thing in the world. I stood there, frozen, listening to a future that shouldn't be possible humming in her hand.



Things escalated. The vending machine outside the gym beeped when someone waved their student ID at it. Contactless payment didn't hit schools like this until at least 2017. The ID wasn't even equipped for it. But it worked. And when I leaned in to look closer, I saw my reflection shimmer, just for a second. Like reality couldn't decide which version of me it wanted to render. That's when I knew. J.A.M.I.E. was glitching. And the timeline was starting to bend in ways I hadn't calculated.

The Holloway Array should have caught it. That was what it was built for, to detect anomalies, recalibrate the local branch, and reroute collapse before it rippled. But it hadn't. No alerts. No resets. Just silence. Like even the backup system had started to give up on me.

I ran back to the supply closet where I kept the failsafe node hidden inside a fake AV cart. Just a minor reset, I told myself. Realign the anchor point, patch the anomalies, smooth the ripple. Easy. Except I forgot one very important thing: nothing about time travel is easy. I tapped the command pad, initiated the cycle, and braced for the usual nausea and flash. Instead, I got silence. No light. Just a shift. I opened my eyes to find myself exactly where I'd been, but three hours earlier. Trapped in the school library.

And I wasn't alone. Sitting at the far table was none other than Mr. Clayborne. My least favorite chemistry teacher. The man who once docked my final grade for "disruptive curiosity." Younger, with less gray hair but the same condescending smirk. He looked up from his copy of The Periodic Table: A Philosophical Approach and said, "Do you belong here?"

"Honestly? Never have," I muttered, ducking behind the bookshelves before he could ask more questions. I didn't need a paradox lecture from the man who once confused cesium with calcium.

I paced the stacks, trying not to panic. The reset didn't just glitch. It unmoored me. There was no sign of the failsafe node. My pocket watch anchor buzzed erratically, its numbers scrambling like digital static. I was off-script now, floating somewhere between planned intervention and temporal meltdown. And then, like salt in a wound, Jamie walked past the library window.

He wasn't alone. Amy was beside him, talking animatedly. He wasn't looking at her though. He glanced at the window. Right at me. And for a second, our eyes met. Not a fleeting glance, something slower. Curious. Familiar. His brow furrowed like he was trying to remember a dream. Then he smiled. Soft. Gentle. Like he almost knew who I was.

It should have made me feel triumphant. A cosmic wink from the universe. But it didn't. Because the smile wasn't for the real me. Not the version who stayed up building machines in her basement, not the girl who whispered his name into a time core. It was for a shadow. A stranger. A ghost he couldn't place. And the way he turned back to Amy, still smiling, nearly broke me.

I sank to the floor between the shelves, pressing my back against the cool wall. My heart thudded in my ears. Time was cracking around me. The past was bleeding into the future. I was losing the thread. And worst of all, I was starting to forget why I ever thought I could fix this.

CHAPTER - "Timeline #4 -- The Choir Boy Paradox"

Rewiring J.A.M.I.E. is not therapeutic. It's mostly frustrating, occasionally shocking, and always judged silently by Schrödy, who sits perched on top of my physics bookshelf like a furry oracle of bad decisions. His eyes narrow as I tighten the last capacitor. "Don't look at me like that," I mutter. "This is the least dangerous plan I've had all week." He blinks slowly, unimpressed. I take that as his way of saying, "You're about to ruin something again."

My new plan is simple. Target the day before Amy's first flirtation. Not her grand romantic assault at the bake sale. No. This time I'm cutting it off earlier during choir auditions. That's when she first caught Jamie's attention with her breathy rendition of "Teenage Dream" and a very distracting knee-length skirt. I just need to shift the sequence. Throw a wrench into Amy's spotlight. Not a literal wrench. I've learned from that.

I jump back. The hallways blur. Time bends. And I land in the drama wing's music room, sweaty and slightly nauseous but intact. I scribble a fake name on the sign-up sheet. "June Hollow," which sounds just fake enough to be real. When it's my turn, I walk to center stage with full confidence and absolutely no plan to impress. I clear my throat, smile at Jamie in the third row, and proceed to sing "Living on a Prayer" two octaves too high.

Jamie covers his mouth, clearly fighting laughter. Amy looks like someone just insulted her skincare routine. She shoots me a look that could curdle milk. I finish with jazz hands and an enthusiastic bow. It's horrible. It's glorious. I consider it a win. Jamie claps out of polite obligation. Amy glares at me like I just ran over her future Instagram sponsorship.

But then, the universe, cruel, ironic, and fully committed to humbling me, intervenes. Jamie doesn't fall for Amy this time. That's the good news. The bad news is that he gets recruited to join choir himself, just to balance the baritones. And that's where he meets Vanessa. Beautiful, kind, musically gifted Vanessa, who sings like she was born in a Disney montage and has dimples that could derail a train.

They click instantly. It's sickening. Their duet at rehearsal is a war crime against my mental stability. Vanessa even thanks me after. "You were so brave up there. It inspired me to try out." I smile through my teeth and say something supportive, then excuse myself to the janitor's closet and scream into a paper towel roll for five straight minutes.

Later that night, I sit in the girls' locker room, surrounded by sheet music and failed expectations, questioning every choice I've made since building J.A.M.I.E. I scroll through my notes and find five separate versions of "Fix Timeline: Jamie Edition" with increasingly unhinged sub-plans. Choir sabotage was supposed to be a clever detour. Instead, I accidentally introduced his soulmate.

As I prep for another jump, Schrödy headbutts the edge of the machine like he's had enough of my emotional instability bleeding into the quantum circuits. "Don't worry," I whisper, "this one'll work." But even I don't believe it. Because no matter how many times I mess with the past, the future keeps slipping further away.

CHAPTER - "The Basketball Incident (aka Timeline #6)"

By the time I decided to sabotage Jamie's championship game, I had convinced myself it was noble. Strategic, even. That single event had been a turning point. The game where Amy gave him a pep talk, and he credited her afterward for calming his nerves and helping him focus. I figured if I could keep him from even showing up, maybe that thread never weaves itself into the tapestry of their shared history. Simple disruption. Low stakes. Just me, a bike, and a vaguely reckless sense of timing.

The plan was absurd. I borrowed a bike from the back of the gym and waited at the edge of the parking lot where I knew Jamie always passed through on his way to the gym. As soon as I spotted his car, I launched myself into a controlled tumble and landed in a dramatic sprawl directly in front of his bumper. I even added a scream for flair. Schrödy would've rolled his eyes so hard he'd throw out a whisker.

Jamie slammed the brakes, jumped out of the car, and sprinted over. "Are you okay? What happened?"

I clutched my ankle and gave him my best doe-eyed look. "I was riding to the library and hit a curb. I think I twisted it. I'm so sorry, I didn't see you."

He helped me up, worry written all over his face. The gentleness in his touch nearly unraveled me. "Do you want me to take you to the nurse?"

"Yes," I said. "But also, can we talk? Just... for a minute?"

We sat on the hood of his car while I milked my fake injury for all it was worth. I babbled about books, school, and fate--trying to seem both mysterious and tragically injured. He smiled a few times, especially when I told a story about us as kids, which he didn't remember but pretended to. I felt like maybe, finally, I was making progress. Time stretched, and I let it. Because I wanted to believe that one detour could change everything.

And it did. Just not the way I hoped. Jamie missed the game. His team lost by two points. The star guard dislocated his thumb mid-match, and they needed Jamie to step in. Without him, it unraveled. The coach called it sabotage. His teammates called it betrayal. And the school called it unforgivable. By Monday, Jamie's name was scratched out of locker room posters. Students whispered behind his back. Someone tagged "TRAITOR" on his gym locker.

And me? I became "that random narc who ruined State." I wasn't even cool enough to be remembered as mysterious. I was just a cautionary tale. Jamie stopped showing up to lunch. Stopped walking the usual halls. And when I saw him again--briefly, fleetingly--his eyes passed over me like I wasn't there. Like I had never been there at all.

I went back to the J.A.M.I.E. console, throat tight, vision blurry. I didn't even initiate a reset right away. I just sat there, hands trembling over the buttons, whispering apologies into the humming silence. I wanted to cry but couldn't. Instead, I pressed my forehead against the edge of the panel and whispered, "I'm sorry. I just wanted one good minute." The lights blinked, indifferent. Schrödy watched from the corner, tail twitching, as if to say, "You really screwed it up this time." And he wasn't wrong.

CHAPTER - "When Aunt Karen Met the Principal"

After the basketball disaster, I promised myself no more grand gestures. No more emotional Hail Marys. Just a low-impact timeline nudge. A gentle course correction. Something subtle and mature, like a responsible adult time traveler. So naturally, I signed up to volunteer for parent-teacher night under a fake identity and tried to blend in with the grown-ups. It was going fine until I realized I had reused the name "Karen Hollow" from timeline number two. Which, in retrospect, was like time-traveling with a neon sign that said "HEY, REMEMBER ME?"

Principal McAllister stared at my name badge for a full five seconds before raising an eyebrow. "Didn't I meet you last month? Something about a vending machine malfunction?"

"No," I said too quickly. "That was... someone else. A different Karen. I get that a lot."

The school nurse walked by, squinted at me, and said, "Weren't you the woman who tried to donate synthetic blood to the biology lab?"

"That also wasn't me," I replied. "But she sounds innovative."

I tried to escape to the snack table, but it was too late. The JV coach spotted me across the room and called out, "Hey! You're the one who applied to be a crossing guard, right? You had some ideas about traffic flow optimization?"

I nodded slowly. "I just care deeply about safe intersections."

His face lit up. "We could use that kind of passion on game days."

I smiled, pretending I wasn't internally screaming into a void.

Then came the final nail. Jamie walked by, dressed in a polo shirt and slacks, helping his old math teacher set up a projector. He glanced my way, did a double take, and grinned. "Hey. It's the lady who always smells like burned batteries."

I froze. "That's oddly specific."

He laughed. "You kind of have a signature scent. It's like... robotic campfire."

My cheeks flushed. "It's... science."

Amy followed right behind him, of course. She gave me a long, slow blink and a smug half-smile, then looped her arm through his. I wanted to vanish into a trash can. Instead, I smiled politely and walked backward into the supply closet, pretending I needed to "check inventory" like that was something people did voluntarily at parent-teacher night.

Inside the closet, I slammed the door, leaned against the mop bucket, and whispered, "Kill me now." I yanked out the emergency override on my pocket reset switch, wincing as the coil spun and the lights inside my watch pulsed erratically. Schrödy's smug little face flickered in my mind, probably judging me from nine timelines away. This wasn't a mission anymore. It was a multiverse-length embarrassment reel.

I activated the reboot. The air shimmered, and time twisted, but not before I caught my own reflection in the closet's dusty mirror--fake name tag crooked, hair frizzed from static, and eyes wide with regret. Aunt Karen was officially retired. Forever. Probably. Maybe. Okay, fine, I didn't delete the ID file yet. But still. Low impact, I had told myself. It was supposed to be low impact.

CHAPTER - "The Julie Multiverse Meltdown"

Time travel isn't just physically exhausting. It's emotionally corrosive. After six resets, I can barely remember which timeline I'm in. My watch anchor glitches. My memories overlap. In one moment, I swear Jamie told me he liked my hair, and in the next, that same day ends with him asking Amy to prom. I've started writing everything down on my forearm with a Sharpie just to keep track of what did or didn't happen. Schrödy doesn't even bother following me into the lab anymore. He just watches from the stairs like I've become something pitiful.

It gets worse when the echoes start. I see other versions of me. Not reflections, glimpses. Quick flashes of Julies who made different choices. One moved to London, gave up on Jamie entirely, and now runs a feminist sci-fi book café with a woman named Ramona who has incredible eyebrows. Another turned J.A.M.I.E. into an app called Secondz, launched it on the App Store, and made a disgusting amount of money by marketing it as a "micro regret fixer." The reviews are mostly five stars.

Then there's the weird one. The one in the sunglasses and silk robe, casually walking past a hallway mirror surrounded by laughter and suspiciously soft lighting. I get one good look at the room behind her and yep. Definitely an orgy. She winks at me. I shut the vision off like it's a pop-up ad. That Julie clearly embraced chaos. Good for her, I guess. But also, what the hell.

The worst one, though, is the version who never left. Still stuck in 2014. Still pining from across the cafeteria. Still watching Amy with a broken smile and a heart full of silence. She hasn't even built the machine yet. She hasn't moved. Just sits in the bleachers, year after year, hoping something will change. That version guts me. Because she isn't trying. But worse, she believes she is.

All the versions of me are doing something different. One reinvents. One exploits. One experiments with very questionable polyamorous decisions. And one waits. But none of them are happy. Not really. I keep telling myself I'm here to fix the timeline, to right a wrong. But what I'm actually doing is running. Over and over. From rejection. From vulnerability. From the possibility that maybe Jamie was never mine to begin with.

The Holloway Array should be stabilizing these divergences, limiting the number of echoes that fracture from a single branch. That was the whole point. One timeline. One path. One version of me. But it's not holding. Not anymore. The safety net is unraveling along with my logic.

My chest feels like it's full of broken wiring. I stare at the console, trying to remember which switch resets this version of reality. I can't keep track. I'm chasing ghosts through time, trying to turn feelings into equations. And every loop just makes the pain a little sharper. A little louder. I'm not a genius. I'm a coward with a doctorate and a trauma-powered time machine.

I sit down on the floor, back against the lab bench, and close my eyes. No jumps. No resets. No whispered "just one more try." Just breathing. The hum of the machine fades behind me, and I finally say it out loud. "I'm not fixing anything. I'm hiding." The words hang there, like smoke. And maybe, saying it means I'm ready to stop. Maybe.

Schrödy pads over and curls up next to my leg without judgment. I scratch behind his ears and rest my head against the wall. Maybe there's still one thing I haven't tried. Not a new reset. Not another version of me. Just the truth. Raw and unrevised. It scares me more than any paradox ever could. But maybe that's the point.

CHAPTER - "The Amy Problem"

I don't remember jumping back. Not exactly. One minute I was crying into Schrödy's fur, the next I was waking up in the school's auditorium storage room with a splitting headache and glitter in my hair. A cruel bonus, courtesy of the drama club. My watch anchor is barely stable. The console at home is fried. I think I'm back in the original timeline, but honestly, who can say anymore? Everything feels slightly off, like the room's been rearranged by someone with a grudge and a bad sense of symmetry.

I drag myself out, only to find Amy Kaur waiting for me near the back stairwell, arms crossed and fury barely contained beneath a smile that doesn't reach her eyes. She's holding a few pages of my handwriting--the ones I ripped out of an old physics journal and stuffed into my locker for safekeeping. She must've found them. Of course she did. "You pathetic little science witch," she says, voice sharp enough to slice through time itself.

I open my mouth, ready to deny it, but I don't bother. I'm too tired. Too done. Instead, I laugh once and say, "That's rich coming from someone who lied her way into his life with lip gloss and weaponized timing."

Her eyes narrow. "You think this is about lying? I saw an opportunity. You saw a maybe and choked on it."

"At least I didn't manipulate him," I snap. "I didn't dangle affection like a prize in a rigged game."

"Right," she says, stepping closer. "You just built a time machine to undo my existence."

She waves the journal pages in my face like evidence in a trial. "He deserves to know. About all of this. About what you've done."

"Then tell him," I say, stepping forward. "Go ahead. Tell him I tried to undo history for one more minute with him. Tell him I failed. You want to win? Win honestly."

She doesn't move. Doesn't speak. Just stands there, breathing hard. And for a second, I realize she's not angry. She's scared. Because part of her knows she never really won him at all.

Neither of us says it out loud, but the silence is heavy. Amy crumples the pages in her hand and shoves them into her purse. "You're pathetic," she mutters.

"I know," I reply. "But I'm not the one who has to sleep next to someone wondering if they're dreaming of someone else."

That one lands. Her expression tightens, then she storms off. I lean against the wall, heart pounding, adrenaline fading. I should feel vindicated, maybe even smug. But all I feel is hollow.

I slide to the floor and stare at the scuffed tile. The truth hits me like a gut punch. I don't hate Amy. Not really. I hate that I let her win without ever stepping onto the field. I hate that I gave up before I ever fought for him. That I waited until I could rewrite time instead of just saying how I felt. All this time, I blamed her. But the real problem wasn't Amy. It was me. And the clock I kept hiding behind.

CHAPTER - "Terminal Timeline Syndrome"

The final jump isn't supposed to happen. I mean, it shouldn't even be possible. The J.A.M.I.E. engine is cracked. My watch anchor is shot. Schrödy has officially abandoned me for the safety of the kitchen sink. But desperation has a way of bending physics, and so does love if you abuse it hard enough. I reroute a backup capacitor, rerun the prime loop, and slam the override button. The machine screams. Sparks fly. The walls quake like the timeline itself is throwing a tantrum. I feel the tear in the air before I see it, a pulse of white-hot energy and noise folding me in.

I land in my bedroom. But not the one I left. This one is impossibly warm. Soft. Safe. There are wedding photos on the nightstand with me and Jamie, grinning like idiots. His baseball cap hangs from a hook on the closet door. Laughter echoes from the hallway, something clumsy and happy. A child's giggle. The smell of fresh coffee drifts in. My heart lurches. It worked. It finally worked.



I take two steps before I notice something strange. The light doesn't shift quite right. The details blur if I focus too long. The photos don't reflect the real moments. They're approximations. Fabricated joy. It clicks all at once. This isn't a win. This is a hallucination. A side effect of pushing the machine too far. I'm not home. I'm lost in a feedback loop. My body might still be in the lab. Or worse, nowhere at all.

The Holloway Array was supposed to catch this. It was designed to detect recursive hallucinations, paradox loops, and misfired anchor collapses. But it didn't. No failsafe triggered. No loop closed. Which means the system has failed completely, or I've gone too far beyond its reach to be retrieved.

I turn to the corner of the room and nearly fall over. She's standing there. Me. But younger. The version of me from that first jump. She looks at the wedding photo, then back at me, eyes wide and terrified. "I don't want to become you," she says, voice trembling. "You're not happy. You're tired. You look empty."

I swallow hard. "I am."

She shakes her head. "Why would you keep doing this to yourself?"

My throat tightens. "Because I thought if I could just change one thing, I'd get him back."

She doesn't cry. She just looks at me like she's already mourning what I've become. I step closer, the illusion flickering around us. The walls groan. The perfect world fractures at the seams. The laughter fades.

"If this is what winning looks like," she says softly, "I don't want it."

I reach out, barely able to steady myself. "Then don't," I whisper. "Choose differently. Say what I never said."

The dream crashes. Light pours through the cracks. The wedding photos curl inward. Jamie's laughter dissolves like static. I fall backward through the noise, pulled away from that false life, from the younger me, from the version I almost trapped myself in forever. I hear Schrödy's meow like a lifeline, sharp and real and maddening.

I wake up on the lab floor, gasping. The machine is fried. My limbs ache. Smoke curls from the console. There's no backup left. No resets. No loops. Just one last version of me, breathing and broken, staring up at a cracked ceiling and wondering if she still has the courage to do the one thing she never tried. Be honest. Without science. Without rewinds. Just her, and the truth.

CHAPTER - "The Last Reset"

The room is still. No humming circuits. No flickering coils. Just me, sitting on the cold basement floor beside a scorched console and a time machine that gave up before I did. J.A.M.I.E. is done. The core is cracked. The casing is warped. The notes I taped to the monitor are singed around the edges. I touch the side of the machine and it creaks like something breathing its last. And maybe, in some way, it was. The thing I built out of heartbreak and hope finally gave up trying to save me.

I feel the same. Burnt out. Hollowed. I ran through timelines like a gambler chasing a winning hand, thinking if I just played one more round, I could cheat fate. That I could fix the moment I never had the courage to claim. But I didn't fix anything. I just made a mess of it in every direction. The truth is, the version of Jamie I've been chasing doesn't exist anymore. Not like he used to. And maybe the version of me who loved him never stopped hiding.

I sit in the dark, watching dust dance through a shaft of early morning light cutting across the room. And for the first time in what feels like forever, I let myself remember without trying to edit the memory. Jamie's laugh echoing down the hallway in middle school. The way he used to call me "Doc" before I even dreamed of grad school. The way he looked at me once at the senior bonfire, when the flames flickered just right, and for half a second I thought maybe he saw me the way I saw him.

That girl, the one who never spoke up, is gone now. But the ache she left behind is still here. Only now, it isn't about rewriting the past. It's about facing it. Accepting that I didn't say what I needed to when it counted. That I let silence do the talking for me. And that perhaps it's not too late to speak now, even if the timeline is broken and my dignity is on life support.

I drag myself to my feet, my joints stiff from sitting too long in the cold. I head upstairs, past Schrödy, who blinks at me with passive-aggressive indifference. I step into the bathroom and splash cold water on my face. The girl staring back in the mirror has messy hair and sleep-deprived eyes, but she also has something else. A spark. A sliver of clarity. And maybe even a little courage.

I pull on my favorite hoodie, the one Jamie once stole for a weekend and returned with a mustard stain and an apology. I tie my hair back. I grab my keys. There's no plan this time. No reset. No script. Just a heartbeat, a choice, and the quiet knowledge that if I don't do this now, I'll spend the rest of my life wondering what would've happened if I had.

The sun is just starting to rise when I step out the door. The air is crisp, Seattle gray with a hint of hope in the clouds. My steps are slow at first. Careful. But as I walk, I feel the weight I've been dragging across a dozen timelines start to lift. I don't know what I'll say when I see him. I don't even know if he'll open the door. But I know this--I'm done hiding behind science. Behind machines. Behind fear.

This is it. My last reset. Not a jump through time, but a leap into honesty. Into whatever comes next. And for the first time since I whispered his name into a quantum core, I'm not afraid of where I land.

CHAPTER - "The Longest Shortcut"

I'm halfway down the block when I stop walking.

The street is quiet, wrapped in that early morning calm where the world still hasn't decided what kind of day it wants to be. The air smells like damp concrete and budding possibilities. Jamie's building is behind me now. Just a turn away. Just a few dozen steps. Just one elevator ride between me and everything I've ever wanted to say.

And yet, I stand still.

My fingers twitch in my pocket, brushing against my keys. My legs want to keep going. But my chest pulls me backward, not out of fear this time--but because something isn't finished. Something still hums faintly at the edge of my thoughts like a machine left running in the basement of my memory. I can't go forward like this. Not yet.

The truth is, I came here with scraps of courage and no plan. I thought if I just said the words, that would be enough. But part of me still clung to the idea that if I messed up, I could fix it. Again. And again. That I'd fall back on the machine one more time. That somewhere in the mess of wires and paradoxes, I had a safety net. I don't want that anymore.

I turn around.

My footsteps echo as I retrace the path, slower now. The sidewalk is slick from last night's rain, and everything feels colder in the shadow of the choice I haven't made yet. The one I have to make. I can't keep the machine. I can't keep holding on to the past with one hand while reaching for the future with the other. It doesn't work like that. Not anymore.

I need to go home. Not to rest. Not to regroup. To destroy it. The J.A.M.I.E. engine. Every wire. Every capacitor. Every ghost of every version of me that ever thought love could be calculated or engineered. It can't. And I won't go back to Jamie with a reset switch buzzing in the background like a coward's insurance policy.

So I walk. Not away this time, but toward the one thing I never thought I'd have the strength to do.

Let go.

And mean it.

CHAPTER - "Goodbye, J.A.M.I.E."

The house is too quiet. No hum from the core, no soft clicking of thermal coils, no faint whirring from the stabilizer fans. Just the low purring of Schrödy, curled on the corner of the workbench like a retired supervisor, and the sound of my own breathing. I stare at the machine that used to hold my heart like a glass jar. J.A.M.I.E. is dark. Burnt. Twisted at the seams. It's the first time I've seen it look like what it really is, a failed gamble on love and math.

I roll up my sleeves and reach for the toolkit. Every screw I twist loose is a memory. The ion modulator reminds me of Timeline Number Four, the Choir Boy disaster. The fiber matrix brings back Timeline Number Six, the infamous basketball incident that made me public enemy number one. I disconnect the neural anchor relay and remember Vanessa's perfect smile, the duet that buried me. Some components make me laugh. Most don't.

Each piece has weight. Not just physical, but emotional. Like I'm unpacking every version of myself that thought she could trick time into mercy. My fingers shake as I dislodge the backup memory chip. This one came from the iteration where I sang badly on purpose and somehow triggered a love triangle that didn't even include me. I set it aside gently. Not out of sentimentality, but because I can't bring myself to throw it away just yet.

The core takes more effort. It's fused from heat and desperation, still pulsing faintly under the warped housing. I brace one foot against the chassis and pull it free with a wrench and a grunt. The capacitor pops out with a dull snap, and I finally see it taped to the side like a forgotten note from the past. A photo of Jamie and me. Ten years old. Faces red from the Texas sun, grinning with popsicle-stained teeth. The edges are curled. The tape is yellowed.

I stare at it for too long. Every version of me came back to this one image. This proof that, once, before all of this, he was mine in the purest, most innocent way. Just a friend. Just a boy who made me feel seen. I think about keeping it. I really do. But instead, I drop it on the floor and bring the wrench down. Once. Hard. The plastic cracks. The photo splits. There's no going back now.

I sit on the stool and let the silence stretch. Schrödy hops down, sniffing the ruined core like he's checking for signs of life. There are none. I whisper, "Goodbye, Just-A-Minute." I look at the broken parts scattered around me. "Hello, Just-A-Mess." Schrödy blinks at me and yawns. If cats had opinions about time travel and emotional recovery, he'd probably tell me I should've done this six disasters ago.

It's strange. There's no dramatic swell of music. No applause. Just the faint ache of clarity settling into my bones. I built this thing to steal back time. To reclaim a conversation I never had. But the truth is, I don't need time travel anymore. I need truth. And if Jamie doesn't feel the same? Then at least I'll know. No loops. No resets. Just an answer. Finally.

I pack up the last of the tools and flick off the breaker. The lab dims to shadows. The J.A.M.I.E. engine is dead. But I'm not. I walk upstairs with the ghost of a smile tugging at my lips and a new kind of weight in my chest. Not regret. Not yet. Just possibility. The kind that only lives in the present.

CHAPTER - "The Walk of Maybe"

Seattle mornings are a kind of gray that seeps into your thoughts if you let it. I shove my hands into my hoodie pockets and pace the wet sidewalks like I'm either chasing destiny or actively avoiding a nervous breakdown. Schrödy watched me leave like he didn't expect me to return. Fair. I don't know if I expect me to return. All I know is that the weight in my chest feels a little lighter without a time machine dragging behind it.

I rehearse the words. Again. Then again. "Hey Jamie, so, funny thing, I accidentally invented time travel and used it entirely to avoid talking to you like a normal person." No. Too honest. "I've always loved you, in that deeply repressed way people write songs about." Too dramatic. "What's up, remember me? I'm the awkward girl who may or may not have faked a bike crash to talk to you once." Too real. I go through poetic confessions, casual shrugs, and quantum puns. None of them fit. I feel like I'm trying on versions of myself that don't quite zip up all the way.

The closer I get to his building, the faster my heart beats. The world around me fades to background static. Just coffee shops opening early, joggers with earbuds, the low rumble of a bus crawling uphill. My shoes splash through a shallow puddle. I barely notice. This is what determination feels like. And terror. Mostly terror.

I stop at the corner, staring across the street at Jamie's building. Brick and glass. Clean lines. The place where he lives, probably surrounded by furniture Amy picked and scented candles that make everything smell like a curated lifestyle. I take one step off the curb and then I see it. Amy's car. Parked out front. Top down. Trademark sunglasses resting on the dash like she owns the weather. My heart sinks so fast it feels like gravity betrayed me.

For a full ten seconds, I consider turning around. Maybe this is a sign. Maybe I was never meant to have this conversation. Maybe Schrödy was right to glare at me like I left my sanity next to the litter box. I take a step back. Then another. I tell myself I'll try again another day. When she's not here. When I'm braver. When the stakes aren't so terrifyingly high.

But I don't keep walking. I stop. My fists clench at my sides, and I look back at that building like it owes me something. And maybe it does. Maybe I owe it to myself to stop letting other people's presence dictate my own silence. Amy being here changes nothing. She's been in the way for nine years. I let her stay there.

I take a breath and cross the street. Not fast. Not with purpose. Just with the kind of quiet defiance that says, "I'm not running anymore." The air is cool, damp, and full of possibilities I can't predict. I don't know what I'm going to say when I see Jamie. I don't know if I'll fall apart or find some version of myself that finally knows how to stand still.

All I know is I'm going to knock on his door. And whatever happens after that, it will be real. No resets. No loops. Just the truth, however messy it decides to be.

CHAPTER - "Amy's Last Stand"

The lobby smells like lemon polish and tension. I step through the front doors, barely glancing at the security desk. My legs move on instinct now. No hesitation. No detours. Just the elevator bank ahead of me and the quiet hum of nerves curling under my ribs. But when I reach it, the doors slide open, and Amy is already there. Leaning against the wall, arms crossed, like she's been waiting for this moment since I first broke the laws of physics.

She doesn't smile. Just narrows her eyes and steps in front of me. "You think you can just show up?"

I meet her gaze without flinching. "No. I think I can finish."

She scoffs, but her jaw tightens. "He's with me, Julie. He said yes. That ring on my hand? It means something."

"Maybe," I say, voice low, "but it doesn't mean he's happy."

She takes a step forward, close enough that I can smell her perfume. Something expensive. Something too sweet. "I know what you're doing," she hisses. "You're chasing a fantasy. One conversation won't change the last nine years. You lost."

I don't look away. "Then let me lose to his face."

She shoves me. Hard. Not playful. Not dramatic. Just sharp, deliberate anger.

I stumble back a step, steady myself, and then shove her right back.

And then I swing. My fist connects with her jaw in a satisfying, clean hit. Amy stumbles into the elevator railing, eyes wide with shock. Her hand flies to her face, mascara already smudging.

"That's for 2016," I say, panting.

"And 2019."

Amy glares, speechless.

"And literally all of 2020."

The elevator dings behind her, doors still open like the universe decided to hold its breath. I step forward, brushing past her as she steadies herself. She doesn't stop me this time. Just leans against the wall, cradling her jaw and staring like she doesn't know whether to scream or cry.

I hit the button for Jamie's floor. The doors begin to close.

Amy speaks once more, voice low. "He won't choose you."

I look at her through the narrowing gap. "He doesn't have to. I'm not here to win. I'm here to be honest."

Then the doors shut. The hum of the elevator rises. And for the first time in years, I'm not the girl hiding in the background. I'm the one walking toward whatever comes next.

CHAPTER - "I Love You (With No Safety Net)"

The door swings open before I can knock. Jamie's voice carries through the entryway, casual but distracted. He's on the phone, pacing near the kitchen in jeans and a gray T-shirt that looks far too good on him for someone who probably just woke up. He doesn't see me right away. Not until I clear my throat and step forward, hands clenched, heart hammering.

He turns. The phone is at his ear for maybe half a second longer before he lowers it and says, "I've got to go," then hangs up without another word. The silence that follows is immediate. Dense. The kind that makes every breath sound too loud. We just stand there, staring at each other. Him at me like he doesn't know what to say. Me at him like I've already said it all in a thousand fractured timelines.

And then I say it for real. No edits. No resets. No scientific disclaimers. "I love you." My voice shakes, but I keep going. "I always have. Since forever. Since before I even knew what that meant. And I should've told you sooner. I should've said it without a time machine strapped to my back."

He doesn't speak. Doesn't move. Just watches me with those stupid blue eyes that have haunted every version of me I've ever been. I expect him to laugh. Or scoff. Or give me the kind of polite letdown reserved for old friends who should know better. I brace for it. I wait for the emotional crash I've been engineering myself away from for years.

But he doesn't do any of that. He takes a step forward. Then another. And another. Still no words. Just this look on his face like he's trying to read me and remember me all at once. Like I'm a photograph he hasn't seen in years and suddenly realizes he's been carrying around in his wallet the whole time.

I stand my ground. Barely. My knees are considering collapse as a viable option. "You don't have to say anything," I whisper. "I just needed to tell you. Once. Without hiding behind equations or pretending I don't care. I care. So much it makes me stupid."

He stops a foot away from me. Close enough that I can feel his breath, his warmth, the way his fingers twitch at his sides like he wants to reach for something but isn't sure if it's real. He studies me, slow and careful, like I might vanish if he blinks too long.

And then, still without saying a word, Jamie reaches up, cups my face in his hands, and kisses me. No build-up. No hesitation. Just lips on mine like the moment always existed and we finally arrived at it. I close my eyes, and for once, time doesn't move. It holds still. Just long enough to mean everything.

CHAPTER - "The Kiss That Stops Time"

His lips are soft, steady, and real in a way nothing else in my life has been for a long, long time. No circuits, no equations humming in the background. No countdowns or quantum math flashing through my mind. Just the weight of his hands on my face and the warmth of his breath against mine. This is not a dream or a loop or a wish whispered into the heart of a machine. This is Jamie. Kissing me. And I don't need a reset button to know I never want it to stop.

There's no music swelling in the background, no cinematic fade to black. It's quiet. Still. My heart's beating like a bass drum, but the world outside feels suspended. Like time, after fighting me for so long, finally decided to step aside and let me have this one moment. And this time, I'm not running from it. I let it happen. I let him kiss me. I kiss him back like the universe didn't give me a hundred chances to screw this up and I took all of them just to land right here.

He pulls back just a little, just enough to breathe, forehead resting against mine. He grins, stupid and sweet. "You idiot," he says softly. "I've been waiting nine years."



My eyes sting with tears I didn't know I still had left. "You kissed me before I could overthink it."

He chuckles. "Time was up. You finally caught up."

I laugh through a half-sob and wipe my cheek on the sleeve of the hoodie he once stole. "You have no idea how true that is."

Then his smile tilts, curious. He leans back just enough to really look at me. "Wait. Did you say you had a time machine?"

My entire soul pauses. My mouth opens. Closes. I blink at him like maybe if I don't say anything, he'll forget. "I... might've. In theory."

"In theory?" he repeats, lifting a brow. "Julie."

"It was a very small, unsanctioned project," I mumble. "Also possibly a toaster oven at one point."

He shakes his head, half amused, half amazed. "You built a time machine. To tell me you love me?"

"I mean, not just that," I say quickly. "There were other side goals. Sort of. But mostly yes."

He reaches for my hand and squeezes it gently. "You could've just knocked on my door."

"I'm working on that part," I say, smiling despite myself. "From now on, no more machines. Just me. Just you. One minute at a time."

CHAPTER - "One Minute Forward"

The sky is soft today. That's the word for it. Not bright or blue or dazzling--just soft, like the world finally decided to ease up for a second. I walk through the park with Jamie's hand in mine, our fingers laced like we've been doing this forever. It's warm and easy and so normal it almost feels surreal. There's no timeline to monitor, no ripple effect to calculate. Just the sound of gravel under our shoes and the occasional duck quacking nearby like it has something to say about fate.

I used to think I needed to know the ending before I started anything. That if I could just see far enough ahead, I could make the perfect choice. Avoid the pain. Prevent the heartbreak. But now? I don't know what comes next. I don't have a roadmap or an algorithm or a secret equation hidden in the margins. There are no backups left. No more resets. Just this. Him. Me. This moment.

I deleted the notes. Every last file. Gone. It hurt more than I thought it would, hitting that delete key, but once I did, I felt lighter. Like I was finally letting go of all the versions of me that never got it right. All the Julies who begged the universe for one more try. They're gone now. I'm the only one left. And for once, that feels okay.

Jamie doesn't ask questions about the machine. He will, eventually. But for now, he just walks beside me, occasionally glancing over like he still can't believe I'm here. I know the feeling. There's still a part of me that expects to wake up in my basement, curled on the floor beside a humming console, alone and unfinished. But that part is shrinking. Fading. With every step forward, the past stops echoing quite so loud.

I don't know where we're going. Maybe to lunch. Maybe to a bookstore. Maybe just as far as this path takes us before we find something worth stopping for. And maybe that's the point. I used to obsess over controlling time. Now I'm learning how to be in it.

There's no pressure here. No countdown. Just the rise and fall of Jamie's breath beside me. The squeeze of his hand when a breeze hits and I instinctively shiver. The way he leans down and says, "Still with me?" like he knows how often I disappear into my head.

"Yeah," I whisper. "I'm here." And I mean it. Every syllable.

I spent years chasing the moment I missed. Trying to rewrite the script. Now, I'm not chasing anything. I'm just walking. Minute by minute. Step by step. Hand in hand with the only person I ever wanted to catch up to. And for the first time in my life, I'm not afraid of what comes next.

We found a bench tucked under a cherry blossom tree near the edge of the park, far enough from the walking paths to feel like we had our own pocket of the world. The air smelled like spring and and freshly cut grass. I kicked off my shoes and tucked my legs under me while Jamie stretched his long frame beside me, arms resting along the back of the bench like he'd been saving this exact spot for us.

"So," he said, tilting his head, "you gonna tell me what you've been up to these last... what, nine years?"

I shrugged. "Nothing much. Solved time and space. Built a lab in a basement. Wrote a few aggressively worded academic papers. Got my doctorate. Almost named a theorem after Schrödy but he's not great with peer review."

He laughed, shaking his head. "I read about your grant from MIT. The one tied to temporal relativity. I saw your name pop up in an article and thought, 'Of course she cracked something unsolvable.'"

I tried not to blush, but failed. "You've been following my work?"

He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. "Of course I have. You think I didn't care what happened to you after high school? You were doing interviews with professors I had to Google just to understand what the headlines meant. I kept every article."

I looked down at my hands. "Then why didn't you reach out?"

There was a pause. Not long. But long enough for his voice to come out quieter.

"Because I knew you stayed behind in Austin for me. You had offers from every school in the country, and you turned them down just to be near me. I knew it. And I didn't say anything because... I was scared. Scared that if I admitted it, I'd be asking you to keep shrinking yourself to stay in my orbit."

"You weren't," I said, not looking at him. "I did that all by myself."

"I know. But I let it happen. I let Amy happen. And I let you go. And that's the biggest mistake I've ever made." He paused, then looked over at me. "Well, that and proposing to Amy. But that's kind of in the same folder."

I smiled, a little sad and a little grateful. "Jamie?"

"Yeah?"

"I still would've stayed. But it would've been nice to know you saw me."

He reached for my hand and laced our fingers together. "I did. I always did. I just didn't think I deserved to keep you."

We sat like that for a long time. No rewinds. No math. Just two people, finally catching up. Almost.

After a long, quiet stretch of park breeze and tangled fingers, I cleared my throat and asked the question I'd been politely not blurting out since we sat down.

"So... what about you? What's Jamie Knight been up to when he's not making highlight reels and grinning at post-game interviews like he doesn't know half the world has a crush on him?"

Jamie gave me a look. The kind that said he could smell the setup a mile away. "Oh, you know. Baseball. Charity stuff. A few endorsement deals that required wearing truly questionable cologne. I bought a house I still don't know how to decorate. And I spent the last few years realizing the person I wanted to tell everything to wasn't around anymore."

Cue stomach flip.

I nodded, pretending to be casual. "Right. Makes sense. Not that I... I mean, I wasn't, like, watching you or anything."

His eyebrow went up, slow and suspicious. "Julie."

"I wasn't stalking. That's a strong word. More like... light, context-based research."

"Context-based?"

"Yeah, like... one Mariners update every now and then. And maybe some archived press conferences. And possibly that podcast interview where you said your favorite movie was still The Iron Giant and I cried in a Trader Joe's parking lot."

He laughed. A full, head-thrown-back laugh that made my face burn hotter than a solar flare.

"And I might've moved to Seattle." I winced. "Well, definitely. I did. Moved here. Kind of near the stadium. Coincidentally."

He turned toward me, eyes warm, no trace of judgment. "So you've been here all this time?"

I nodded. "Not proud. Okay, a little proud. But mostly embarrassed."

He smiled, reached up, and tucked a loose piece of hair behind my ear. "Julie, having you back in my life is one of the best things that's ever happened to me. And if moving to Seattle was your version of waiting for the right moment, I'm just glad you finally walked up and knocked."

I didn't say anything. I just leaned into him, heart loud in my chest, and thought, for the millionth time, that I didn't need a machine to find the right timeline.

I just needed him to smile like that.

CHAPTER -- "The First and Only First Date"

We were ten minutes into our first official date when I spilled an entire glass of water across the table and directly into my lap. Jamie didn't flinch. He handed me his napkin, leaned back like this happened all the time, and said, "Impressive. That might be a record."

I wanted to crawl under the booth and live there forever.

Instead, I apologized seventeen times and tried not to shrivel like a sun-dried tomato under the soft lighting of the Italian place he picked. It was warm, cozy, and quiet. The kind of place meant for gentle glances and candlelit conversation. The kind of place where people get engaged. Which is hilarious, because this was technically our first date and I already felt like I needed a restart button.

I spent the rest of dinner nervously rearranging my silverware and overexplaining every answer. I monologued about Schrödy's dietary preferences, accidentally quoted Einstein in a way that sounded vaguely like flirting, and knocked over the bread basket with my elbow. Jamie, of course, just laughed and kept eating. Like everything I did was endearing and not part of an escalating public meltdown.

"This is going terribly, right?" I asked somewhere between dessert and defeat.

"No," he said, chewing thoughtfully. "It's going exactly how I always imagined it would."

"You imagined me misquoting Schrödinger and attacking the focaccia?"

"Pretty much."

We stepped out into the cool night air. The city was quiet, Seattle fog curling around street lamps like sleepy ghosts. I shoved my hands in my coat pockets and tried to slow my brain down. Jamie reached for my hand like it was the most natural thing in the world. And just like that, I stopped overthinking. For maybe ten seconds.

Then he said, "Julie, I need to ask you something."

My stomach dropped. I braced for something terrifying. A breakup before we even began. A confession. A time-space anomaly I had somehow missed. But no, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small black box. Simple. Classic. Utterly world-ending.

I blinked. "Wait, what?"

He opened it. Inside was a delicate ring, silver and starlight. "I know this is our first date. But we've known each other since we were kids. We've loved each other in every way except the one that counted. I don't want to waste another year, or month, or even one more minute. So I'm asking now. Before we get scared. Before we overthink it."

I stared. Then blinked again. "Jamie, we didn't even get through dessert."

"True. But I'm pretty sure I'm already full."

There was a pause. One of those long, time-stretching silences where every future unfolds at once. Then I dropped my purse, flung myself into his arms, and whispered, "Yes. Yes. You absolute lunatic. Yes."

He laughed against my shoulder, holding me like the world made sense again. Somewhere in the background, the fog swallowed the city whole. Time, for once, didn't move forward or back. It just held still.

And I didn't need a machine to know this moment was perfect.

CHAPTER -- "The Constant in the Equation"

We didn't plan to sleep together that night. It wasn't on a checklist, or a bullet point under "engaged," or a reward for surviving years of unresolved tension. It just... unfolded. Naturally. Gently. Like we had finally stepped into the same timeline and neither of us wanted to blink in case it vanished.

Back at my place, after a long, clumsy, perfect evening, we ended up tangled in my sheets, our laughter slowly giving way to silence and charged looks. There was something reverent about the way he touched my face, like he was memorizing it cell by cell. I couldn't stop trembling. Not from fear. From knowing this was real. Finally real.

"I should tell you something," I said, voice barely above a whisper.

Jamie pulled back, already shirtless, his hand still brushing the line of my collarbone. "Okay."

"I've never... done this before. Like, ever."

His eyes widened slightly. "You're serious?"

"Still technically under warranty," I said. "Emotionally used, but physically... yeah."

He didn't laugh, not at first. He just leaned in and kissed my forehead, his voice low and reassuring. "Okay. Then we take our time."

I might've teared up a little. And then, because I can't help myself, I blurted, "Also, one of my toys is named after you."

That earned a surprised laugh. "Are you serious?"

"I was twenty-one, emotionally repressed, and you were dating someone else. It vibrated at two speeds and had your playoff jawline."

Jamie laughed until he had to catch his breath. "That's the weirdest and most flattering thing I've ever heard."

By the time he undressed fully, I had stopped breathing like a rational person. I looked down, blinked, then looked again. "Oh," I said. "I calculated right."

"Calculated?"

"Just... ratios. You know. Physics."

I didn't even try to recover from it.

The first few minutes were awkward. Too many limbs, one knee-to-rib incident, and a moment where I couldn't figure out how to position my leg without looking like a confused flamingo. But then Jamie kissed my shoulder and murmured, "You're doing great," and something inside me let go. We found a rhythm. Not perfect. Just ours.

Later, I lay on my side, the sheets a tangled mess around us, one of Jamie's arms draped lazily over my waist. My body was sore in places I didn't know could be sore, and I was fairly certain I hadn't done anything remotely acrobatic. Still, my brain chose that exact moment to spiral.

"I don't think I was very good," I muttered into the pillow.

Jamie propped himself up on one elbow, his eyes still half-lidded but warm. "You were perfect. Because it was you."

I sighed. "I really thought I'd be more... graceful."

"You elbowed me in the jaw and still somehow made me see stars. I'll take it."

I laughed, then froze as I felt something hard and very familiar begin to nudge against my hip. I turned my head slowly. Jamie looked down, then up at me, sheepish and grinning.

"Uh," he said, "round two?"

I blinked. "Okay, but just for the record, if this leads to the orgy-version of Julie, I want it noted I was trying to be emotionally healthy."

He laughed into my shoulder, his hands already roaming again. "No machines. No multiverse. Just me and you."

And I let him kiss me again, whispering into the darkness, "Just don't tell Schrödy."

From across the room, I swear the cat sighed.

Somewhere between gasps and kisses and tangled sheets, I realized something profound.

This was the constant in my equation.

Him. Here. Now. Always.

CHAPTER - "The Ceremony Paradox"

There are a hundred things that can go wrong on your wedding day. I catalogued them all between 4:00 and 4:07 a.m., then again between 6:15 and 6:40. My hair won't cooperate. My dress zipper got stuck halfway up. Schrödy threw up on my backup vows. And the best man is still not entirely clear on the difference between "ring bearer" and "actual bear."

Which is all to say, everything is going exactly as it should.

Jamie is somewhere at the venue already. He left with a duffel bag, a calm smile, and the kind of attitude that suggests he was born for this day. I'm pacing around our kitchen in joggers and a satin robe, chewing on the edge of a cold waffle and wondering if cold feet still counts when you're not actually nervous about the marriage, just about people staring at you while you admit you're happy.

The venue is small. Lakeside. Not fancy, but full of little details Jamie and I made ourselves. Handwritten signs. Photos of us through the years, including one where I'm clearly scowling while holding a soldering iron. Schrödy has a designated seat. He refuses to wear the bowtie we bought him. I respect that.

When I arrive, the sky is the color of a soft promise. Everything is warm and buzzing and a little surreal. My dad hugs me too tight. My mom cries when she sees the locket I'm wearing. Inside is a tiny photo of me and Jamie as kids. I almost lose it right there, but Schrödy yowls from the grass like he can sense a moment and wants no part of it. Good boy.

The aisle is short. But it feels like stepping across galaxies.

Jamie waits under a wooden arch wrapped in ivy and science fiction quotes written in tiny script. He's in a navy suit. No tie. Just that stupid, gentle smile that still knocks the air out of me. He reaches for my hands as I step up. His fingers are warm. Steady. Real.

The officiant keeps it short, which I am deeply grateful for. Jamie goes first.

"I've loved you since long before I understood what love meant. You've always been the person I looked for, in every crowd, in every room. You make me better. You make me braver. And even when I didn't know you were still with me, I think I always knew you would find your way back."

I blink fast. It doesn't help.

When it's my turn, I take a breath and speak without notes. Because I don't need them anymore.

"I once built a time machine just to say something I should've said out loud. And I spent a very long time thinking I needed the perfect moment, the right combination of timing and courage, to tell you I loved you. But now I know this is the only moment that matters. You. Me. Right now. No loops. No rewinds. Just us."

Schrödy meows from the second row. I consider that our official seal of approval.

We kiss. It's short. Sweet. Home. When we turn to face the crowd, everyone claps. Jamie's teammates whistle. My thesis advisor sobs loudly into her program. Schrödy curls up under Jamie's chair and falls asleep like he's already bored of married life.

The reception is chaos. Our first dance ends with both of us laughing. Jamie almost drops me during the dip, and I nearly fall out of my dress trying to spin. The cake is lopsided. Someone plays a slow violin version of the Star Trek theme and three people weep for different reasons. It is messy and joyful and nothing like the sleek, filtered version I used to imagine. It is better.

Later, we sneak away barefoot, still half dressed, and sit on the dock behind the venue. The stars come out slowly. Jamie puts his arm around me. I rest my head on his shoulder.

"I'm glad I didn't fix the past," I whisper.

Jamie kisses my temple. "You didn't have to."

We sit like that for a long time. No machines. No variables. No plans. Just one perfect paradox.

The future.

And us, already in it.

Epilogue -- "The Future Is Now"

The late afternoon sun spills through the windows of our little craftsman house, casting golden lines across the hardwood floor and warming the worn edges of the bookcases that Jamie built himself. I'm curled into the corner of the couch, barefoot and half-draped in an oversized hoodie that still smells a little like ballpark dust and pine-scented detergent. Schrödy is a weighted blanket with fur, purring on my lap like this spot belongs to him and always has.

A half-eaten banana rests beside a physics journal I've only half-read, which in turn is nudging up against a bright blue teething ring. The coffee next to it is long cold. I don't mind. This is the kind of stillness I used to chase with equations and circuit boards. And now I find it here, in the quiet rhythm of a house that holds more laughter than regrets.

The TV plays on low volume. Jamie's face is there, post-game, Mariners cap backward and a bit of eye black still smudged on one cheek. Captain now. Still every bit the golden boy, except now he smiles more off-camera than on. ESPN is eating it up. They ask him what keeps him grounded with all the pressure, the headlines, the hype.

Jamie chuckles, rubs the back of his neck in that way he always has when he's answering honestly. "I've got a brilliant wife who keeps me humble. And a cat who thinks I'm an idiot."



I snort and shake my head. "You're not wrong," I mutter, scratching behind Schrödy's ears. He flicks his tail, unimpressed but purring louder anyway.

Then Jamie looks straight into the camera and winks. Not a performance wink. Not smug. Just that stupid, sideways wink--the one he used to throw across the lunch table when we were twelve and words were off-limits but feelings weren't.

I smile down at Schrödy. "He still does that stupid wink."

Schrödy meows, judging me and him equally.

From down the hallway, a baby starts to cry. Not the meltdown kind, just a fuzzy, fussy noise that says nap time is over and the world should pay attention again. I kiss Schrödy on the head and ease him off my lap. He stretches, annoyed, and reclaims the warm spot the second I stand.

I head down the hallway, past the gallery of us framed on the walls. Our wedding day, sunlit and windblown. A picture from the time I guest lectured at MIT and Jamie surprised me with flowers. And at the center of it all, taped into an old frame and still slightly crumpled, that photo booth strip from high school. Half-ripped, half-perfect. One minute frozen in time.

Just before I reach the nursery, Jamie says something on the TV that I don't hear. "She's my reset button. Always has been."

The screen fades to commercial. Schrödy stretches and curls tighter into the shape of a question mark. The house breathes around us, full of love, full of noise, full of what comes next.

The End

+++++++++

Notes from the Wyld:

This story is nowhere near the one I originally set out to write. Back in 2022, I came up with an idea called BATS, a fish-out-of-water tale about a baseball player in Japan dealing with culture shock, mistaken identity, true love, and, for reasons I still can't explain, reincarnation. It was a chaotic potpourri of ideas that didn't exactly smell like roses. I showed the outline to a co-worker, who took one look, walked into my office, and without a word, dropped it straight into the trash. I asked her why, and she shrugged and said, "Because it's garbage. You can do better." Harsh? Absolutely. Was she wrong? Unfortunately, no.

So I took another swing. I went back to my roots and reworked the concept into something far more personal, a time travel story with a broken heart, a busted quantum core, and a girl who's finally ready to stop hiding behind science. Somehow, this version became everything I didn't know it needed to be.

Along the way, I had a number of different timelines planned out, dozens, actually. Wild, sprawling versions with branching paradoxes, butterfly effects, and one storyline where Julie became a billionaire by inventing time-share wormholes. But my wife took one look at my notes and told me I was overthinking it. She said all those detours would muddy the core message and that I should keep it tighter, more grounded, and more emotionally honest. As usual, she was right. So I scrapped the overcomplications and focused on the heart of it, a girl, a boy, and the one moment she couldn't let go of.

Also, yes, I did pick the Seattle Mariners on purpose. I've been a long-time Mariners fan, one of those faithful few who still says, "There's always next year," with a straight face. Writing Jamie as one of their rising stars was a little nod to that part of me that still believes in miracles, on and off the field.

And this is the version that stayed.

Also, I do plan one day to get a cat and I will be naming him "Schrödy".

+++

Quick update for those who've asked: yes, the Melody's Silence sequel is officially in progress. It's getting my full attention before I dive into the follow-ups for Airspace, Once, and The Last Order. And as much as I'd love to start tinkering with that romcom idea I've been kicking around called Crossing Trails, I'm staying disciplined. Mostly. Probably.

Also, big shoutout to a reader (I know him by his first name, so I'm not doxxing him here, but if he wants to introduce himself in the comments, that's up to him) who stepped up as a beta reader and offered some fantastic insight on Act 1. Not only did he catch my overuse of conjunctions to start sentences, because, as he reminded me, the nuns taught him better, but he also gave me the nudge I needed to finally settle on the sequel's title: Melody's Silence: Unwritten Orders. Just wait until he gets his hands on Act 2. I fully expect more notes, maybe a ruler slap or two, and probably another reminder that sentence fragments are not a personality.
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Truth Shattered Everything

Notes from Wyld: (I know, I know)

I never planned to release this version of the story--honestly, I was perfectly happy letting it collect digital dust in the archives. But after enough people asked (and some borderline threatened), I figured, fine, let's unleash the chaos. This version is a little different from the one I originally published. The themes are all there--betrayal, resilience, revenge, and one man's slow descent into therapy-induced madness--but it doesn't quite have the same sharp bite. Think of it as the "director's cut" that nobody asked for but is getting anyway.

That said, there's something entertaining about sharing it. This version gives a deeper look into Travis's emotional spiral, the moments that didn't make the final cut, and, of course, more ridiculous antics from his kids. It might not be as polished, but it has its own messy charm--like a guilty pleasure reality show, except with more flamingos and questionable life choices. So, for better or worse, here it is--the version I once swore would never see daylight. If it ruins your perception of the original, well... don't say I didn't warn you.

On to the show:

-------------------------

So, here I am--Travis Parker, 43 years old, IT department manager, proud owner of a green 2016 Subaru Outback (because nothing screams "family man" like a practical station wagon), and lifelong resident of Charlotte, North Carolina. I specialize in government software security, which is exactly as exciting as it sounds. Let's just say, if there were ever an Oscar for "Most Mind-Numbing PowerPoint Presentation," I'd have a shelf full of them.

I've been married to Monica for over 20 years. We met in college, fell in love, and built a life together. Three kids later, my world revolves around Traci (21, the ambitious Wall Street-bound overachiever), Francis (18, laid-back, humorous, and destined to be my retirement home DJ), and Beth (16, the hopeless romantic who still believes I can fix anything). I like to think of myself as the rock of the family, though I suspect my kids see me as the guy who tells the same stories at dinner and has an alarmingly specific knowledge of '90s sci-fi movies.

Speaking of movies, I love them--along with video games, because at heart, I'm still that nerdy kid who spent way too much time in arcades. And while I might not advertise it, I have a talent I don't talk about much. Let's just say if life had a soundtrack, I'd be able to move to it. But I digress.

Life is... stable. Maybe a little too stable. My marriage with Monica is in that "we've been together forever and now mostly communicate through sighs and eyebrow raises" phase. But I've always believed that love isn't about grand gestures--it's about showing up, being loyal, and keeping your promises. And I do. Always.

Charlotte's summers are humid enough to make you question your life choices, but I don't mind. I keep busy with work, family, and the occasional attempt to convince my kids that "dad jokes" are, in fact, an art form. Life isn't perfect, but it's good. Or so I think.

Because what I don't realize is that everything I've built, everything I've trusted, is about to be put to the ultimate test.

But hey--at least I can still move with grace. Even if no one's watching.

__________________

Summer 2022

Travis:

Life was good--predictable, stable. Sure, my marriage had settled into a comfortable routine, and work was as thrilling as watching paint dry, but I had my family, my kids, and my quiet little world. And then, my phone rang.

I almost didn't answer. I was in the middle of a report, the kind where you copy-paste numbers into a spreadsheet and try not to lose the will to live. But something made me pick up, a feeling, maybe. The voice on the other end was calm but firm. "Mr. Parker? This is Officer Delgado with the Charlotte PD. Your wife, Monica Parker, has been in an accident. She's been taken to Atrium Health Main."

The world didn't stop. It just tilted, like someone had yanked the ground out from under me.

"What? What do you mean an accident? Is she--?" My voice cracked, betraying the panic I was trying to shove down.

"She's stable. But she's sustained injuries and will need to remain in the hospital for observation. You should come down here as soon as possible."

I was already on my feet, shoving my laptop shut, barely registering the concerned look from my coworker. "I'll be there."

The drive was a blur. My hands shook as I fumbled for my phone, calling the only person I knew could hold things together while I lost my grip--Traci.

She picked up after one ring. "Dad?"

"Traci--listen. Your mom--she was in an accident. I don't have details, but she's at Atrium. I'm on my way. I need you to tell Beth and Francis and get them ready to go."

I heard her inhale sharply. Silence for half a second, then the steel in her voice. "I'm on it."

In the background, I heard her bark orders, her no-nonsense tone cutting through the house. "Beth, Francis--get up, now! Mom's in the hospital! We're leaving in five minutes!"

I swallowed hard, forcing myself to focus on the road, on getting to Monica, not on the hundred terrible scenarios running through my head.

By the time I screeched into the hospital parking lot, my heart was pounding. I barely remembered locking the car before sprinting inside.

"I'm looking for Monica Parker," I gasped to the nurse at the front desk.

She glanced at the monitor. "She's in Room 214, second floor. She's stable, but she needs to rest."

I took the stairs two at a time. When I reached her room, I hesitated, gripping the door handle like it might burn me. Then, I pushed it open.

Monica was there. Alive. Hooked up to an IV, her auburn hair tangled, a bruise darkening on her cheekbone. Her arm was wrapped in a cast, and a bandage covered her forehead.

Her eyes flickered open. "Travis," she rasped, weak but alert.

Relief punched the air from my lungs. "Jesus, Monica." I moved to her side, brushing a strand of hair from her face. "What happened?"

She exhaled slowly. "Car ran a red light. Hit me on the passenger side. I tried to turn, but--" She winced, her hand flexing against the sheets.

A doctor walked in before I could respond, clipboard in hand. "Mr. Parker, your wife has sustained a mild concussion, a fractured wrist, and some bruised ribs. She's lucky--it could have been much worse. She'll need to stay for observation for a few days, a week at most."

A week. Not forever. Not permanent.

I nodded, trying to breathe, but it still felt like my chest was too tight. "Thank you. Just... thank you."

The door burst open, and Traci stormed in, Beth and Francis trailing behind her. Beth had tear-streaked cheeks, Francis looking pale beneath his usual easygoing demeanor.

"Oh my God, Mom," Beth whispered, rushing to her side.

Monica smiled weakly. "I'm okay, sweetheart. Just a little banged up."

Traci folded her arms, eyes narrowing as she examined Monica like she could personally fight the universe for doing this. "Did they catch the driver?"

"The police are investigating," the doctor said.

Traci didn't look satisfied. "They better."

I rubbed my face, exhaustion finally settling in now that I wasn't running on pure adrenaline. "Alright, let's take a breath. Mom's gonna be okay. That's what matters."

Beth sniffled, squeezing Monica's good hand. "We should stay with her."

Monica shook her head. "You guys should go home. I'll be fine."

Traci scoffed. "Yeah, not happening."

I sighed. "Alright, let's at least grab some food. We'll take shifts."

Monica gave me a look, one I knew all too well. The silent 'I love you' that had always been there, even when words failed us.

And despite everything, I found myself reaching for her hand, holding it tight. Because no matter how much our marriage had settled into routine, no matter how distant we'd become--when it came down to it, she was still my Monica.

And I wasn't going anywhere.

Three days had passed since the accident, and I hadn't left Monica's side except to grab a quick shower and change clothes. I had taken time off from work, knowing that nothing on my desk could possibly be as important as being here for my wife and kids.

The hospital room was small but clean, shared with another patient whose side was separated by a thin curtain. Monica was propped up on the bed, looking better but still pale, her arm in a cast, bruises fading into that ugly yellow-green stage. Despite the injuries, she was in good spirits--smiling, even joking when the kids were around.

A nurse came in, checking Monica's vitals before offering a warm smile. "The doctor will be in within the hour to go over a few things."

I nodded, rubbing the back of my neck. The last few days had been an emotional rollercoaster, and I was just hoping the news would be good.

Traci stretched and stood up from the chair where she'd been scrolling through her phone. "I'm starving. I'm gonna hit the cafeteria. Beth, Francis--let's go."

Beth looked reluctant to leave, but Francis was already on his feet. "Yeah, I could eat."

Monica glanced at me. "You should go, too."

I hesitated. "I'm fine. I'll wait until the doctor--"

"Travis," she interrupted, smiling softly. "Go. Get some coffee or something. I'm not going anywhere."

I exhaled through my nose, knowing I had no real argument. "Alright, alright."

As we stepped into the elevator, I leaned against the back wall, arms crossed, thinking about what questions I wanted to ask the doctor. The moment the doors started closing, my eyes flicked up--and I saw him.

Monica's doctor.

He was walking toward her room, clipboard in hand. My gut told me this was my only chance to catch him before rounds swept him away for the rest of the day.

"Hold the door," I said quickly, slapping the 'Open' button.

Traci frowned. "Dad?"

"I'll be right down," I promised as I slipped back into the hallway, heading toward Monica's room.

The door was slightly ajar, so I stepped inside quietly. The curtain was still drawn around her bed, the other patient apparently asleep or gone. I was about to call out when I heard Monica's voice--low, hesitant.

"Doctor... is there any way we could run a pregnancy test?"

I froze.

The room spun slightly, but I stayed rooted in place, every nerve in my body suddenly on high alert.

The doctor's response came measured and professional. "It's likely too soon for any standard tests, but we can schedule a blood test to check for early signs if you'd like."

I felt my throat close up.

I hadn't slept with Monica the day of the accident.

In fact, I hadn't slept with Monica in weeks.

And more importantly, I had a vasectomy after Beth was born.

The silence in my head was deafening. Every rational thought drowned under the sound of my heartbeat slamming in my ears.

The doctor continued speaking, going over her post-discharge care, but I barely registered the words. My eyes stayed locked on the curtain in front of me, the thin fabric separating me from the woman I had spent over two decades with--the woman I thought I knew.

The doctor finished, and I heard his footsteps move toward the curtain. He pulled it open, revealing me standing there, stiff as a statue.

Monica's smile faltered the moment she saw me.

I didn't move.

I didn't blink.

I just stared straight ahead.

She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. The color drained from her face, her fingers tightening around the blanket covering her lap.

She knew.

She knew I had heard everything.

And in that moment, the world I had built, the love I had trusted, the stability I had clung to--shattered.

I turned to Monica slowly, my body moving on autopilot, like a marionette controlled by something other than myself.

Inside, I was burning. A wildfire of rage, betrayal, and disbelief consuming everything in its path. But outwardly? Outwardly, I was calm. Deadly calm.

"Who?" My voice came out even, almost eerily so.

Monica's lips parted, but nothing came out. She stared at me, eyes wide, face pale.

I took a step closer. "Who, Monica?"

Her hands clenched into fists on her lap. She looked down, away, anywhere but at me.

I let out a humorless chuckle, shaking my head. "No, no. See, that's not gonna work. You don't get to sit there and play the wounded victim. You don't get to make me be the one to say it."

She swallowed hard. "Travis..."

I leaned in, voice dropping to a whisper. "Say. His. Name."

A beat.

Then another.

Then--barely audible--"Rick."

And just like that, something inside me cracked wide open.

I let out a sharp bark of laughter, stepping back and running a hand over my face. "Oh, of course! Rick! Good ol' Rick Sullivan, the neighborhood gym bro, the walking protein shake. Well, that just ties this whole humiliating little package up with a bow, doesn't it?"

Monica flinched, but I wasn't done. Not even close.

"You know, I always wondered why he was so damn friendly. Always waving when I drove by, always offering workout advice I never asked for. And here I thought he just wanted me to join his gym. Turns out, he just wanted my wife."

She closed her eyes like she could block out the words, but I wasn't about to let her escape this.

I scoffed, shaking my head. "Tell me, Monica, was it the muscles? The grunting? The way he deadlifts his own ego in front of the whole damn neighborhood? Or was it just the sheer thrill of screwing your husband over while he was too busy working to notice?"

Tears welled in her eyes. "Travis, please--"

"Oh no. No, no, no." I wagged a finger. "You don't get to 'Travis, please' me. I just found out my wife of over twenty years has been sleeping with a man who wears tank tops in November. So, you'll have to excuse me if I don't give a damn about your feelings right now."

She wiped at her face with her good hand. "I didn't mean--"

"To get caught?" I cut in, my smile sharp and cruel. "Yeah, I figured."

She inhaled sharply, finally meeting my eyes. "It wasn't--"

"Don't," I warned, my voice low. "Don't sit there and try to tell me it wasn't what it looks like. Because I may be a lot of things, Monica, but stupid isn't one of them."

Her breath hitched. "I was lonely."

I let out a bitter laugh. "Lonely? Lonely? That's rich. I work my ass off to provide for this family, I put you and the kids first in everything, and you were lonely? Forgive me for not installing a damn confetti cannon every time you walked into the room."

Tears spilled over, but I felt nothing. No sympathy. No regret. Just a hollow, aching fury.

"Do the kids know?" I asked, voice like steel.

She shook her head quickly. "No! God, no. Travis, please don't--"

"Oh, don't worry," I cut her off, stepping back. "I wouldn't want to tarnish their perfect image of their mother. You've done such a great job keeping this secret, after all."

The door opened slightly, and the nurse poked her head in. "Mr. Parker? Is everything alright?"

I exhaled through my nose, forcing my rage down, back into its cage. "Peachy," I said with a tight smile. "Just discussing post-care instructions."

The nurse gave me a hesitant nod before retreating.

I turned back to Monica, shaking my head. "You know what the worst part is?"

She sniffled, looking up at me with red-rimmed eyes.

"I thought we were just in a rough patch. I thought we'd figure it out, like we always did." I swallowed hard, voice turning hoarse. "But you weren't just slipping away, were you? You were already gone."

She opened her mouth, but I didn't wait to hear whatever weak excuse she had left.

I turned on my heel and walked out the door, leaving her sitting in the bed with nothing but the truth between us.

And for the first time in my life, I had no idea where to go from here.

As I stepped out of the hospital, the automatic doors whooshing shut behind me, sealing Monica inside while I stood alone in the thick summer heat. The air smelled like asphalt and exhaust, the usual city grime clinging to everything. But I barely noticed.

My hands clenched at my sides, my pulse hammering in my ears. The rage inside me hadn't burned out--it had only intensified. My breath came sharp, my vision narrowed, my body coiled so tight I thought I might explode right there on the goddamn sidewalk.

Rick.

Monica and Rick.

It played over and over in my head like a sick joke, a punchline I never saw coming. My wife of over two decades had been screwing the neighborhood meathead. And if she was asking for a pregnancy test, it hadn't been a one-time mistake. No, this was something else. This was an affair, deliberate, intentional.

I ran my hands through my hair, pacing along the curb, my shoes scuffing against the concrete. What the hell do I do now?

I had spent the last twenty years building a life with Monica, raising three incredible kids, being the husband who worked late, but always came home, the father who put his family first. And for what? For this?

For a woman who looked me in the eyes, kissed me goodnight, and still betrayed me behind my back?

The urge to punch something was overwhelming. I imagined Rick's stupid, smug face, the way he always carried himself like he was the king of the damn neighborhood. Had he been laughing at me this whole time? Had Monica?

I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, trying to keep myself from snapping. Because there were things I could do--storm into Rick's gym and break his nose, throw Monica's things out on the front lawn, scream at her until my voice was raw. But what would that fix? Nothing.

I needed to focus on what mattered.

My kids.

Beth. Francis. Traci.

They were my whole world. And they were about to have it shattered.

How the hell was I supposed to tell them?

Beth, who idolized her mother. Francis, who always made light of things but would be gutted underneath. Traci, who already carried the weight of the world on her shoulders--how would she even process this?

My life with Monica? It was over.

I couldn't see a way forward. Not after this. Not after Rick.

I had always been a man of commitment, of responsibility. I believed in family, in loyalty, in us. But that foundation was gone now, replaced with a bitter, gaping void.

Could I ever trust her again? No.

Could I stay married to her for the sake of the kids? Maybe. But would that be any kind of life? Could I really sleep next to her at night knowing what she'd done? Could I kiss her, hold her, pretend that we were still a team?

No.

That part of me had been obliterated the second I heard her say his name.

But what came next?

Divorce? The word felt foreign, ugly. But the reality was that I would never look at Monica the same way again. No amount of apologies or explanations could erase the truth of what she had done.

I thought about the house. Would I move out? Would she? Would we split time with the kids, shuffling them between two broken parents?

God, how the hell did it come to this?

A car horn blared from the parking lot, jolting me from my spiraling thoughts. I sucked in a breath, forcing my shoulders to drop, unclenching my fists.

I needed a plan.

But more than that, I needed to get the hell away from this hospital.

I pulled my phone out of my pocket, my thumb hovering over Traci's number. She was the strongest of the three, the one who could take bad news and process it, but still--how do you tell your daughter that her mother just blew up your entire family?

I swallowed hard and slid the phone back into my pocket.

Not yet.

For now, I just needed to drive. To think. To put some distance between myself and the wreckage of the life I once thought was unbreakable.

Because no matter what happened next, one thing was certain.



There was no going back.

__________________

Traci:

I walked down the hospital hallway, Beth and Francis at my side, all three of us carrying trays from the cafeteria. Mom needed to eat, and Dad probably did too, though knowing him, he was stubbornly ignoring his own needs.

But as we turned the corner and approached Mom's room, something felt... wrong.

The door was open, and inside, a nurse was speaking in a soft, controlled voice. "Mrs. Parker, you need to calm down. Please, take a deep breath."

Mom sat up in bed, her face streaked with tears, her uninjured hand clutching the blanket like it was the only thing keeping her tethered to reality. She was sobbing, chest heaving, eyes red and puffy.

Beth gasped and immediately ran to her. "Mom! What's wrong?"

Francis set his tray down and moved closer, his easygoing demeanor gone. "Mom?" He put a hand on her shoulder. "What happened?"

Mom just shook her head, fresh tears spilling down her cheeks.

I felt my stomach drop. "Where's Dad?"

At that, Mom wailed louder, her whole body trembling.

The nurse gave her a concerned look. "Mrs. Parker, please, try to breathe."

I clenched my jaw. Something was off. Something big.

I turned to the nurse, my voice sharp. "What the hell is going on?"

The nurse hesitated, glancing between me and Mom. Finally, she sighed. "Your father and mother had a... disagreement. He left about five minutes ago."

A disagreement? That didn't sound like Dad. He never walked away from Mom when she was upset. He was always the one who stayed, who fixed things.

Beth sniffled. "Is he coming back?"

Mom let out a choked sob.

My fingers curled into fists. Mom did something.

I didn't know what, but I knew my dad. He wouldn't just leave over some argument. And Mom? Mom looked guilty. Like the weight of whatever happened was crushing her.

Francis looked at me, confused. "Traci?"

I took a breath, trying to keep my voice steady. "Stay with Mom. I'll find Dad."

Beth turned to me, alarmed. "Wait--"

"I'll call you," I said, already heading for the door.

I sprinted down the hallway, weaving past nurses and patients, my heart slamming against my ribs. When I pushed through the hospital entrance and stepped outside, I saw his car.

Dad's green Subaru Outback was pulling onto the main road.

I didn't think. I just ran.

I raced across the parking lot, fumbling with my keys, unlocking my own 2006 Subaru Outback. I yanked open the driver's side door and jumped inside, my hands shaking as I jammed the key into the ignition.

"Come on, come on, come on," I muttered, slamming the gear into drive.

Dad's car was already down the street, but I could still see him. I pressed my foot down hard on the gas, my tires screeching as I shot forward, merging into traffic.

I gripped the wheel, weaving between cars, keeping my eyes locked on his taillights.

What the hell happened in that room?

Why had Dad left like that?

And why did I have this horrible, sinking feeling that nothing would ever be the same again?

__________________

Travis:

I pulled into the driveway, my grip so tight on the steering wheel my knuckles were bone white. The house stood in front of me, the same as always, but it didn't feel like home anymore. It felt like a lie.

Without thinking, I shoved the car into park and got out, moving on autopilot. My feet carried me inside, through the quiet halls, up the stairs, and into the bedroom I had shared with Monica for over twenty years.

I didn't stop.

I grabbed my duffel bag from the closet and started packing. Clothes, toiletries, random essentials--whatever I could throw in. My movements were quick, jerky, fueled by something primal and uncontrollable.

Rage.

I was filled with it. It coursed through my veins, my entire body vibrating with the need to do something--to break, to smash, to destroy.

I didn't hear Traci at first.

"Dad!"

The voice barely registered, muffled by the storm inside my head.

"Dad! DAD!"

I spun around, breathing hard. Traci stood in the doorway, eyes wide, chest heaving like she'd run up the stairs. Her gaze dropped to the duffel bag, then snapped back to my face.

"What's going on?" she demanded.

I didn't answer.

Because how the hell do you tell your daughter that her mother just detonated their entire family?

Traci's expression shifted when she got a good look at me. I saw it happen--her realization that this wasn't just stress, or exhaustion, or some normal parental meltdown. She saw the rage in my eyes. The hurt.

Her brows furrowed. "Dad... what happened?"

I let out a short, humorless laugh. "Well, Traci, turns out your mother's been screwing the local gym rat, so I'm having a bit of a day."

The words were wrong. I knew it the second they left my mouth.

Traci's whole body stiffened, and I snapped out of it.

Shit.

She was the last person I should've told.

Her face morphed from confusion to pure, unfiltered rage. "Are you fucking kidding me?"

I should've scolded her for cursing. I would have--any other time.

But not now.

Now? I just let it go.

Because she was right to be angry.

Her fists clenched at her sides, her jaw tightening. "Mom. Mom?" She let out a bitter laugh, shaking her head. "That lying, cheating--Bitch!"

Again, I said nothing.

Because I agreed.

Traci took a deep breath, then fixed her glare back on me. "And you? What are you doing? Packing? What the hell, Dad? You're just gonna run away?"

I zipped up the bag. "Traci, I need to get out of here."

"Why?" she demanded.

I exhaled sharply, trying to find the right words. "Because I am one bad decision away from doing something stupid."

Traci scoffed. "You don't do stupid."

I met her eyes, the weight of my fury pressing down on me. "I might."

I barely had time to react before Traci stormed over, grabbed the duffel bag I had just packed, and dumped everything back into my dresser. Clothes flew everywhere, socks and shirts landing in a heap on the floor.

"What the hell are you doing?" I asked, stunned.

She turned to me, her eyes blazing. "You're not leaving. Not you."

I stared at her, caught between anger and exhaustion. "Traci--"

"No." She cut me off, jabbing a finger at my chest. "You stay. She leaves."

Before I could argue, she turned on her heel and stomped out of the bedroom, cursing Monica's name under her breath. I could hear her rummaging through something downstairs, the clatter of cabinets opening and closing.

I sat down heavily on the edge of the bed, rubbing my face. This wasn't how I expected my day to go.

A minute later, Traci marched back in, arms full of garbage bags.

I raised an eyebrow. "What, are we cleaning the house now?"

She tossed a bag at me. "Start packing Mom's stuff."

I blinked. "You want me to--what?"

She pointed at Monica's side of the room. "Her clothes, her shoes, her stupid little nightstand drawer--all of it."

I looked at the garbage bag in my hands, then back at her. "What's with the trash bags?"

Traci folded her arms. "Because they serve two purposes: Mom can take her stuff, or we can throw it out--just like her marriage vows."

Silence.

Then, I laughed. A deep, bitter, honest laugh. The kind I hadn't let out in days.

"Goddamn, kid," I muttered, shaking my head. "You get that mouth from me."

She smirked. "You're damn right I did."

And just like that, we got to work.

There was nothing neat or careful about it. We ripped Monica's clothes off their hangers, tossed her shoes into a pile, emptied drawers without a second thought. Jewelry, makeup, perfumes--all of it went into those garbage bags with the same amount of respect she had shown our family.

There was no talking. Just the occasional scoff from Traci when she found something particularly ridiculous. A framed photo of her and Dad from years ago? Garbage.

After a couple of hours, the bedroom looked like a battlefield. Bags piled high, empty shelves where Monica's things used to be, and clothes scattered across the floor like casualties of war.

Traci and I sat down on the bed, staring at the chaos we had created.

I exhaled, running a hand through my hair. "Jesus."

Traci leaned back on her elbows, looking around with a satisfied nod. "Better."

I glanced at her, then pulled her into a hug. She stiffened at first--never one for long sentimental moments--but she didn't pull away.

"It's okay to cry," I murmured, holding her tight.

She exhaled sharply, shaking her head against my shoulder. "Crying is for after."

I pulled back, studying her face. She was so much like me. Holding it all in, burying it under anger and action.

She met my eyes, her own filled with something cold and dangerous. "Right now, I want to punch something."

I let out another humorless laugh. "You and me both, kid."

Traci let out a slow breath, her rage still simmering beneath the surface, and pulled out her phone. Her fingers moved fast, scrolling through her contacts. After a few moments, she turned the screen toward me.

"Call them."

I stared at the screen. Grandma & Grandpa Dorsey. Monica's parents.

Traci's jaw was tight. "Mom needs somewhere to stay. She's not staying here. That's our call. Not hers."

I swallowed, taking the phone. She was right. If I let Monica walk back into this house, even for a night, I'd never get her out. And I needed her out.

I hit the call button.

It rang twice before Scott picked up.

"Travis! Good to hear from you." His voice was warm, like nothing had changed. Because, in his mind, nothing had. Yet.

I forced my voice to be even. "Scott. I wanted to let you know that Monica's being released this afternoon."

Scott sounded relieved. "That's great news! Wendy will be thrilled. How's she holding up?"

I clenched my jaw. "She'll need a place to stay for a while."

Silence.

"...What?" Scott finally asked.

"She can't stay here," I said flatly.

Another pause. Then, cautiously, "Why?"

I exhaled through my nose. The anger was still there, sitting just beneath the surface. "Let's just say Monica and I are having... marital problems."

Scott's tone sharpened. "What kind of problems?"

"The kind that require her not to be at home," I said, my voice devoid of any warmth.

Scott picked up on it immediately. There was another beat of silence, longer this time. Then, his voice dropped. "I see."

I nodded, even though he couldn't see me. "I've packed her things. You'll need your truck."

He caught the meaning in that, too. His sigh was heavy. "Alright. I'll be by in a few hours."

"See you then," I muttered, then hung up.

I handed the phone back to Traci. She took it without a word but nodded in approval.

No more arguing. No more discussion. It was done.

We spent the next hour moving the garbage bags out to the driveway. Each one stuffed full of Monica's belongings, the last remnants of the life she had destroyed. Traci was eerily quiet as we worked, her movements sharp, filled with barely restrained aggression.

I didn't blame her.

I carried another bag out to the porch and was about to turn back inside when I saw it.

Rick's truck.

Parked down the street like it had every damn day for years. It was just sitting there, an ordinary vehicle on an ordinary day. But to me, it was the embodiment of every betrayal, every lie, every moment I had been made a fool.

Traci saw it, too.

I heard her sharp intake of breath before she strode past me. She bent down, grabbed a rock from the flower bed, and cocked her arm back.

"Traci!" I barked, reaching for her.

She froze, rock still in hand, her knuckles turning white. "Why not?" she hissed through clenched teeth. "Why the hell not?"

I placed a firm hand on her wrist. "Because I don't want you in prison."

Her nostrils flared. "It's not fair."

I met her eyes. "Sometimes life isn't fair."

Her whole body trembled, but she didn't throw the rock. Instead, she turned, hurling it against the pavement with a frustrated scream. It shattered into pieces.

She stood there, chest rising and falling, fists clenched at her sides.

I stepped beside her, crossing my arms. "You feel better?"

She let out a bitter laugh. "Not even close."

I sighed. "Yeah. Me neither."

__________________

Traci:

Dad exhaled, rubbing his hands down his face before turning to me. "Go get Beth and Francis from the hospital."

I nodded, already stepping toward my car, but he held up a hand to stop me.

"Do not confront your mother," he warned, his voice firm. "I don't want you getting in trouble."

My jaw clenched. "She deserves worse than trouble."

"Traci," he said sharply, his eyes locking onto mine. "Promise me."

I gritted my teeth, fists clenching, but I knew he was right. If I saw Mom, I wouldn't be able to hold back, and that wouldn't help Dad. Wouldn't help Beth or Francis either.

So, I exhaled, forcing my rage down, and gave him a tight nod. "Fine."

"Just call them, have them meet you out front, and bring them back here before Scott and Wendy arrive."

Without another word, I turned, ran to my car, and sped off.

I gripped the steering wheel tight, my heart hammering. My blood felt like fire, and every idiot on the road was pushing me closer to losing it.

Not today.

I wasn't about to get pulled over before I could get my siblings out of there.

As I neared the hospital, I grabbed my phone and dialed Francis.

He picked up after two rings. "Hey, what's--"

"Have you and Beth meet me out front in twenty," I cut in, my voice sharp.

He hesitated. "Uh... Mom's still crying."

I rolled my eyes. "I don't care. Twenty minutes. Just be there."

He sighed. "Fine."

I hung up, throwing the phone onto the passenger seat and gunned it.

By the time I pulled up to the hospital entrance, Beth and Francis were already outside. Beth looked worried, her arms wrapped around herself, while Francis had his usual laid-back expression--except for the tension in his jaw.

They jumped in the second I pulled up, and I barely gave them time to shut the doors before I peeled away from the curb.

Francis looked over at me. "Did you find Dad?"

"Yes."

Beth leaned forward from the back seat. "What's going on?"

I gritted my teeth. "Dad will explain when we get home."

I wasn't going to be the one to tell them. Not yet.

The car was silent the rest of the way, except for the angry hum of the tires as I sped back home.

When I pulled into the driveway, my stomach dropped.

Dad was standing in the front yard, talking to Scott and Wendy.

Wendy was crying. Scott looked angry.

Francis muttered, "Oh, shit."

Beth was already unbuckling, practically jumping out of the car. "Grandma! Grandpa!"

Wendy turned the moment she saw us, opening her arms. "Oh, my darlings!"

Beth ran into her arms, Francis following behind at a slower pace. I shut the car door and walked over as Wendy pulled me into a tight hug.

"My poor babies," she whispered, her voice thick with tears.

I stiffened. She knew.

I pulled away and turned to Scott and Dad.

Scott shook his head, his jaw clenched, his face twisted in disappointment and fury.

Dad looked... exhausted.

Beth turned, looking between them. "What's going on?"

__________________

Travis:

I stepped into the house, motioning for everyone to follow.

"Let's sit down," I said, my voice tight.

Wendy sniffled as Scott helped her onto the couch. She was still shaken, clutching a tissue in one hand while Scott rubbed slow circles on her back, whispering something to calm her down.

Traci stayed next to me, arms crossed, her entire body still tense with anger.

Francis flopped onto the armchair across from me, throwing his legs over the side dramatically. "Alright," he said, stretching his arms behind his head, "so who died?"

I shot him a look, but he wasn't fazed. "Seriously, man. This is tense as hell. I feel like we're about to get some mafia-level bad news."

I almost smiled. Almost.

Traci didn't hold back. She smacked him in the shoulder. "Shut up, Francis."

He rubbed his arm, pouting slightly. "Jeez. That bad?"

I exhaled, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. "Yeah. That bad."

Beth sat next to Wendy, shifting nervously. "Dad," she whispered, looking around at everyone, "what did Mom do that required Grandma and Grandpa to be here?"

I took a deep breath. There was no way to soften this.

"She cheated," I said, my voice like lead. "With Rick."

Silence.

Francis blinked. "Wait... what?"

Beth just stared at me, her mouth slightly open, disbelief written all over her face.

I nodded, jaw tightening. "You heard me."

Beth shook her head. "No--no, that doesn't make sense. Mom wouldn't--"

Traci cut in, stepping forward. "Beth, he's not joking. This isn't something you joke about."

Francis sat up, rubbing his hands over his face. "Holy shit."

Beth's lip trembled. "She--she wouldn't do that..."

"She did," I said quietly.

Beth swallowed hard, her eyes filling with tears before she suddenly stood, fists clenched. "That bitch!" she shouted, startling Wendy, who gasped softly.

"And Rick?" Beth's face twisted with rage. "That piece of shit--"

"Hey, hey," Scott said, raising a hand, trying to calm her down. "I know you're angry--"

Beth let out a bitter laugh. "Angry? No, Grandpa, I'm beyond angry! Our whole family just exploded, and for what? Rick?"

Francis sighed, shaking his head. "Damn. Mom really did that."

Beth turned to me, wiping her eyes quickly. "Dad... what are you going to do?"

I inhaled deeply. "Divorce is most likely."

Scott nodded, his face serious. "I understand," he said slowly. "I love Monica--she's my daughter--but if Wendy did that to me?" He shook his head. "I don't think I could stay either."

Wendy nodded, squeezing Scott's hand. "I... I can't defend what she did, Travis," she said, her voice hoarse. "But please, no matter what happens, don't cut us out. Don't take our grandkids away from us."

I met her eyes. "That will never happen."

She exhaled in relief, standing up and wrapping her arms around me. "I'm sorry, sweetheart."

I hugged her back, patting her shoulder. "Me too."

Beth and Francis stood and hugged their grandparents next, followed by Traci, who--despite everything--still loved them.

Scott nodded at me. "We'll go pick up Monica and take her back to our place."

"Thanks," I murmured.

They left quietly, the door clicking shut behind them.

The moment they were gone, I felt my knees buckle, and I collapsed onto the couch, my head dropping back.

Traci immediately flopped down next to me on my left, arms crossed but leaning against me.

Francis took the other side, sighing heavily. "What a damn mess."

Beth sat directly on my lap, wrapping her arms around me and burying her face into my chest.

I sighed, rubbing her back, my own body still tense.

Then, Francis and Traci leaned in, wrapping their arms around both of us.

We sat there, in a tangled mess of grief, anger, and broken hearts.

A family--still standing.

__________________

Traci:

I broke away from the hug first, stepping back, needing space to breathe. The warmth of my family around me was grounding, but it did nothing to cool the fire burning in my chest.

I walked over to the front window, arms crossed tight, and glared at the house across the street. Rick's house.

The lights were off. His truck was still parked in the driveway, the same damn truck I had nearly shattered a window on earlier. It sat there like nothing had changed, like it didn't belong to a home-wrecking piece of garbage.

My hands curled into fists at my sides.

How dare he?

How dare he walk around our neighborhood, act like a decent guy, make jokes with my dad, wave at me and Francis like he wasn't screwing our mother behind Dad's back?



How dare Mom?

How dare she destroy everything for someone like him?

I clenched my jaw so tight my teeth ached. I wanted to destroy him.

The weight of my father's eyes on me was the only thing that pulled me from my thoughts.

"What are you thinking, Traci?" Dad's voice was calm, but I could hear the caution laced beneath it.

I turned away from the window, rage boiling over.

"What am I thinking?" I let out a harsh laugh. "I'm thinking about how that pathetic excuse for a man gets to sit in his house like nothing happened. Like he didn't just ruin our family."

Francis leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "Technically, Mom did that," he muttered, though his tone lacked its usual humor.

I spun toward him. "Oh, don't worry, I have plenty of rage for her too."

Beth looked at me cautiously, her voice quiet. "Traci..."

I shook my head, breathing hard. "No. I'm not going to pretend this is okay. I'm not going to sit here and act like we're just going to move on while he gets to keep living his life, hitting the gym, pretending he's some hotshot." I scoffed. "What does he even have, huh? A divorce record and a shitty truck?"

Dad exhaled through his nose, standing up. "I get it."

I turned to him, hands on my hips, fuming. "Do you?"

His eyes darkened just a little. "Yes, Traci. I do."

I inhaled sharply, trying to control myself. Dad had been nothing but calm--through all of this. And for the first time, I hated it.

I wanted him to lose it. To shout. To throw something.

Instead, he just stood there, looking at me like he already knew exactly what was running through my head.

"You're thinking about revenge," he said. Not a question. A statement.

I swallowed. "Damn right, I am."

Dad sighed, running a hand over his face. "I get it. But that's not the move."

I let out a bitter laugh. "Oh, so we just let him win? Let him keep his stupid little life while we sit here picking up the pieces?"

Dad's face hardened. "He hasn't won anything."

I scoffed. "Really? Because it sure as hell doesn't feel like it."

He stepped forward, his voice low but firm. "Traci, if you do something stupid--if you go over there, break something, scream at him, anything--he wins."

I swallowed hard, breathing fast, my fists still clenched.

Dad shook his head. "You're angry. You should be. But you don't let that anger control you."

I closed my eyes, forcing air through my nose, trying to steady myself.

Beth sniffled. "I just want it to be over."

Francis sighed. "Yeah."

I swallowed, still breathing hard. "It's not fair."

Dad nodded. "No. It's not."

I turned back toward the window, staring at Rick's house, my jaw tightening.

Dad stepped next to me, looking out too.

"But he's not worth losing yourself over," he said quietly.

I inhaled sharply, forcing down the rage.

For now.

__________________

Monica:

I sat in the hospital bed, staring at the white linoleum tiles, my body heavy, my mind sluggish. The doctor had given me a mild sedative after I'd fallen apart earlier. Now, I just felt empty.

The nurse walked in, clipboard in hand, giving me a small, professional smile. "Your discharge papers are ready. Is your husband coming to get you?"

I swallowed, my throat dry. Is he?

I shrugged. "I... I don't know."

The nurse's smile faltered. She set the clipboard down and walked over, her hands gentle as she helped me sit up. "Let's get you dressed, sweetheart."

She handed me my clothes, and I moved mechanically, barely registering the motions. Everything felt surreal, distant, like I was watching myself from outside my body.

Once I was dressed, the nurse helped me into a wheelchair, her touch firm but kind. "There we go," she said softly. "Now, just sit tight. Someone will be here soon."

Forty minutes later, they arrived.

Mom and Dad.

The moment I saw them walk into the room, my stomach twisted.

Dad's face was hard, unreadable. He barely looked at me, his jaw set like he was grinding his teeth together.

Mom, though--she rushed forward, wrapping her arms around me, her voice soft and full of concern. "Are you okay, sweetheart?"

I blinked, confused. What was going on?

I pulled back, searching her face. "Mom?" My voice cracked. "What... why are you here?"

I turned to my dad, waiting for him to say something--anything--but he just stood there, arms crossed, staring at the far wall.

Mom stroked my hair, like I was a child again. "We're taking you home."

That should've reassured me, but it didn't. Because she didn't say which home.

Dad moved forward, gripping the wheelchair handles and pushing me toward the door without a word. The movement jolted me out of my daze. "Dad?" I turned my head to try and look at him. "What's going on?"

Silence.

We reached the front entrance, and I let them help me into the truck. That's when I saw it.

Garbage bags.

Piled high in the bed of Scott's crew cab, strapped down with a net to keep them from flying away. So many bags.

A sick feeling twisted in my gut. No.

The truck pulled away from the hospital, and I pressed a hand to my temple, trying to clear the fog in my brain. I barely noticed where we were going until I saw the road sign.

I-85 North.

I frowned, gripping the door handle. "Why are we getting on I-85?"

Mom's voice was soft, like she was trying to break bad news gently. "We're taking you home. To Raleigh."

I spun in my seat, looking out the back window at the truck bed again.

"What's in the bags?"

Dad finally spoke. His first words to me since he arrived.

"Your life."

The words hit me like a fist to the chest.

Tears burned at my eyes. "Oh my God." My breath came out shaky, my stomach churning.

Dad kept his eyes on the road.

I pressed a hand over my mouth. I was going to be sick.

"Dad," I whispered, my voice breaking.

Dad tightened his grip on the wheel.

I couldn't breathe. I couldn't--

"Pull over," I gasped, struggling to unbuckle my seatbelt.

"Scott," Wendy said urgently.

With a low curse, Scott veered onto the shoulder, tires crunching over gravel.

The second the truck stopped, I threw the door open and stumbled out. I barely made it two steps before I dropped to my knees on the grass and vomited.

Wendy was beside me in an instant, rubbing my back as I gasped for air, tears streaming down my face.

I felt sick. Not just from throwing up--from everything.

Mom helped me back into the truck, her hand steady on my arm as if I might collapse again. My stomach still churned, my body weak, but it wasn't from the hospital stay.

It was from this.

From the bags piled in the back of the truck.

From the way Dad refused to look at me.

From the cold, silent finality of what had just happened.

No more marriage. No more home. No more family.

As we pulled back onto the highway, I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to stop the shivering. Not from the cold--from the reality crashing down on me.

No one spoke the rest of the way. Mom kept sneaking glances at me, her mouth opening like she wanted to say something, but she never did.

Dad didn't even bother with that much. He just gripped the steering wheel, knuckles white, jaw clenched so tightly I could hear his teeth grinding every now and then.

When we finally pulled into my parents' driveway, my stomach clenched. I stared at their house--the house I grew up in. The house that hadn't been mine in decades.

Now, it was all I had left.

Mom opened my door and helped me out, leading me inside. The familiarity of it should have been comforting, but it wasn't.

It was suffocating.

She guided me to the living room and eased me down onto the couch, her hands light but firm, as if I might break.

Maybe I already had.

"Sit here, sweetheart," she murmured. "I'll help your father with your things."

I blinked at her. My things.

I didn't respond, just nodded numbly.

Mom hesitated, like she wanted to say something else, but instead, she turned and walked back outside.

Then I was alone.

I sat there, staring at nothing, listening to the sounds of the truck doors opening and closing.

Each time, I heard him.

Dad.

Muttering under his breath.

"...so damn stupid..."

Another door slam.

"...threw it all away..."

Footsteps back up the porch.

"...for what? For some idiot with a gym membership?"

I closed my eyes, pressing my fingers to my temple.

I didn't mean for this to happen.

I never wanted this.

But it didn't matter, did it?

Because this was my life now.

And I had no one to blame but myself.

__________________

Traci:

Later that night, I stood by the window, arms crossed, eyes locked on the dimly lit house across the street. Rick's house.

The anger hadn't faded. If anything, it had settled in deeper, simmering beneath my skin like a second pulse.

I wasn't going to let this slide.

Not for Rick. Not for Mom.

I heard footsteps behind me, but I didn't turn around.

Francis stopped beside me, following my gaze. "You're still thinking about it."

I exhaled sharply, the glass fogging slightly from my breath. "Dad's got enough to deal with. He's gotta deal with Mom, the divorce, figuring out how to move forward." I turned to face Francis. "That means it's up to us to handle Rick."

Francis arched a brow. "What does 'handle' mean exactly?"

I smirked. "It has to hurt. But we can't ruin our lives doing it."

Francis rubbed the back of his neck, letting out a low chuckle. "God, I knew this was coming."

I tilted my head. "And?"

He sighed. "I'm in."

I grinned, but before I could say anything, he held up a finger. "But--" His tone darkened slightly. "We don't go after Mom."

I scowled.

Francis crossed his arms. "Look, I get it. She caught a case of the stupids--a bad one. But she's still our mom. And no matter how much she screwed up, we don't go after her."

I ground my teeth, hating how reasonable he was being.

"She deserves--"

"She deserves to deal with the fallout of her own damn choices," Francis interrupted. "And she will. Dad's not forgiving this, Traci. She's already lost everything. But if we go after her? That's crossing a line."

I looked back at the window, my hands curling into fists.

He wasn't wrong.

But it still didn't feel like enough.

I let out a slow breath. "Fine. Mom's off-limits."

Francis nodded. "Good."

I turned to him, eyes narrowing. "That just means Rick has to pay twice as much."

Francis smirked. "That, I can get behind."

I tapped my fingers against the windowsill. "It has to be before I leave for New York."

Francis nodded. "And before I start at UNC in the fall."

We exchanged a look.

Silent agreement.

Rick was going to regret every single choice he made.

The next morning, Francis and I sat at the kitchen table, sipping on terrible coffee Dad had attempted to make. Beth sat across from us, pushing cereal around in her bowl, while Dad leaned against the counter, staring blankly at the fridge like it might magically offer up a decent meal.

Finally, Francis stretched and stood. "Alright, Dad, we're heading out to grab some food. Since, you know, Mom's the only one who can cook."

Dad snorted. "That's fair. I'd rather not kill anyone with my cooking."

Beth frowned. "Wait, you're leaving him here alone?"

Dad raised an eyebrow. "I'm a grown man, Beth."

She looked unconvinced. "Yeah, but you just found out Mom's a cheating liar, your entire world fell apart, and you look like you've barely slept."

Francis sighed dramatically, throwing an arm around her shoulders. "Beth, listen. You need to get out of the house. You've been hovering over Dad like a worried mother hen."

Beth huffed. "That's because someone has to."

I smirked. "Come on. You're not the only one who cares. We'll be back in like an hour."

Dad waved a hand dismissively. "Go. Just don't come back with any of that overpriced health food crap. I want something greasy enough to stop my heart."

Francis saluted. "On it."

As we got into the car, Beth narrowed her eyes at me in the rearview mirror. "Okay... this is not just a food run."

Francis grinned. "Damn, she caught on quick."

Beth crossed her arms. "What are you two up to?"

I glanced at Francis, and he nodded. No point hiding it.

"We're getting payback on Rick."

Beth's eyes lit up. "Oh, hell yes."

Francis chuckled. "That was easy."

She leaned forward between the seats. "Okay, what's the plan?"

I pulled into an empty parking lot where we wouldn't be disturbed and killed the engine. "That's what we're here to figure out."

Francis stretched. "Alright. Ground rules. It has to be epic. It has to humiliate him. But--" He pointed at me. "We can't do anything that'll get us arrested."

Beth hummed. "Okay. No physical damage to him or his property. But that still leaves a lot of room."

I smirked. "Exactly."

Francis leaned back. "So, ideas?"

Beth snapped her fingers. "We could fill his car with something. Something disgusting."

Francis grinned. "Like a thousand crickets?"

Beth's face lit up. "Yes! Or, like, expired seafood."

I laughed. "Okay, I love where your heads are at, but we need to make sure it doesn't backfire. If we mess with his car, he can just clean it out. I want something lasting."

Beth tapped her chin. "Hmm... we could sign him up for a ton of weird subscriptions?"

Francis snapped his fingers. "Oh, we could go nuclear. Like, get his email on every spam list known to man. Sign him up for 'Lovers of Exotic Toe Fungus Weekly' or 'Bald Men Anonymous Support Group.'"

I grinned. "That's solid."

Beth giggled. "Or send a fake wedding registry to the whole neighborhood. 'Rick and Monica: Celebrating Forbidden Love.'"

Francis howled. "Oh my God. Can we put like, 'donate to their honeymoon fund' and make it something ridiculous?"

I wiped a tear from my eye. "I am so proud of us right now."

Beth nodded. "But we need more. We need to make this so unbearable he considers moving."

Francis smirked. "Don't worry. I've got connections."

Beth and I exchanged glances. "Should we be worried?" I asked.

Francis grinned. "Let's just say I know some people who can make sure Rick's life becomes an absolute nightmare."

I laughed, shaking my head. "Alright. Let's finalize this over burgers. We've got work to do."

And just like that, Rick Sullivan's days of peace were numbered.

I leaned back in the driver's seat, crossing my arms. "Alright, let's get serious. We're not here for some half-assed prank. We're here to make sure Rick Sullivan regrets every single decision that led him to this point."

Francis smirked, stretching his arms behind his head. "So, what's our approach? One big explosion or slow, methodical torment?"

Beth grinned. "Oh, slow torment. No contest."

I nodded. "Exactly. If we do one big thing, he'll recover. But if we make his entire existence miserable for weeks? That's the sweet spot."

Francis tapped his chin. "Alright, let's start simple. Mail spam. Sign him up for every catalog, every magazine, every weird political newsletter on the planet."

Beth lit up. "Oh my God, we should sign him up for super specific, weirdly targeted stuff. Like those 'Colonial Wig Enthusiast' magazines or 'DIY Taxidermy Weekly.'"

Francis laughed. "What about something... embarrassing? Like, 'Diaper Fetish Monthly'?"

I grinned. "Oh, absolutely. And we'll send some to his work address too."

Beth gasped. "What if we make him go viral? Like, we put out an ad on Craigslist saying he's selling some super rare collector's item for cheap. Something that would have thousands of people blowing up his phone."

Francis howled. "Like 'Selling mint condition first edition Charizard for $50, no negotiations, serious inquiries only'?"

I slapped the dashboard. "YES. Or a free golden retriever puppy. People will show up at his damn house."

Beth bounced in her seat. "Okay, okay, but we also need physical annoyances. Stuff that'll mess with his daily life."

Francis smirked. "Birdseed."

Beth blinked. "Huh?"

I caught on immediately. "Genius."

Francis leaned forward. "We spread a shitload of birdseed all over his front lawn. By the next morning, his house is swarming with pigeons, crows, seagulls--every scavenger in the area."

Beth cackled. "And if we do it every couple of days, he'll have no idea why the birds won't leave."

I grinned. "Okay, okay, but let's escalate it. We get a few cheap plastic pink flamingos, put them in his yard, and then? Every night? We add more."

Francis snorted. "Until one day, he wakes up and his entire lawn is covered in like a hundred flamingos."

Beth wiped tears from her eyes. "Oh my God, he'll lose his mind!"

I nodded. "We have to make him feel haunted. Mess with his sanity."

Francis tapped the dashboard. "What if we buy, like, ten cheap burner phones, program them to call his number at random times, and just play creepy whispers?"

Beth wheezed. "That is so evil. I love it."

I wiped a fake tear. "You guys are truly my siblings."

Francis stretched. "Alright, so step one: spam mail and Craigslist chaos. Step two: the Birdpocalypse. Step three: Flamingo invasion. Step four: psychological warfare."

Beth clapped her hands. "Rick Sullivan is gonna have the worst month of his life."

I smirked, turning the key in the ignition. "Let's get to work."

__________________

Post Monica Day One

Travis:

The next morning, I sat at the kitchen table, staring at my coffee, thinking back to everything that had happened just two days ago. Two days since I found out my wife--my wife of over two decades--had blown up our entire family for a man whose biggest accomplishment was lifting heavy things repeatedly.

Two days since I realized that, for years, I had let Monica get her way in almost everything. Not because I was weak, but because she was my damn kryptonite. I had convinced myself that keeping the peace was the best way to keep our family together. Turns out, the only one following the marriage vows was me. So much for peace.

But despite all of that, I hadn't fallen apart. Not completely. And that was because of them--my kids.

Traci, Francis, and Beth had been my strength. Instead of me holding them together, they were holding me. Traci, with her sheer, unstoppable force of will. Francis, with his ability to make light of anything, even when the world was crumbling. And Beth, the heart of this family, the one who reminded me that even through all this bullshit, we were still us.

And somehow, they were handling this way too well. I took a sip of coffee, watching as they shuffled around the kitchen, whispering about whatever secret plan they were cooking up. Maybe I should be worried. I probably should be worried.

I sighed, rubbing a hand over my face. Maybe I should look into why they're so damn good at scheming. Then again... maybe I didn't want to know.

Post Monica Day Two

Monday morning arrived with an overwhelming sense of finality.

I had called out of work without a second thought. There was no way in hell I was going to sit in front of a computer all day, pretending to care about government software security when my entire life had just imploded.

Instead, I found myself sitting at the kitchen table, sipping coffee, watching my kids whisper among themselves in the living room.

I raised an eyebrow. "You guys plotting something?"

They froze for half a second before Francis smirked. "What? Us? Nooo."

Traci rolled her eyes. "Ignore him."

Beth looked a little too innocent. "We're just... talking."

I sighed dramatically, setting down my mug. "Alright, I'll start setting some money aside for bail."

Francis grinned. "Appreciate it, Dad."

I shook my head, deciding I absolutely did not want to know what they were up to. Instead, I grabbed my laptop, settled in at the dining room table, and opened Google.



Divorce lawyers.

The search bar sat there, mocking me.

This was real now. It wasn't just an emotional mess; it was a legal battle waiting to happen.

I started reading about divorce laws in North Carolina, clicking through page after page, but most of it was dry legal jargon that made my head hurt.

Then, I focused on the next important thing. Finding a lawyer.

Not just any lawyer. I didn't need a shark--I needed an orca.

I wanted someone who could swallow Monica's legal team whole, then do a backflip for fun.

After some searching, I found him.

James Pearson.

The reviews were brutal--for his opponents. People described him as relentless, cunning, and terrifying in court. One review simply said, "If you want mercy, don't hire Pearson."

Perfect.

I grabbed my phone and dialed.

A receptionist answered, professional and efficient. "James Pearson's office. How can I help you?"

"Yes, I need to schedule an appointment for a divorce consultation."

She checked his schedule. "We have an opening tomorrow at nine a.m. Does that work?"

I nodded, even though she couldn't see me. "Yeah. That works."

After confirming the details, I hung up and exhaled, running a hand through my hair.

I opened my laptop again, pulled up a spreadsheet, and started listing everything I needed to do. Finances, custody, assets, next steps. A plan.

Because the one thing I could control right now was how I handled this.

I sighed, shaking my head as I stared at the screen. "Well... this is definitely not how I wanted to start my week."

__________________

Traci:

The second Dad disappeared into the dining room, the three of us huddled closer on the couch. It was time to get to work.

Francis cracked his knuckles. "Alright, Operation Rick's Misery is officially a go."

Beth had her laptop open, fingers already flying over the keyboard. "Step one: spam mail and Craigslist chaos."

I smirked, grabbing my phone. "Alright, let's make his mailbox wish it was never born."

Francis chuckled, pulling up some subscription sites. "Alright, we've got the usual--'Colonial Wig Enthusiasts Monthly,' 'Exotic Toenail Collector's Digest,' and oh--look! A 'Comprehensive Guide to Backyard Taxidermy.'"

Beth snorted. "Sign him up for all of it. Twice."

I leaned over to add a Craigslist ad. "Alright, how about: 'Selling mint condition first edition Charizard Pokémon card for $50--NO HOLDS, FIRST COME FIRST SERVE. Serious inquiries only.'"

Francis nearly fell off the couch laughing. "Oh, that's evil. His phone's gonna blow up."

Beth clicked a few more buttons, then suddenly, her eyes went wide. A slow, wicked grin stretched across her face.

I caught it immediately. "Okay. What the hell was that look?"

Beth's grin widened, but she shook her head. "Nothing."

Francis raised an eyebrow. "Bullshit. That was a diabolical look."

Beth just smirked, tapping away at her screen. "You'll see."

I narrowed my eyes, but whatever she had planned, I knew it was gonna be good.

__________________

Post Monica Day Three

Travis:

I spent my morning in James Pearson's office, going over every brutal detail of the impending divorce. And let me tell you--this guy did not disappoint. He was cold, calculating, and had the personality of a man who'd win custody of your dog, your car, and maybe even your soul if you weren't careful.

Exactly what I needed.

By 9:45 a.m., I had a legal plan. By 10:30 a.m., I was back on the road. And by 11:02 a.m., I was sitting at my desk, regretting every life choice that had led me to being here instead of drowning my problems in caffeine and something deep-fried.

It didn't take long for people to notice something was off.

By 11:15, I'd had three different co-workers pop by my cubicle with their best "Hey, you good?" faces.

"Yeah, just had a long weekend," I told Jeremy from Accounting.

"Everything alright at home?" asked Sarah from HR.

"Yep. Totally fine." I forced a smile. "Just, you know... reevaluating my entire existence."

She laughed. I wasn't joking.

By 12:03 p.m., the big guns arrived.

Karen Matthews, my boss, stopped in front of my desk, arms crossed. "Travis."

I looked up from my keyboard. "Karen."

She narrowed her eyes. "You've been off all morning. What's going on?"

I considered my options. Lie? Evade? Tell the truth and let the office gossip network explode like a nuclear bomb?

Instead, I went with: "Oh, just the usual. Had a wild weekend, found out my wife's been cheating on me, hired a lawyer, and now I'm here, crushing spreadsheets. You know, Monday things."

Karen stared at me.

I took a sip of coffee.

She blinked. "Okay... well... get it together. We've got a status update after lunch."

I gave her a thumbs-up. "Can't wait."

She rolled her eyes and walked away, muttering something about corporate America being filled with emotionally repressed lunatics.

She wasn't wrong.

After Karen left, I let out a breath I hadn't realized I was holding. Get it together. Right. Because nothing screams "functional employee" like a guy who just nuked his entire life and is now pretending that Excel sheets are his new emotional support system.

I grabbed my laptop and headed to the conference room, where the status meeting for our latest government project was about to start. As technical lead, I had the pleasure of explaining why everything was still on track despite the endless red tape that made progress feel like dragging a boulder uphill.

As I entered, I scanned the room and spotted her.

Maggie Donaldson.

She was already seated, arms crossed, posture perfect, that unreadable expression she always wore set in stone. Blonde hair, green eyes, athletic build--the kind of woman who looked like she could outthink you, outrun you, and probably outshoot you if it came down to it. She was sharp, perceptive, and worked for one of those three-letter agencies that made people nervous.

The meeting started, and I ran through the status report, making my usual high-hearted jokes to keep everyone engaged.

"So, as you can see, we're about two weeks ahead of schedule, which is basically unheard of in government projects. Somewhere, a bureaucrat just fainted."

A few chuckles. Some nods. Business as usual.

But Maggie?

She wasn't looking at the screen. She was looking at me.

She didn't even pretend to be interested in the slides. Her gaze stayed locked onto me, sharp and too damn knowing.

I powered through the presentation, ignoring the growing sense that I was being analyzed like a damn case file.

When the meeting wrapped up and people started filing out, I shut my laptop and prepared to escape.

"Travis," Maggie's voice cut through the chatter, stopping me mid-step.

I turned. She was still sitting, watching me, waiting.

"Hold up," she said.

I sighed, rubbing the back of my neck. "If this is about the font on slide three, I already know it was too small. I get one complaint every meeting."

She didn't laugh. She never laughed.

Instead, she tilted her head, eyes narrowing slightly. "Something's different."

I blinked. "Different?"

She nodded. "Your usual witty banter? It's not hitting. You're making jokes, but they're... light. Half-hearted. Like a comedian going through the motions."

I exhaled, shaking my head. "Jesus, I should just make a YouTube video explaining what happened and send people the link instead of going through this over and over." I gave a humorless chuckle. "Maybe I could monetize it. Make some money off my misery."

Her expression didn't change. Just that same calm, unreadable stare.

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. Screw it. I told her.

Told her about Monica. Rick. The affair. The betrayal. The whole damn mess.

She listened. Didn't interrupt. Didn't react. Just sat there, absorbing every word.

When I finished, there was no awkward silence, no useless words of comfort.

She just stood, walked over, and hugged me.

It wasn't romantic. It wasn't some dramatic, cinematic moment. It was human. Warm. Steady. A reminder that I wasn't completely alone in this nightmare.

She pulled back, studying me for a second. "I get it."

I frowned. "You do?"

She nodded. "Divorced last year. Husband was sleeping around."

That shocked me. I looked at her--really looked at her. "Wait. You?"

She smirked, but it didn't reach her eyes. "Yeah. Apparently, being loyal, successful, and not a complete idiot wasn't enough for him."

I shook my head. "Some people are just staggeringly stupid."

She nodded. "That, they are." Then, she tilted her head slightly. "If you ever want to talk, vent--whatever--I'm a good listener."

I smirked. "Trained not to talk, huh?"

She actually smiled. Just a little. "Not even under torture."

And for the first time in days, I laughed. Really laughed.

And damn, it felt good.

The rest of the day was more of the same--co-workers stopping by my desk, throwing me concerned glances, asking vague questions, and me deflecting like my life depended on it. At this rate, I was starting to think I needed flashcards with pre-written responses.

- No, I'm not dying.

- Yes, I'm fine.

- No, I don't need to talk about it.

- Yes, I am now dead inside.

By mid-afternoon, I had fully accepted that my grand plan to use work as a distraction had backfired like a stick of Acme dynamite. Instead of burying myself in spreadsheets and technical reports, I spent the day dodging concerned glances and silently debating whether I should set up a GoFundMe for my emotional suffering.

By the time 5:30 p.m. rolled around, I grabbed my laptop and headed out, exhausted in a way that had nothing to do with work. I just wanted to get home, sink into the couch, and pretend for a few hours that my life wasn't currently on fire.

As I walked to my car, I felt an odd sense of comfort when I saw it--my beloved 2016 Subaru Outback, sitting in the parking lot like a loyal dog waiting for its owner. At least it hadn't betrayed me.

"Hey, buddy," I muttered, unlocking the door and sliding into the driver's seat. At least something in my life still made sense.

With a sigh, I started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot, heading home.

And for the first time all day, I let myself be alone with my thoughts.

With a bag of greasy fast food sitting in the passenger seat, the smell of fried perfection filled the car. At least dinner was covered.

I sighed, drumming my fingers on the steering wheel as I waited at a red light. Adding 'learn how to cook' to my post-divorce checklist was officially necessary. Living off takeout was sustainable in my twenties--now? Not so much.

By the time I pulled into the neighborhood, the sun was starting to set, casting everything in that warm golden light that made it look peaceful. A complete contrast to the chaos that had been my life lately.

I parked in the driveway, grabbed the bags of food, and was one step away from heading inside when I spotted movement out of the corner of my eye.

Oh, for the love of--

There he was. Gary Thompson.

My other next-door neighbor. Retired. Had nothing but time on his hands and an Olympic-level talent for nosiness. He was out watering his lawn, the hose conveniently aimed a little too close to my driveway.

I knew what was coming.

"Evening, Travis," Gary called, shutting off the hose and wiping his hands on his cargo shorts.

I forced a polite nod. "Evening, Gary."

He gave me a look--the one. The 'I have questions, and you're gonna answer them' look.

"So..." He gestured toward my house with his chin. "Saw a lot of activity last week. You guys were loading up garbage bags into that truck."

I kept my face neutral. "Yep."

He waited. When I didn't elaborate, he leaned against the fence separating our yards. "Monica hasn't been home since then."

Oh, here we go.

I shifted the food bags in my hands. "Guess not."

Gary squinted. "Everything alright?"

I forced a chuckle. "Oh, you know. Just reevaluating some life choices."

He nodded slowly. "Uh-huh." Then, after a pause, "So... you two separating?"

I clenched my jaw. Damn it, Gary.

I sighed. "Look, Gary, I appreciate the concern, but it's been a long day."

Gary raised his hands. "Hey, I get it. Just, you know... people notice things."

I nodded. "I bet they do."

There was an awkward pause before Gary finally relented. "Alright, alright. You get inside before that food gets cold."

"Will do," I muttered, finally making my escape.

I closed the door behind me, locking it like I had just survived an interrogation.

One thing was clear--word was getting around.

Dinner at the table had been an awkward, tense affair the last few nights. But tonight? Something felt... different.

As I unwrapped my burger and took a bite, I noticed the kids seemed to be in higher spirits than the day before. Francis was cracking jokes, Beth was smiling more, and even Traci had a certain glint in her eye that hadn't been there since the explosion of our family.

I almost asked. Almost.

Instead, I watched them for a moment, noting the too-casual way they answered my questions and the way they kept exchanging glances.

They were up to something.

I decided to let it go for now, taking another bite of my food and joking to myself, Whatever's making them happy, I just hope they'd be considerate enough to share.

Still, something told me I probably didn't want to know.

I leaned back in my chair, wiping my hands with a napkin. "So, how was everyone's day?"

The three of them froze for a second, their reactions just a little too delayed before Francis cleared his throat. "Oh, you know. Just... a day."

Beth nodded quickly. "Yep. Nothing crazy."

Traci smirked slightly but said nothing.

I raised an eyebrow. "Uh-huh."

Traci, ever the master of changing the subject, turned to me. "How was your meeting with the lawyer?"

This question immediately got the attention of the other two. Francis stopped eating, and Beth tilted her head slightly, waiting for my answer.

I sighed. "James Pearson is exactly the kind of lawyer I need. Relentless, calculated, and borderline terrifying."

Beth blinked. "Like, scary scary? Or 'we're about to take Mom for everything' scary?"

I smirked. "Both."

Francis whistled. "Nice. Sounds like the kind of guy who walks into a courtroom and owns the place."

"Pretty much," I agreed. "We went over all the details. What to expect, how this is going to go down, next steps. It's all moving forward."

They nodded, taking this in. They didn't look sad. Just... accepting.

After dinner, I decided I needed a distraction. Something loud, something action-packed, something Monica hated.

Which meant one thing.

I grabbed my old copy of The Rock--a 90s classic, complete with explosions, Nicolas Cage being peak Nicolas Cage, and Sean Connery giving exactly zero shits.

As the opening credits rolled, I stretched out on the couch and let out a long breath. For the first time all day, I felt... okay.

__________________

Monica:

I had been at my parents' house for a few days now, and I was miserable.

The couch was uncomfortable, their food was bland, and I had no privacy. But worse than all of that? I had nothing to do except sit in my own guilt and regret.

My dad barely spoke to me unless he had to. My mom still showed me kindness, but I could feel the disappointment radiating off of her. And I couldn't blame them.

So, I did what I had been doing for the last few days--complaining.

About how this wasn't fair. About how Travis wouldn't even talk to me. About how my own kids were turning against me.

Dad finally snapped.

"Jesus Christ, Monica," he said, setting his coffee down with enough force to make it rattle in the cup. "You need to get your shit together."

I blinked, stunned. "What?"

He leveled me with a glare. "Any day now, a process server is probably going to show up at the door with divorce papers in hand. This is happening. Whether you like it or not."

That's when I broke down.

I covered my face with my hands and sobbed. My entire body shook as the reality of his words settled over me like a weight I couldn't lift.

Dad sighed. I wasn't sure if it was from pity or exasperation. Maybe both.

For the first time since this whole thing started, he showed me a sliver of sympathy. He got up, walked over, and patted me on the head.

"All you can hope for now," he said, "is that Travis is fair in the settlement."

I looked up at him, my eyes red and swollen. "Dad..."

His expression hardened again. "But if you fight him, Monica? If you try to take this to war?" He exhaled sharply. "Then you risk losing your kids for good."

That sent me into a full-on sobbing fit.

He stepped back, rubbing his temples. "For God's sake, pull yourself together."

Just then, my mom walked into the room, frowning. "What is all this racket?"

Dad grabbed his coat and muttered, "I'm going somewhere quieter."

Mom raised an eyebrow. "Where?"

He gave a humorless chuckle. "I don't know. A bowling alley."

And just like that, he walked out the door.

The next morning, I woke up feeling restless. I couldn't just sit here and do nothing.

Travis and the kids weren't speaking to me, and I had no way of getting through to them. But there was one last option--Frank and Brenda Parker.

Travis's parents had always liked me. Respected me. Maybe they could talk some sense into him.

I grabbed my phone and hesitated for just a second before dialing.

The phone rang twice before I heard the familiar deep voice of Frank Parker.

"Monica," he said pleasantly, like this was just another day.

Relief washed over me. He didn't know.

"Frank, hi," I said quickly. "I was wondering if Brenda was around. I'd love to speak with her."

"Of course," he said easily. "Let me get her."

I waited, clutching the phone like a lifeline. A moment later, Brenda Parker's voice came through, cool and measured.

"Monica." A pause. "What do you want?"

I swallowed. Not the warm greeting I expected.

"Oh, you know, I just--just wanted to check in. See how you and Frank were doing."

Brenda sighed. "I don't do small talk, Monica. What's going on?"

Shit.

I let out a shaky breath. "Travis--he kicked me out. And now--now he might be divorcing me over a misunderstanding." My voice cracked, and I started sobbing.

Brenda didn't react.

No soft "Oh, sweetheart." No comforting words.

Instead, her tone turned sharp.

"What exactly did you do?"

My stomach twisted. "I--I just--"

"I asked you a question," she said, voice like steel.

The Brenda Parker I knew was calm, intelligent, and ruthless when she needed to be. She wasn't letting me dance around this.

I took a shaky breath. "I... I was seeing someone else."

Silence.

Long, heavy silence.

When Brenda finally spoke, her voice was disgusted. "You cheated on my son?"

I clenched my fists. "Brenda, I--"

"What do you plan to do for restitution?" she cut in.

I blinked. What?

"Travis and the kids are the injured party. What are you going to do to make it right?"

I opened my mouth, but no words came out.

Restitution? I... I just wanted Travis to forgive me. To take me back. To fix this.

Brenda exhaled sharply. "Until you figure that out, what exactly do you expect me to do about it?"

I stammered. "I--I was hoping you could talk to him. Convince him to take me back."

Brenda let out a dry laugh. Cold. Unforgiving.

"No, Monica," she said. "Until you can answer my question, there's no use talking."

Then, without another word, she hung up.

I stared at my phone, my hands shaking. Brenda had hung up on me. No sympathy, no reassurance, nothing. She had always been composed, even kind, but the moment she realized what I had done, she cut me off without hesitation. Just like that.



I had no one left.

With a sinking feeling in my gut, I grabbed my laptop and started searching for a lawyer. I needed someone aggressive. Someone who could get Travis in a room and make him listen. If I could just talk to him--really talk to him--maybe I could make him understand that I never wanted this to happen.

After some digging, I found a divorce attorney with a reputation for being ruthless--but she wasn't cheap. Five hundred dollars an hour. My stomach twisted. There was no way I could afford that on my own.

I took a deep breath and went downstairs, where my parents were sitting in the living room. "I need help," I said, gripping the back of a chair. "I found a lawyer, but she's expensive. I need you to help with the cost."

Dad barely looked up from his newspaper. "I don't subsidize stupid decisions." His voice was cold. "I already told you, if you fight Travis, he'll rachet it up. You're not going to win this."

I clenched my fists. "I need someone to fight for my marriage! No one seems to care!"

Dad exhaled sharply and finally looked at me. "I'll help," he said. "If you accept Travis's proposal."

I gaped at him. "You're siding with him?"

Mom shook her head. "No, Monica. We're siding with reality." Her expression was unreadable, but her voice was firm. "You should have thought about all of this before you slept with someone else."

I opened my mouth to argue, but nothing came out.

Without another word, they both got up and left the room, leaving me standing there, stunned, alone, and completely out of options.

__________________

Post-Monica, Day Six.

Travis:

At this point, my daily routine had become a strategic game of avoidance. Every day at work, I dodged concerned co-workers, awkward conversations, and the occasional pitying glance. My boss, Karen, had stopped pressing, but I still caught her giving me "don't lose your shit in my office" looks whenever I passed by.

Even at home, I had to be careful. No one on the block knew what had happened yet, which meant I was constantly on high alert. The last thing I needed was to get cornered by Gary the Nosy Neighbor or some well-meaning neighbor asking, Hey, where's Monica? Haven't seen her in a while!

To make things worse, Monica's friends had already stopped by, sniffing around for details. I had barely cracked the door open before one of them hit me with, Oh my God, Travis, what happened?! like this was some trashy reality show.

I didn't play along. I gave them nothing, and after an uncomfortable pause, they left, clearly annoyed that I wasn't giving them a scandalous headline to gossip about.

And now, as the week from hell closed, my phone buzzed. I looked at the screen and saw Mom and Dad.

I sighed, answering. "Hey, Mom."

"Travis Parker," she said in that tone--the one that made me instinctively sit up straight. "Why am I finding out from Monica that my son is getting a divorce?"

I closed my eyes, already bracing myself. "You sound disappointed."

"I am."

I sighed. "Mom, you know what she did."

"Yes, and I would have liked to hear it from you, not from a woman trying to weasel her way back into your life."

I pinched the bridge of my nose. "How'd she spin it?"

"She sobbed, said it was a misunderstanding, and tried to win me over with crocodile tears," Mom said flatly. "It didn't work."

I smirked. "Shocking."

"How are the kids handling it?" she asked.

I hesitated. "Honestly? Surprisingly well. Which is weird. Almost too weird."

Mom sighed. "Maybe they're tougher than you think."

Before I could respond, I heard my Dad on the other end. "Put me on," he said, his voice quieter than Mom's.

A second later, Dad's voice came through. "Travis, I just wanted to say... I'm sorry about the marriage. I know you tried."

I swallowed. "Yeah."

Then he sighed. "You realize you'll be the first Parker in four generations to get a divorce."

That hit different.

For the first time since this all started, the weight of it settled over me.

"Guess I'm making history," I muttered.

Dad was quiet for a moment, then just said, "Take care of yourself, son."

"You too."

We hung up, and I sat there, staring at my phone.

First in four generations.

Hell of a legacy.

__________________

Post-Monica, Day Nine.

Travis:

I sat at my desk at work when my phone buzzed--James Pearson. I stepped out into the hallway before answering. "Tell me you've got good news."

"It's done," Pearson said smoothly. "The paperwork is filed. We'll have her served within the next couple of days."

I exhaled, rubbing my temple. This was it. The moment where everything officially moved forward. "Do it," I said. "Let me know once it happens."

"Will do," he replied, his tone as sharp and efficient as ever. "And Travis? Stay the course. Don't let her guilt you out of this."

I smirked. "I hired an orca for a reason."

Pearson chuckled. "Smart man." Then he hung up.

I stood there for a moment, staring at my phone.

No turning back now.

__________________

Post-Monica, Day Ten.

Monica:

I had spent the morning in my childhood bedroom, staring at the ceiling, trying to figure out what the hell I was supposed to do with my life now.

My new lawyer had agreed to work with me on a contingency basis, which was a small victory, but it didn't make me feel any better. I was still living in my parents' house, still avoiding my dad's judgmental glares, and still completely alone.

I sighed and dragged myself downstairs. Mom was in the kitchen, ignoring me. That had become her new normal--not cruel, just... distant. Like she was still processing what I had done.

The doorbell rang.

I frowned, wiping my hands on my pajama pants before heading to the front door. We weren't expecting anyone.

When I opened it, a tall man in a gray suit stood on the porch, holding a thick manila envelope.

"Monica Parker?" he asked.

I blinked. Why did he sound so official? "Uh, yeah. That's me."

The man held out the envelope. "You've been served."

The words hit like a slap.

I stared at the envelope in his outstretched hand, my brain struggling to process what was happening.

"Wait, what?" My voice came out small, weak.

He didn't bother explaining. He simply snapped a photo of me holding the envelope--proof that I had received it--then turned and walked away.

I watched in stunned silence as he got into his car and drove off, leaving me standing there with divorce papers in my hands.

My hands shook as I clutched the envelope, my breath coming in short, panicked gasps.

This was real.

Travis had actually gone through with it.

I wasn't just living apart from my husband--I was about to lose him forever.

Tears blurred my vision as I slowly closed the door, gripping the papers like they might burn me.

I had known this was coming. But knowing and feeling were two different things.

And in that moment, I felt everything.

__________________

Post-Monica, Day Eleven.

Travis:

The workday was finally over, and I was heading to my car, already exhausted. Not from the job--no, that was easy. Dodging awkward questions, fake smiles, and the occasional 'Are you okay?' was the real drain.

As I rounded the corner of the parking lot, my steps slowed.

Because standing right by my car, dressed to the nines like she was heading to some high-end gala, was Monica.

I sighed, shaking my head. Ah. The first power move.

This was classic Monica. She was never one to lose gracefully, and if there was any chance of manipulating the situation back in her favor, she was going to take it.

I steeled myself.

Before walking over, I pulled out my phone and texted Pearson.

Me: Monica is waiting for me by my car.

It took seconds for a reply.

Pearson: Record everything.

I nodded to myself and hit record.

Then, I walked forward.

Monica turned as she saw me, her expression somber, her hands clasped in front of her. I could tell she was trying to look vulnerable, trying to play on my emotions.

"Travis," she said softly, taking a step forward.

I lifted my hand before she could get any closer. "Stop right there."

She hesitated but did as I said. "I just--"

"What do you want?" I asked, voice even, controlled. "Besides not being divorced."

She flinched. Not expecting that, huh?

She tried to recover, clearing her throat. "We don't have to do this. We--Travis, we have a family. We've built a life together. We can work through this. I know it's been hard, but we can fix it."

I stayed silent.

Monica blinked, shifting slightly. "I made a mistake. But--but people make mistakes all the time. We can go to therapy. We can rebuild."

Still, I said nothing.

And she noticed.

Her eyes narrowed. "Why aren't you saying anything?"

I took a slow breath, pushing down every ounce of rage trying to claw its way out. Not at her words--no, I'd expected this script.

But because she was standing here, wearing the same perfume she always used to wear for date nights, in a dress she knew made her look good, playing the role of the repentant wife--

Like this was a game.

Like our family wasn't real.

So I only had one question.

"Why?" My voice came out low. Controlled. Deadly.

She swallowed. "Why--why what?"

I met her eyes. "Why did you blow up your family for the neighbor?"

Monica stood there, shifting on her feet, unable to answer my question.

I waited, arms crossed, my expression neutral. "No answer?"

She swallowed. "I... I don't know, Travis."

I let out a short, humorless laugh. "That's rich. You don't know why you blew up your life for Rick?"

She winced. "It wasn't like that."

I tilted my head. "Really? Then how long?"

She tensed. "Travis--"

"How long?" I repeated, voice flat.

She exhaled, looking away. "I... I don't want to say."

"Well, let's take a guess," I said, tapping my chin mockingly. "Three weeks?"

She said nothing.

I nodded. "Five weeks?"

Still nothing.

I sighed. "Eight weeks?"

She flinched.

I let out a low whistle. "Wow. So you were screwing the neighbor while still telling me to pick up groceries for you. Classy."

Her face crumbled, and she started to cry.

I didn't care.

I let her sob for a while, arms still crossed, waiting for her to stop. Eventually, she did, wiping her face with the back of her hand.

I sighed. "Did you even look over the proposed settlement?"

She shook her head. "No."

I nodded. "Do you have a lawyer?"

"Yes."

I exhaled. "Then is there anything else?"

She hesitated, then asked, "How are the kids?"

I shrugged. "Surprisingly in a good mood. Not sure why, though."

Her face fell. "Maybe... maybe they're happy because I'm not home."

I shrugged again. "Maybe."

Her eyes filled with sadness, but I was fresh out of sympathy.

"Well, this has been fun," I said dryly. "Good talk."

Then, without waiting for her to say anything else, I got in my car and drove home.

__________________

Post-Monica, Day Fourteen.

Travis:

The weekend had gone by in a blur of takeout containers and old action movies. I had spent two nights reliving the golden era of explosions, slow-motion hero shots, and villains who actually knew how to monologue. At one point, Francis wandered in and asked if I was planning to grow out a mullet and change my name to Snake. I almost considered it.

Monday morning arrived too fast. When I walked into the office, I immediately noticed Maggie Donaldson standing next to my cubicle. She had never done that before. Maggie wasn't the type to just linger--she moved with purpose, always.

I raised an eyebrow. "Maggie. To what do I owe the honor?"

She barely acknowledged the joke, just tilted her head toward the nearby conference room. "Come on."

I followed, shutting the door behind us. Before I could ask what was up, she turned to me and got straight to the point. "How are you holding up?"

I let out a breath. "As well as I can, considering."

She nodded. "Yeah. I figured."

I leaned against the table, arms crossed. "Was there something you needed?"

She hesitated, then said, "I was out by my car last Friday."

I frowned. "Okay?"

She looked me in the eye. "I heard everything."

I exhaled through my nose. "Well. Guess I saved you from asking how that conversation went."

Maggie didn't smile. "Look, the offer still stands. If you need to vent, you should. Keeping all that in? It's not good."

I waved a hand dismissively. "I'm not angry."

She gave me a look. "Travis."

I sighed.

She nodded. "Yeah. That's what I thought."

Then she smirked just a little. "I'm back in town next Friday. Let's grab a drink."

I studied her for a moment, then nodded. "Sounds good."

__________________

Traci:

Two weeks had passed since we started Operation Ruin Rick's Sanity, and the first wave of our diabolical plan had finally hit.

Sitting in the living room, we watched through the house security camera feed as Rick stood in front of his mailbox, pulling out an absurd amount of junk mail--magazines, catalogs, random newsletters, and flyers that he clearly didn't sign up for. His face twisted in frustration as he struggled to hold onto all the mail, some of it slipping from his grip.

Francis burst out laughing. "Oh my God, look at him. He looks like he's trying to figure out where his life went wrong."

Beth giggled, covering her mouth. "It's only the beginning."

I smirked. "We need to ratchet it up."

Francis grinned. "Funny you should say that." He grabbed his laptop and started typing rapidly. "I've got an idea."

Beth and I leaned over to read the screen as he crafted a beautifully fake HOA letter.

"Dear Resident,

To comply with our 'Vibrant Community' initiative, all homes must now be painted neon green. Please submit proof of compliance by next Tuesday to avoid penalties."

I let out a snort. "Francis, that's evil."

He grinned. "I know. But think about it. Rick doesn't come across as particularly smart or the kind of guy who'd double-check with the actual HOA. He'll probably just do it."

Beth clapped her hands. "Oh! And the flamingos should be here soon."

Francis smirked. "Picture it: Neon green house. Front yard full of flamingos."

I grinned. "And then we hit him with phase three."

Beth wiggled her eyebrows. "Oh, don't worry. The crickets are on their way."

Francis blinked. "Wait. Crickets?"

Beth nodded proudly. "Ordered a whole box of them. We'll release them into his house and let the noise drive him insane."

Francis lost it, laughing so hard he nearly fell off the couch.

I folded my arms, feeling immensely proud of us. "Do it."

Rick Sullivan had no idea what was coming.

__________________

Post-Monica, Day 16.

Traci:

It had been a few days since we sent Rick his very official HOA notice, and today, the payoff was better than we could have imagined.

Through our security camera feed, we watched as Rick, dressed in an old tank top and covered in sweat, furiously painted the front of his house a blinding, radioactive shade of neon green. It was hideous.

Beth let out a gasp of delight. "Oh my God. He actually fell for it!"

Francis was doubled over laughing. "Dude didn't even question it!"

Things got even better when a real HOA representative happened to drive by.

We watched as the rep pulled over, stepped out of his car, and walked up to Rick, clearly confused. The conversation started calmly, but we could already tell by Rick's aggressive hand gestures that it was going downhill fast.

Then, it happened.

Rick shoved the HOA rep. Hard.

The poor guy stumbled backward, hit the ground, and immediately scrambled away, hands raised.

Rick yelled something unintelligible at him before grumbling and going right back to painting.

Francis wiped tears from his eyes. "I swear, this man should have cracked open a book instead of a tub of protein powder."

Beth was still laughing so hard she couldn't breathe. "This is... this is better than I could have imagined."

I smirked, watching Rick angrily slap more paint onto his house. This was only the beginning.

We were just sitting down for dinner--another round of takeout, because cooking was still a foreign concept in this house--when we heard the shouting.

It was loud. Angry. And coming from outside.

Without hesitation, the four of us shot up from the table and rushed to the front window. And there he was--Rick Sullivan, red-faced and furious, standing in his half-painted neon-green yard, yelling at a pair of cops.

Beth gasped, grabbing her phone. "Recording. Now."

Outside, the scene was glorious. The HOA rep must have called the police after getting shoved to the ground earlier, and now Rick was doing himself absolutely no favors. He was flailing his arms, getting in the officers' faces, looking one step away from completely losing it.

Then, another cop car pulled up. This time, the officer wasted no time pulling out a pair of handcuffs.

Francis whistled. "Ohhh, here we go."

Rick did not take well to being arrested. He yanked his arm away, tried to muscle through the situation, and for a second, it looked like he might actually break free.

Then--ZAP.

One of the officers hit him with a taser.

Rick's entire body seized up, and he went straight to the ground.

Beth nearly collapsed from laughing. Francis was crying.

And then, something even better happened--Dad laughed.

Not just a chuckle. A real, full, from-the-gut laugh. The kind we hadn't heard in weeks.

The cops loaded Rick into the car, and we stood there, wiping away tears of laughter.

Francis shook his head. "This is better than TV."

Dad sighed, still smirking. "Yeah. I needed that."

Later that night, after Dad had gone to bed, the three of us sat around the living room, plotting the next move.

"Alright," I said, leaning forward. "Tonight, we spread the birdseed. We'll hit his front lawn, backyard--hell, even his damn roof if we can."

Francis nodded. "And the burner phones?"

"We buy those tomorrow," I said.

Beth tilted her head. "And, uh... who's funding all this?"

I smirked. "Uncle Thomas."

Beth and Francis froze.

Beth blinked. "Wait--Dad's brother?. That Uncle Thomas?"

Francis let out a low whistle. "I mean, I'm not shocked, but damn."

Uncle Thomas had always been the wildcard of the Parker family. Successful, eccentric, a little too eager to stir the pot. But he had one major soft spot--me. As his goddaughter, I had only ever needed to ask.

Francis shook his head, but his smirk faded. "Alright, real talk--what are we doing about Mom?"

Beth tensed. "What about her?"

Francis sighed. "She's been texting me. A lot. Begging me to call her, saying we need to talk."

I shrugged. "Not my problem. She broke Dad's heart."

Francis exhaled. "Yeah... he's been different. Sarcastic, sure, but... I don't know. Sad."

I shook my head. "You've got it wrong."

Francis frowned. "What do you mean?"

"He's not sad," I said, voice even. "He's angry."

Francis scoffed. "Dad? Angry? No way. If he was pissed, we'd know."

Beth suddenly spoke up. "Would we?"

Francis glanced at her, confused. "What do you mean?"

Beth turned to him. "Think about it. Have you ever--in your entire life--seen Dad yell?"

Francis opened his mouth, then hesitated.

He thought about it.

Then, finally, he shook his head. "No."

I leaned back. "Exactly."

"Dad doesn't know how to vent his anger," I explained. "So it just sits there, buried. And it makes him look numb. But trust me--he's not."

Francis was quiet for a long time. Then he muttered, "That's... kinda terrifying."

Beth nodded. "Yeah."

We sat there in silence, the weight of it settling over all of us.

And for the first time, I wondered--if Dad ever did break, what would that even look like?



__________________

Post-Monica, Day 17.

Traci:

The next day, we watched from the window as an Uber rolled up in front of Rick's house. Fresh out of jail, but judging by his disheveled appearance and pissed-off expression, a night in lockup hadn't done him any favors.

The real fun started when he stepped out of the car and took in the absolute disaster that was his yard. Hundreds of birds--pigeons, crows, even a few seagulls--covered his front lawn, pecking furiously at the birdseed we had spread everywhere. His jaw clenched. He let out a loud shout and rushed at them, waving his arms.

Most of them scattered--but only to the power lines and trees. They sat there, watching. Waiting.

He muttered something under his breath and stormed toward his mailbox. When he opened it, an avalanche of junk mail poured out. He didn't even bother trying to grab it. Just let it fall, piece by piece, onto the already trashed lawn as he stomped toward his front door.

Gary, out mowing his lawn, paused and called out.

"Hey, Rick--you can't just leave all that mail on the ground!"

Rick whipped around, eyes burning with rage. "Mind your own damn business!"

Gary held up his hands and backed off.

Rick yanked open his door and slammed it shut behind him.

The second he was gone, the birds returned.

To the yard.

To the roof.

And just like that, his nightmare continued.

__________________

Post-Monica, Day 18.

Travis:

It had been another exhausting week of dodging curious co-workers and nosy neighbors. Every day at work felt like running a gauntlet of people fishing for information while trying to sound concerned. By the time Friday rolled around, I was more than ready for a night out.

When I walked into the bar, I spotted Maggie immediately. She was already waiting at the bar, dressed casually for once--jeans, a fitted top, hair down instead of her usual tight bun. She looked less like the terrifying government liaison I knew from work and more like an actual person.

She glanced up as I approached and nodded. "Travis."

"Maggie," I said with a smirk. "Glad to see you didn't change your mind."

She gestured toward a booth in the back. "Let's eat."

Once we sat down, we ordered some dinner and made small talk. For the first time, I realized that Maggie was... easy to talk to. Unlike the work version of her, who could silence a room with a single look.

I pointed that out, and she smirked. "That's my game face. Keeps vendors like you on your toes."

I chuckled. "Well, it works. You're pretty intimidating."

"Thanks," she said, amused.

We kept talking, and somehow, I ended up recounting my childhood in Chapel Hill, NC. My parents, my wild card of a brother, Thomas, and my school days. I talked about meeting Monica, how we fell in love, and of course, my kids.

At some point, I realized that Maggie hadn't shared a single personal detail about herself.

I raised an eyebrow. "Alright, I've been talking about myself for an hour. Your turn."

She smirked. "Can't. My life is classified."

I scoffed. "Oh, come on. Not everything is top secret."

She just raised a brow, amused.

I leaned forward. "Blink twice if you were raised by wolves."

That actually got a laugh out of her. A real, genuine laugh.

I grinned. "Huh. You've got a nice laugh."

Before she could respond, our drinks arrived--but so did a problem.

Some good-looking guy--tall, built, the type who looked like he had never skipped a gym day in his life--walked up and immediately started flirting with Maggie.

She ignored him.

I, on the other hand, apparently was invisible.

I raised a brow. "Wow. I don't even exist, huh?"

The guy, without even glancing at me, said, "Nah, I see you." Then, he gave me a once-over and smirked. "Just figured you were her brother or something. 'Cause you're definitely not competition."

I blinked.

Then he added, "Let's be real. You're kinda out of shape, man. And she is way out of your league, so unless you're related or just co-workers, I think I'll take it from here."

Maggie finally looked up.

And her expression? Ice cold.

The guy wasn't taking the hint. Or maybe he was just too dumb to recognize one.

Maggie had already turned back to her drink, clearly done with him, but he leaned in again, flashing his best smirk. "C'mon, sweetheart. Don't waste your night sitting here with--" he flicked a dismissive glance at me--"a buddy from work."

Maggie tensed, about to tell him off, but I beat her to it.

I set my drink down, sighing dramatically. "Wow. It's impressive, really. The confidence. The complete lack of self-awareness. It's like watching a poorly-written movie character come to life." I tilted my head. "Tell me, did you take a class on ignoring body language, or is that just a natural talent?"

The smirk wavered. "Excuse me?"

I leaned back, completely unfazed. "No, really. It takes a special kind of guy to look at a woman who is actively ignoring him and think, Yep, I should double down. That's some advanced-level delusion."

Maggie let out a snort into her drink.

The guy's face started to turn red. "Listen, dude--"

I held up a hand. "No, no, don't ruin it. I'm fascinated. Are you naturally this oblivious, or is it a gym-induced oxygen deficiency? Because--" I gestured vaguely at his arms--"all those muscles? Not helping."

Beth and Francis and Traci would have been so proud.

The guy's jaw clenched. He opened his mouth, then snapped it shut, realizing he had nothing.

After a long, glorious moment, he muttered something under his breath and walked off.

Maggie stared at me, wide-eyed.

I just shrugged. "What? You're trained to resist torture. I do this for fun."

As we finished dinner, Maggie leaned back, sipping the last of her drink with a rare, relaxed expression.

"That was one of the best nights I've had in a while," she admitted.

I smirked. "You must have really low standards."

She rolled her eyes. "You really sell yourself short, you know that?"

I shrugged, dropping a couple of bills on the table for the tip. "Eh, it's a talent."

We walked out to the parking lot, and as we reached our cars, Maggie turned to me.

"We should do this again," she said. "Make it a regular thing."

I raised an eyebrow. "What, me getting harassed at bars while you practice your interrogation skills?"

She smirked. "Exactly."

I chuckled. "Sure, why not."

I turned toward my car when suddenly--a hand clamped down on my shoulder.

Before I could react, a fist slammed into my face, knocking me to the pavement.

Pain exploded through my ribs as a boot connected with my side.

I gasped, rolling over, and looked up to see the gym bro from the bar standing over me, fists clenched, eyes burning with rage.

"Got anything smart to say now?" he sneered.

Even through the pain, I let out a wheezy chuckle. "Yeah. Still not impressed."

His face twisted in fury, and just as he raised his fists to pound me into the pavement, something yanked him backward.

There was a loud thud, followed by a grunt as the air was knocked out of him.

I blinked, dazed, and saw Maggie kneeling on his back, one knee digging into his spine, her hand pressing his face into the concrete.

Without looking at me, she asked, "You good?"

I pulled myself up, leaning against my car. "Define good."

She nodded toward my pocket. "Call 911."

I pulled out my phone, hitting the emergency line. "Yeah, we need the police. Some jackass jumped me in the parking lot. My friend took him down."

The guy beneath Maggie struggled, cursing, but she barely budged. "Stop moving," she muttered, barely even winded.

"Do you... carry cuffs or something?" I asked, wincing as I touched my ribs.

Maggie scoffed. "My line of work doesn't issue cuffs."

I groaned and pushed off my car. "Fine. Let's improvise." I knelt beside her, pressing my knee into the guy's legs, helping keep him down.

As we waited for the cops, Maggie glanced at my face. "Your nose is a little off-center. Not your best look."

I laughed, then immediately regretted it as my ribs screamed in protest. "I think I'll survive."

A few minutes later, police cars pulled up, lights flashing. The officers jumped out, securing the guy in cuffs while an EMT came over to check me out.

As I sat on the bumper of the ambulance, letting them poke at my ribs, I looked over and saw Maggie talking to the police, back in full game-face mode.

She gestured toward the parking lot cameras, giving a crisp, professional rundown of what had happened.

Then, just for a second, she glanced my way.

I smiled.

And to my absolute surprise, she smiled back.

__________________

Post-Monica, Day 19.

Traci:

Beth's evil little shipment finally arrived--a box full of crickets.

Francis and I had laughed our asses off when she unboxed them, looking way too proud of herself. "Okay," she said, grinning like a mad scientist, "we do this at night. We get them under Rick's house so they spread inside."

So, under the cover of darkness, we did exactly that.

We crept over to Rick's house, carefully prying open a vent leading underneath. Beth, whispering a soft "Good luck, my little soldiers," dumped the entire box inside.

The crickets immediately scattered.

By the time Rick figured it out, the chirping would be non-stop, impossible to locate, and loud enough to drive a man insane.

And, just to make his life even worse, we started the flamingo invasion.

Each day, we added one plastic flamingo to his yard.

Just one.

At first, it would seem harmless, random. But as the days passed, Rick would realize... they were multiplying.

And we'd be watching.

Laughing.

Waiting for him to snap.

__________________

Post-Monica, Day 21.

Traci:

I had made it a personal mission to keep an eye on all things Rick Sullivan. It had become a daily source of entertainment, and at this point, it was better than any reality show. The man looked rough. Dark circles under his eyes, his usual cocky swagger replaced by a hunched-over exhaustion. The birds? Still there. The crickets? Still chirping. And now, on this fine Monday morning, I watched as a young blonde woman in a pencil skirt and blouse walked up to Rick's house, heels clicking on the pavement.

Rick, covered in paint and sweat, was outside trying to cover up the neon green paint. Every few strokes, he'd stop to clap his hands and yell at the birds, who would scatter for a moment before returning.

When he saw the woman, he immediately switched gears. I could see it happening in real-time--he wiped his hands on his shirt, puffed out his chest, and turned on the charm.

She wasn't having it.

She handed him a manila envelope, said something short, then snapped a photo of him holding it before turning on her heel and walking away.

Rick, clearly confused, opened the envelope.

Then, he exploded.

I could hear the cursing from across the street. He crumpled up the envelope, threw it to the ground, and stormed inside, slamming the door behind him.

My curiosity got the better of me.

I waited a minute before sneaking across the street, keeping low as I grabbed the discarded paperwork. One glance at the bolded header, and I nearly burst out laughing.

Rick was being sued for assaulting the HOA guy.

I snapped a quick photo of the lawsuit, placed it back where I found it, and hurried home.

This? This was gold.

__________________

Post-Monica, Day 23.

Traci:

With Dad at work, Francis out with his friends, and Beth borrowing my car, I had the house to myself. So, naturally, I was making the most of it--lounging in the backyard, soaking up the summer sun, iced tea in hand, and feeling absolutely zero guilt about it.

I was about two seconds away from dozing off when I heard it--a knock at the front door.

My instincts immediately kicked in, and I grabbed my phone to check the security camera feed.

And there he was.

Rick Sullivan.

Looking like absolute hell.

Even through the camera, I could see the dark circles under his eyes, the twitchy movements, the sheer desperation in his posture. His sleepless nights and slow descent into madness were finally catching up to him.

I smirked to myself. Good.

Part of me wanted to ignore him. Let him stew. Let him suffer. But another part of me? The part that enjoyed confrontation?

That part wanted to answer.

So I did.

But not nicely.

I yanked open the door, leaned against the frame, crossed my arms, and glared. "What the hell do you want, Rick?"

He flinched at my tone, but I didn't care. This wasn't a friendly visit.

Rick shifted on his feet, glancing around nervously before locking eyes with me. "Uh... can I come in?"

I scoffed, crossing my arms tighter. "Absolutely not. Whatever you have to say, you say it right here."

His jaw tightened slightly, but he nodded. "Alright, fine." He tried small talk first, which was a huge mistake. "Haven't seen Monica around lately. Not at home, not at the gym."

I felt my blood boil.

Rick had the audacity to stand here--at my house--and ask about my mother, the woman he helped destroy my family?

The rage came out before I could stop it.

"Oh, I'm sorry, are you looking for your little affair partner?" I snapped. "You mean the married woman you decided to screw around with? The one who lost her husband, her kids, and her entire life because of your dumb ass?"

Rick stiffened, his nostrils flaring. "Look, kid--"

"Oh no, you shut the hell up. You don't get to come here, acting all clueless, pretending you don't know why she's gone." I leaned forward, voice dripping with venom. "She's out of your life. Just like you'll be out of this neighborhood soon enough. Because let me tell you, everyone here hates you."

Rick's face darkened. "You little bi--"

Before he could finish, he shoved me.

Hard.

I slammed back against the door, pain shooting through my shoulder.

And that's when he really lost it.

He started spitting insults, calling me every name in the book. Ranting, raving, making threats like some kind of deranged lunatic.

But I just smirked.

"You done?" I asked, voice calm.

Rick froze, rage flickering into something uncertain.

I turned, opened the door, and stepped inside. Cool, unfazed. "You should leave now," I said over my shoulder.

Rick stormed back to his house, screaming curses the whole way.

And me?

I just grinned.

Because I had everything recorded.

The second I closed the door, I pulled out my phone and dialed 911.

The dispatcher's voice came through, calm and professional. "911, what's your emergency?"

I took a steadying breath. "Yeah, my neighbor just assaulted me on my front porch. I have everything on video."

The police arrived fast. Within minutes, two officers stood on my porch, taking my statement while I showed them the footage. One of them smirked.

"Hell of a rant," he muttered, shaking his head as he watched me verbally eviscerate Rick before he shoved me.

"Thanks," I said dryly. "I work hard at it."

The officer turned serious. "Do you want to press charges?"

"Absolutely."

Minutes later, backup arrived. Three officers walked straight to Rick's house, and for once, he didn't fight it. No yelling, no resisting.

He came out, hands already in the air, looking like a man who knew he'd lost.

As they walked him to the back of the patrol car, though, he found his voice.

"THIS ISN'T OVER!" he shouted, his face red with fury. "YOU THINK YOU'VE WON? YOU THINK THIS MEANS ANYTHING?"

I watched from the doorway, arms crossed, completely unimpressed.

I was done.

As the patrol car door slammed shut, I said to myself, Yeah. It's time for a restraining order.

__________________

Post-Monica, One Month.

Travis:

I was just getting home from work when my phone rang--James Pearson.

I sighed, already bracing myself. "Tell me it's good news, James."

A rare chuckle from the other end. That wasn't a good sign.

"Well, Monica's lawyer sent over a counterproposal," he said, his voice edged with amusement and mild irritation.

I unlocked my front door, stepping inside. "Let me guess," I said, kicking off my shoes. "She's not happy?"

"Oh, she's very unhappy," Pearson replied. "The counteroffer is clearly designed to drag this out. Either to make it too expensive for you to fight or to just inflict maximum damage."

I let out a laugh--a real, genuine laugh--until my broken ribs reminded me why that was a bad idea. I winced, gripping my side. "Let me guess, she's also asking for something completely ridiculous?"

"Oh, you'll love this," Pearson said dryly. "She's asking for full custody of Beth."

That made me stop in my tracks.

I blinked. "Beth?"

"Beth," he confirmed. "Which, I assume, means Beth absolutely does not want to live with her."

I smirked, shaking my head. "Yeah, that's a safe bet."

Pearson chuckled again. "That's what I figured."

I sat down, rubbing my temples. "Let me guess--she also wants marriage counseling."

"Oh, of course," he said smoothly. "That's in bold."

I rolled my eyes. "Hard no."

Pearson didn't sound surprised. "Figured as much. So, what's the play here?"

I exhaled. "Go with Plan B. No negotiation, no dragging this out. Shut this down."

Pearson hummed approvingly. "Consider it done."

I hung up and leaned back, staring at the ceiling.

Monica was desperate.

And I wasn't playing her game.

---------------

Work had finally returned to something resembling normal. People had gotten bored of trying to get details out of me, and office gossip had shifted to whatever reality show or murder documentary was trending that week. Fine by me.

I sat through our weekly project status meeting, barely paying attention as the project manager droned on about timelines and deliverables. But what did get my attention? Maggie.

She was stealing glances at me. Not obvious ones, but enough that I noticed she was paying more attention to me than the screen. I smirked to myself--her "game face" was slipping.

After the meeting, as I gathered my things, Maggie pulled me aside.

"How are you feeling?" she asked, arms crossed.

I smirked. "Well, my ribs still hurt, but I'm healing. Unlike that guy, who will never recover from the verbal beating I gave him."

Maggie snorted--actually snorted--and quickly tried to suppress her laugh.

I grinned. "Oh wow. I got you twice now. I should keep score."

She rolled her eyes. "Don't push it."

We walked toward the hallway, and she glanced at me. "How's the divorce going?"

I sighed. "Monica's pushing back. She wants custody of Beth. And marriage counseling."

Maggie raised an eyebrow. "So basically, she realized she threw away a great guy and now wants him back?"

I let out a dry chuckle. "Something like that."

She smirked. "Well, anyone with a half a brain would snatch you up."

I raised an eyebrow. "You flirting with me, Donaldson?"

She just smirked.

Then she added, "When you're healed up, we should go out again."

I nodded. "Yeah. I'd like that."

__________________

Post-Monica, Two Months.

Traci:

It had been a hell of a ride watching Rick's life fall apart in real-time, and today was just another chapter in his never-ending downfall. Thanks to his inability to follow basic legal instructions, he had violated the terms of his bond for assaulting me, which meant the judge had revoked it completely. Now? Rick was sitting in jail until his trial.

This morning, as I sat drinking coffee in the living room, I spotted two men in suits walk up to his front door. They taped a notice to it, glanced around, and left without knocking. My curiosity immediately piqued.

Beth, Francis, and I snuck over as soon as they were gone.





Francis pulled the paper off the door and grinned. "Foreclosure notice."

Beth gasped. "No way."

I snatched the paper, reading it over quickly. It was official--Rick was losing his house.

We bolted back to our place, and the moment we were safely inside, we burst into celebration. Beth grabbed snacks, Francis played celebratory music, and we all reveled in the sweet, sweet karma.

Two days later, Francis ran into the house grinning like a madman.

"You're gonna love this," he said, barely able to contain himself. "A tow truck just came by and took Rick's truck."

Beth cheered.

I smirked, arms crossed. "Good. I hated that truck."

__________________

Travis:

I woke up to the sound of crickets. A lot of crickets.

For a second, I thought I was imagining it--a weird leftover dream or maybe a side effect of all the stress. But no. The sound was very real, very loud, and coming from the garage.

I frowned, rolling out of bed. What the hell?

Following the noise, I walked downstairs and toward the garage door, pausing when I heard muffled voices.

Beth and Francis. Arguing.

I cracked open the door just enough to listen.

"I'm telling you, we have to get rid of them!" Francis hissed.

"Well, it's not my fault half of the shipment got delayed," Beth shot back. "Do you know how hard it is to order this many crickets?"

Francis groaned. "Okay, but Rick is gone, and now we're sitting on way too many damn crickets!"

Beth huffed. "Fine! But what about the pink flamingos and all the extra birdseed?"

I stood there in silence, processing the sheer absurdity of the conversation.

Slowly, I closed the door and backed away.

I rubbed my temples, walking back upstairs.

As I climbed back into bed, I suddenly realized I hadn't seen Rick in weeks.

His truck? Gone.

His nightly angry shouting? Gone.

I lay back, staring at the ceiling, joking to myself, God, I hope the kids didn't hide the body.

Then I sat up, blinking.

...They wouldn't, right?

I shook my head and flopped back down.

Nope. Not thinking about that.

__________________

Monica:

I stared at the single line on the test, my breath shaky, my chest tightening.

Negative.

For weeks, I had been drowning in fear, wondering what I would do if the worst had happened--if I was pregnant with Rick's baby.

But now? That weight was gone.

I let out a shaky breath, wiping at my eyes. I should've felt relieved. And part of me was.

But the other part?

It just felt empty.

I walked into the living room, where my parents were watching some crime show.

They looked up as I stood there, wringing my hands.

"The test was negative," I blurted out.

My mom exhaled in relief. "Oh, thank God."

My dad, though?

He just shook his head.

"Well," he said, his voice flat, "it would've been better if you hadn't cheated on Travis in the first place. Then news like this wouldn't even be necessary."

The words hit me like a punch to the gut.

Tears welled in my eyes before I could stop them.

I turned and fled the room, choking on a sob.

Behind me, I heard my mom stand up sharply.

For a second, I thought she was going to scold him.

But then she sighed.

And instead, she muttered, "You're not wrong."

__________________

Post-Monica, Three Months.

Travis:

I was halfway through my morning coffee when my phone buzzed. James Pearson.

I sighed, already bracing myself for some kind of headache. "Tell me you've got good news, James."

There was a long pause. "It's... progress," he admitted.

I rubbed my temple. "Not exactly the victory speech I was hoping for."

"Mediation is not moving as fast as I'd like," Pearson continued. "Monica's lawyer is dragging things out, but I've got them closer to caving."

I took another sip of coffee. "Define 'closer.'"

"They're willing to sign off on your original proposal," Pearson said. "If--and this is a big if--you agree to ten counseling sessions."

I blinked. "Counseling?"

"Yep. Ten sessions. That's their condition."

I almost laughed. Monica thought sitting through ten hours of awkward therapy sessions would fix what she had done?

I exhaled, leaning back in my chair. "I'll be honest, James. I don't love it."

"I know," he said. "But I also know you want this over with."

I stared at the ceiling, weighing my options.

Dragging this out for months longer or sitting through ten sessions of pointless talking to get it done?

I sighed. "I need to think about it."

Pearson didn't argue. "Take a week. Let me know."

"Yeah," I muttered, running a hand through my hair. "I'll get back to you."

I ended the call and stared at my coffee.

Ten sessions.

Was it worth it?

--------------------------

I was heading out for the day, keys in hand, when I saw Maggie standing near the exit.

That was unusual.

Normally, she only showed up at the office on status meeting days, and today was definitely not one of those days.

Curious, I approached her. "Maggie," I greeted with a nod. "Did I miss a meeting, or is this a surprise audit?"

She smirked. "Relax, your project's fine."

I raised an eyebrow. "So, what brings you here?"

Maggie hesitated just for a second, then crossed her arms. "I was actually looking for you."

That caught me off guard. "Oh?"

She tilted her head slightly. "How are you feeling?"

I smirked. "Like a guy who got punched in the face but lived to tell the tale."

She chuckled. "So, better then."

"Getting there."

She nodded, then said, "You wanna go dancing?"

I blinked. "Come again?"

Maggie smirked. "My sister and her husband are going out dancing this weekend. They dragged me into it, so I figured I'd drag you, too."

I chuckled. "So, I'm a hostage?"

"Basically."

I pretended to think about it. Then I smirked. "Why not."

She gave me the time and place to meet, then turned to leave but paused. "And, you know... you don't have to dance if you don't want to."

I shrugged. "Guess we'll see."

She gave me a knowing smile and walked off.

I watched her go, then shook my head and headed out.

Dancing, huh?

This should be interesting.

------------------------

The weekend arrived faster than expected, and as I finished getting ready to go out, I heard a knock on my bedroom door. A second later, Beth popped her head in, her arms crossed, eyes full of mischief.

"Alright," she said, leaning against the doorframe. "Who's the girl?"

I sighed, shaking my head. "There's no 'girl,' Beth."

She smirked. "Bull. You don't go out on a Saturday night in a button-down unless there's a girl."

I sighed. "It's just a friend from work. We're going dancing."

Beth snorted, actually snorted. "Dancing? You?"

I gave her a look. "What's that supposed to mean?"

Beth laughed. "Just... try not to break anything, okay?"

I rolled my eyes and finished getting ready, ignoring her giggles as she walked away.

------------------------

I pulled into the parking lot, already second-guessing this.

That feeling only got worse when I looked up and saw a large, neon-lit sign over the club entrance.

Salsa Competition Tonight!

I shook my head, muttering to myself. Of course.

Still, I had already committed. I stepped inside, scanning the room until I spotted Maggie.

And damn.

She stood near the bar, wearing a sleek black salsa dress that hugged her athletic frame. Next to her was a woman who looked similar to Maggie but slightly taller, wearing a gold dress that shimmered under the lights. Standing beside her was a well-dressed man in Latin dance pants and a fitted long-sleeve shirt.

I made my way over, already suspecting who they were.

Maggie turned when she saw me and smiled. "Travis, you made it."

I smirked. "Would've been nice to know about the competition."

She chuckled. "Surprise." Then, she gestured to the couple next to her. "This is my sister, Lorna, and her husband, Michael Thompson."

I shook hands with both of them. "Nice to meet you."

Maggie grinned. "Lorna and Michael compete. Once the competition is over, the club opens up the floor to everyone."

I nodded slowly. So that's how it was.

Guess I was in for a show.

------------------------

Maggie and I found a table with a good view, watching as couple after couple took the floor, each moving with effortless grace. The competition was intense--spins, sharp footwork, and perfectly timed dips--and I had to admit, it was impressive.

I leaned over slightly. "Do you know how?"

Maggie shrugged, giving a non-committal answer. "I've danced a little."

I smirked. Typical Maggie. Always giving just enough of an answer to dodge the real one.

Lorna and Michael placed second, coming back to the table smiling, though I could tell Michael was a little annoyed he didn't take first. The competition wrapped up, and the DJ announced the dance floor was now open to the public.

Maggie turned to me, grinning. "Alright, Travis. Let's dance."

I groaned. "Do I have to?"

Lorna smirked. "It's not complicated."

Michael nodded. "Basic steps, no pressure."

I sighed, pushing my chair back. "Fine."

We walked onto the floor, and Maggie took her position. I did the same.

Then, the music started.

And I danced.

Not just moved around the floor, not just awkwardly stepped to the beat--I really danced.

My footwork was clean, precise, effortless. Every turn, every movement was sharp and controlled.

Maggie? She struggled to keep up.

I noticed quickly, adjusting to make it easier for her, keeping things smooth but still fluid enough to make it look good.

Then I noticed something else--the room had gone quiet.

By the time the song ended, people were staring.

Maggie, breathing hard, looked at me in shock. "How the hell?"

I just shrugged and walked back to the table, where Lorna and Michael sat wide-eyed.

Michael blinked. "That's rusty?"

I smirked. "It's been 10 years."

Before I could sit down, one of the competition judges walked up. "Travis?"

I looked over. "Chris."

Chris grinned. "Damn. Never thought I'd see you on a dance floor again. Not since you and Monica stopped competing."

Maggie turned to me, then back to Chris. "Wait--competing?"

Chris chuckled. "You don't know? Travis and Monica won seven state championships and a bunch of regional titles in different dance disciplines."

Maggie's eyes widened. "Seriously?"

Chris smiled. "Watching those two was like watching art."

He clapped me on the shoulder. "Good seeing you, Travis." Then he walked off.

Maggie turned back to me, still processing.

I smirked. "Surprise."

The rest of the night, we danced--this time, I toned it down to match Maggie's level.

But for the first time in a long, long time, I felt like myself again.

------------------------

As we stepped out into the night, Maggie turned to me, her expression unreadable but full of something unspoken.

"Want to come up to my hotel room for a nightcap?" she asked casually, but there was an edge to it. An invitation to something more.

I knew exactly where this was heading.

For a moment, I hesitated. The rational part of me--the one that had spent the last three months focused on divorce papers, custody battles, and dodging nosy coworkers--was screaming at me to say no.

But the other part? The tired, lonely, human part?

That part wanted this.

"Sure," I said, forcing a grin. "But just for an hour."

Maggie smirked. "Of course."

I followed her car to the hotel, my mind running a hundred miles an hour.

By the time we reached her room, she had looped her arm through mine, her body warm against my side.

She unlocked the door, kicked off her heels, and collapsed onto the couch, motioning for me to sit beside her.

I did.

She turned to me, eyes lingering on mine, and leaned in.

Before her lips could touch mine, I stopped her.

My hand cupped her cheek for a brief second before I pulled back, standing abruptly.

"I--I shouldn't have come," I muttered, running a hand through my hair. Damn it, Travis.

Maggie stood, frowning. "Travis, what's wrong? I thought--"

I sighed. "I do. I want this."

She tilted her head. "Then what's the problem?"

I exhaled, looking away. "Because... I'm still married."

Maggie blinked. "But you're separated."

"Yeah. But separated isn't divorced." I let out a humorless chuckle, shaking my head. "My vows meant something. They were a promise. I need to see this through before I can--before I can be with someone else."

Maggie studied me for a long moment. Then, she smiled.

"I wish my ex had felt the same way," she said softly. Then, with a small chuckle, "But you're certainly not my ex."

I looked up.

She shrugged. "I wouldn't expect anything less from you, Travis."

I swallowed hard, nodding.

She stepped closer and kissed me lightly on the cheek.

"We'll keep this friendly," she said. "I won't push for more. Not until you're ready."

I exhaled, relieved. Grateful. "Thanks, Maggie."

I left the hotel, got in my car, and pulled out my phone.

Me: Go ahead and agree to the counseling. Let's get this divorce over with.

I hit send.

Because I knew exactly what I wanted.

And it sure as hell wasn't Monica.

------------------------

Two days after agreeing to the counseling sessions, I was getting ready to leave work when my phone rang. I glanced at the screen and froze. Thomas.

I hadn't spoken to my brother in years. Not since he left for Australia after Mary died. For him to call me out of the blue? That wasn't a good sign.

I answered cautiously. "Thomas?"

"Travis," came the familiar deep voice, calm but with an edge of disappointment. "I had to hear from Traci that you and Monica are getting divorced. Not you."

I sighed, already knowing where this was going. "I--yeah. I should've called."

"No kidding," he said flatly. "So, how are you holding up?"

I leaned against my car, running a hand through my hair. "Honestly? Mixed bag of emotions. Some days, I feel fine. Other days... I want to burn everything down."

Thomas let out a short chuckle. "Yeah. Sounds about right."

There was a pause, then his voice softened. "Listen... if you need anything, you can come visit. Australia's not the worst place to disappear for a while."

Hearing that nearly knocked the wind out of me. Because it wasn't just an invitation--it was him reaching out. The man who had all but vanished after losing his wife.

I swallowed hard. "Appreciate that, man. Really."

He was quiet for a moment, then asked, "How's the divorce looking?"

"Slow," I admitted. "Monica's dragging it out, but I'm trying to speed things up."

He exhaled sharply. "She's realizing she screwed up, isn't she?"

"Yep."

Another pause. Then, "Hang in there, Travis."

I nodded, even though he couldn't see it. "You too."

We ended the call, and I stood there for a moment, just staring at my phone.

Maybe, just maybe... Thomas wasn't as lost as I thought.

After my call with Thomas, I dialed James Pearson to ask how this counseling thing was actually supposed to work.

James answered immediately. "Travis, what's up?"

"How does this marriage counseling stipulation work?" I asked, rubbing my temple. "Do I get a say in the therapist, or is this another thing Monica gets to control?"

There was a pause, then a sigh. That wasn't a good sign.

"Well, Monica already picked someone," he admitted. "Dr. Willow Carr."

I frowned. "And I... don't get a say in that?"

"You do," he said. "But from experience, I can tell you that trying to agree on a neutral therapist can drag on for weeks, maybe months. Some of them can be one-sided. It's part of the strategy--stall, delay, make it as frustrating as possible so you cave."

I sighed. "Great. More delays."

James chuckled dryly. "Welcome to divorce, my friend."

I pinched the bridge of my nose. "Fine. I'll just deal with Monica's pick. How bad can Dr. Willow Carr be?"

There was a beat of silence on James's end.

Then, finally, he said, "I guess we'll find out."

__________________

Post-Monica, Three Months -- Session 1.

Travis:

I arrived at Dr. Willow Carr's office early, mostly because I wanted to get this over with as soon as possible.

The waiting room was what I expected--sterile, neutral colors, the faint scent of lavender, and an absurdly perfect arrangement of magazines that no one actually wanted to read.

I sat down, pulled out my phone, and scrolled mindlessly until the door opened.

Monica walked in.

For the first time in months, she wasn't dressed to impress. No form-fitting dress, no heels. Just jeans, a sweater, and sneakers. A part of me registered the shift, but I shoved the thought away.

She smiled. "Hey, Travis."

I barely looked up. "Monica."

She hesitated, then sat in the chair across from me.

I grabbed the nearest magazine, flipping it open without actually looking at it.

Monica sighed. "Really?"

I kept my eyes on the pages. "What?"

She leaned forward. "What could possibly be so interesting in Vanity Fair right now?"

I glanced at the page, only now realizing what I had picked up.

I cleared my throat. "Well, according to this... 'Inside the Secret Lives of Hollywood's Most Famous Pet Psychics' is a must-read."

Monica blinked.

I held up the magazine, nodding seriously. "Apparently, someone's cat predicted the stock market crash of 2008. I am invested now."

For a second, I saw the ghost of a laugh flicker across her face.

Then, the office door opened, and a voice called out:

"Travis? Monica? Dr. Carr will see you now."

Showtime.

As Monica and I stepped into Dr. Willow Carr's office, I took in the neutral beige walls, soft lighting, and an excessive number of decorative pillows on the couch. It was exactly what I expected--designed to make people feel comfortable while making them deeply uncomfortable at the same time.

Dr. Carr herself was thin, somewhere between her late 40s and early 50s, with graying shoulder-length hair pulled into a loose bun. She wore casual clothes, the kind of outfit that said, I'm approachable, but also, I will dismantle your emotional walls piece by piece.

The moment we walked in, her entire demeanor warmed toward Monica.

"Monica," she said with a smile, reaching out to shake her hand with both of hers. "It's so good to see you again."

Again?

I glanced at Monica, eyebrows raised. She's met with her already? Well, that's not concerning at all.

Then, Dr. Carr turned to me, and her warmth noticeably dimmed.

"Travis," she greeted, offering a significantly less enthusiastic handshake.

I shook it anyway. "Dr. Carr."

She shook her head. "Oh, no need for that."

She gestured toward the couch, motioning for us to sit.

"Call me Willow."

I sighed internally and took a seat.

Yeah. This was going to be fun.

As Monica moved to sit next to me on the couch, I grabbed one of the decorative pillows and placed it firmly between us.

Willow paused, glancing up from her notepad. Noted.

Monica sighed. "Really, Travis?"

I didn't answer, just leaned back and crossed my arms. It was a pillow or me getting up and standing in the corner like a scolded child.

Willow, sitting in her oversized chair like a neutral referee, folded her hands in her lap. "Alright," she said, her tone calm but firm. "Before we begin, let's go over the session rules."

I tuned out most of it. Basic therapy guidelines. Be respectful. Listen. No interruptions. Blah, blah, blah.

Then she got to the real question.

"What do you both want from these sessions?"

Monica straightened up, speaking first. "I want reconciliation. I want to fix our marriage."

Willow nodded approvingly and jotted something down.

Then both of them turned to me.



I exhaled slowly. "I want out."

Monica whipped her head toward me, eyes wide. "Travis--"

Willow lifted a hand, stopping her.

She scribbled down something in her notepad--a little too aggressively, if you ask me.

"I see," she said. "Well, I'm here to help you both find your way back to each other. But before that, I need to understand the full picture."

I clenched my jaw. Here we go.

Willow continued, "For today, I'd like to hear about your relationship--from the beginning, up until the day Monica moved out."

She turned to Monica. "Monica, we'll start with you."

I internally groaned.

Monica smiled softly, as if this was some romantic recollection instead of a complete waste of my time.

"Well," she began, "we met in college..."

And just like that, she launched into our history.

I sat there, arms crossed, exerting every ounce of willpower not to interrupt as she painted an alternate reality.

According to Monica, we had an amazing marriage, but over time, I became distant. I was emotionally closed off, focused on work, and she felt invisible.

She spoke about her loneliness, about how she had "tried" to reconnect with me, but I was too distracted.

She conveniently skipped over the part where she decided to screw Rick.

By the time she finished, Willow gave her a warm smile. "Monica, thank you for sharing that. That took strength."

I let out a slow breath. "Wow."

Willow turned to me, expression shifting. "Something to say, Travis?"

I leaned forward. "I was just thinking--if that version of events were any further from reality, I'd have to start calling her a fantasy novelist."

Willow's face hardened.

"Travis," she said sharply, like she was scolding a five-year-old. "That is not helpful."

I stared at her, biting my tongue.

No, but lying is?

She straightened. "Alright. That's all for today. I'll see you both next week."

I shot up from the couch, grabbed my keys, and speed-walked out of there.

By the time I reached my car, I could finally breathe again.

And I had only one thought--

I need to get this divorce over with. Fast.

__________________

Post-Monica, Four Months -- Session 2

Travis:

I sat in the waiting room, already exhausted before even stepping into the session.

I reached for my phone, about to scroll through absolutely anything to distract me, when something caught my eye--another ridiculous magazine article.

I picked up the magazine, flipping straight to the page:

"Are Your Houseplants Plotting Against You? 10 Signs of a Silent Rebellion!"

I smirked. Gold.

Before I could get past the first paragraph, the door opened.

Monica walked in.

She looked about the same as last time--dressed casually, her hair pulled back, no attempt at dressing up for me anymore.

Good.

"Hi, Travis," she greeted softly.

I quickly raising it in front of my face like I was deeply invested in the dangers of scheming succulents.

She took a seat across from me. I could feel her watching me.

After a few moments of silence, she spoke.

"How are the kids?"

I didn't look up. "Traci's back at school in New York. Francis likes UNC."

She nodded slowly. "That's good."

There was another pause. I thought--hoped--that would be the end of it.

But Monica wasn't done.

She let out a small sigh. "Beth won't return my texts."

I froze mid-page turn.

She continued, her voice quieter now. "She didn't even text me back on her birthday."

I set the magazine down. Now she had my full attention.

I stared at her. "I'll talk to her."

Monica swallowed, nodding, but her eyes filled with tears.

"I just--" Her voice broke. "I miss her."

I watched as a single tear rolled down her cheek.

And for the first time in a long time, my instinct was not to comfort her.

I just sat there.

And said nothing.

The receptionist looked up from her desk and gave a tight smile. "Dr. Carr is ready for you."

Monica and I both stood up--well, she stood up. I dragged myself out of the chair like I was heading to an execution.

We entered the same beige office, the same dim lighting, the same ridiculous number of decorative pillows that served no real purpose.

And of course, Willow Carr was waiting in her usual seat, giving Monica a warm smile like she was greeting an old friend.

"Monica," she said warmly. "How are you feeling today?"

"Better," Monica said, returning the smile.

Willow then turned to me. "Travis," she greeted, noticeably less warm.

I gave a curt nod. "Willow."

We took our usual seats, and just like last time, I grabbed a pillow and placed it between us.

Willow's pen moved immediately, scribbling something down.

Monica sighed. "Really, Travis?"

I ignored her.

Willow set down her pen. "Alright, before we begin, let's go over the rules again."

I barely listened. Same nonsense as last time. Be respectful, don't interrupt, don't place blame--

Then, she turned to me.

"Travis, today is your turn to speak."

I nodded. "Great."

"But," she added, raising a hand, "I want to remind you that this is a safe space, so please refrain from placing blame."

I frowned. "Excuse me?"

She smiled that irritating therapist smile. "This is about your experience, not about accusing Monica of anything."

I scoffed. "Oh, so she gets to sit here and paint a totally revised version of our marriage without interruption, but I get a warning?"

Willow ignored that. "Travis, proceed."

I exhaled sharply.

Fine.

So I told my side of the story.

I spoke about the gradual distance, how I had believed we were just in a rough patch. How I trusted Monica, how I never thought she would--

"Travis," Willow interrupted, "do you think it's possible that Monica felt unheard?"

I blinked. "Are you serious?"

She nodded.

I clenched my jaw. "I didn't ignore her, Willow. I wasn't distant. I worked. I took care of my family. And while I was doing that, she was screwing the neighbor."

Willow's eyebrow twitched. "Travis, let's focus on--"

"No, let's focus on how you didn't interrupt Monica once last session."

Monica shifted uncomfortably. Willow remained calm, but I could tell she was irritated.

The session ended shortly after.

Willow clasped her hands together. "This session could have gone better. Let's try again next week."

I stood up immediately.

I didn't say a word. I just grabbed my keys and walked out.

By the time I reached my car, I had already had enough of this so-called counseling.

I yanked my phone out of my pocket and dialed Pearson.

"Travis," he greeted smoothly. "How was session two?"

I let out a sharp laugh. "Oh, you mean Monica's ego-stroking festival? Yeah, it was great."

Pearson chuckled. "That bad, huh?"

"I don't know, James," I said, rubbing my temple. "Does it sound fair to you that Monica gets to rewrite history while I get interrupted every five minutes?"

Pearson sighed. "Let me guess--Willow Carr is biased."

"Oh, it's not a guess. It's a fact."

He hummed in thought. "So, what do you want to do?"

I sighed. "Can you get me out of these sessions?"

"I can," Pearson said, "but it'll delay the divorce."

I groaned. "Of course it will."

There was a brief pause before Pearson added, "Look, you've got two options. One, we fight this, get a neutral therapist, which could take months to agree on. Or two, you keep going to these sessions, let Monica have her little show, and get this divorce wrapped up faster."

I leaned back in my seat, staring at the ceiling. "So, basically, you're saying my suffering equals a faster divorce?"

Pearson chuckled. "Divorces take time, Travis. You either suffer now or suffer later. Pick your poison."

I sighed. "I just want this done."

"Then go to the sessions, play nice, and let Monica dig her own grave."

I exhaled, nodding. "Fine. We do it your way."

Pearson's voice softened slightly. "Hang in there, Travis. You're almost there."

"Yeah," I muttered. "I'll try."

We ended the call, and I just sat in my car for a minute.

Then, I started the engine and drove home.

Because as much as I hated it, I was stuck in this game.

And I just had to play it through.

__________________

Travis:

The next morning, I decided to spend the day with Beth and Francis.

With Traci back at school, it was just the three of us now, and honestly, I needed the distraction. Work, counseling, the divorce--it was all weighing on me.

We grabbed breakfast at our favorite diner, took a trip to the bookstore because Beth insisted she needed more reading material, and then wandered around downtown for a bit, just enjoying the rare moment of normalcy.

As we sat on a bench, eating ice cream, Francis gave me a look.

"So... how's counseling?"

I sighed, licking my spoon. "A nightmare."

Beth raised an eyebrow. "That bad?"

I nodded. "Willow Carr is as biased as they come. She treats Monica like some wounded bird and treats me like I'm the villain in her story."

Francis hummed in thought. "How's Mom?"

I shrugged. "She's... okay, I guess. I haven't really spoken to her outside of therapy."

Beth hesitated, then asked, "How are you doing?"

I ran a hand through my hair. "I'm not sure I can make it through eight more sessions."

Francis smirked. "You might have an easier time if you played nice."

I raised an eyebrow. "Excuse me?"

Francis leaned back, grinning. "You know the saying: You catch more flies with honey than vinegar."

Beth nodded. "It's true. If she thinks she's winning, she might back off."

I let out a dry chuckle. "When did you two get so wise?"

Beth and Francis exchanged a look before smirking in unison.

Francis grinned. "We had a good role model."

I felt a warm rush of pride--until Beth added, "Uncle Thomas."

I gasped, clutching my chest dramatically. "Betrayal!"

They both burst out laughing.

And for the first time since Rick getting arrested, I laughed with them.

__________________

Post-Monica, Four Months -- Session 3

Travis:

The next counseling session had arrived, and I was back in Dr. Willow Carr's waiting room, already regretting the decision to keep playing along.

Like before, I reached for my phone, ready to mindlessly scroll until it was time to suffer through another hour of thinly veiled judgment.

But then, something caught my eye.

Sitting right on top of the neatly arranged stack of magazines was another ridiculous article.

"Scientists Confirm That Goldfish Actually Have Better Attention Spans Than the Average Human. Is Social Media to Blame?"

I snorted and grabbed it. At least I'd be entertained while I waited.

Just as I was about to start reading, the door opened.

Monica walked in.

She didn't say anything to me at first, just glanced my way and went to sit across from me.

I decided to test out Francis's advice.

"Hey, Monica," I said casually.

She paused mid-sit, clearly thrown off. "Uh... hey, Travis."

She sat down, still looking at me like I had grown a second head.

I tapped the magazine. "Did you know that goldfish have better attention spans than us?"

Monica blinked. "What?"

I held up the article. "Yeah, apparently, goldfish can focus longer than the average human these days. Science has spoken."

She gave a small chuckle. "I believe it."

I smirked. "Wish I had known that before I spent three years training Traci's childhood goldfish to do tricks."

Monica laughed.

A real, genuine laugh.

I was just about to make another joke when the office door opened.

Dr. Willow Carr stepped out, escorting out a smiling woman and a man who looked like his soul had been crushed into fine dust.

I immediately recognized the look.

Another man who had lost the "therapy battle."

Willow turned her attention to us.

She smiled.

Oh, great. She liked what she was seeing.

I resisted the urge to groan.

"Monica. Travis." Willow nodded warmly. "Come on in."

I stood, cracking my neck. Alright, let's see where this game goes.

As we entered Dr. Willow Carr's office, Monica took her usual seat, and I took mine.

For the first time, I resisted the urge to grab a pillow and put it between us. Not because I didn't want to, but because I knew Willow was watching.

And sure enough, she was.

She didn't immediately start speaking this time. Instead, she studied me, her gaze sharp and assessing, as if she were trying to figure me out.

I gave nothing away.

Finally, she folded her hands and said, "Before we begin, let's go over the session rules."

I clenched my jaw but said nothing.

Monica glanced at me, waiting for me to roll my eyes or make a sarcastic remark.

But I didn't.

Francis's voice echoed in my head: You catch more flies with honey than vinegar.

Willow gave me one last look, then nodded, satisfied.

She turned to Monica. "Today's topic is intimacy and affection in the relationship."

I mentally groaned. Of course it is.

Willow gestured toward Monica. "Monica, let's start with you. How did you perceive Travis's level of intimacy and affection throughout your marriage?"

Monica let out a deep sigh as if this were so difficult for her.

I sat back, tuning out.

She spoke about how she had felt neglected, how I was too focused on work, how I was never the one to initiate affection anymore.

I zoned out, thinking about the latest PS5 game I'd been meaning to buy.

Something about open-world exploration and insane combat mechanics.

I nodded along at the right moments, playing the game.

All the while, I could feel Willow's eyes on me.

She was waiting for a reaction.

She wasn't going to get one.

By the time the session ended, I was mentally exhausted.

But I kept my face neutral, even supportive.

Monica looked at me as if expecting me to say something, react, anything.

Instead, I simply stood and walked out.

Not rushing.

Not angry.

Just done for the day.

---------------

I drove straight to the bar, shaking off the weight of another exhausting therapy session.

I had spent the last hour biting my tongue, playing along, and letting Monica rewrite history, all while Willow sat there, watching me like I was some science experiment.

I needed a break from all of it.

When I walked in, Maggie was already there, sitting at our usual table near the bar. She looked up, saw me, and smirked.

"Survived another session, I see."

I sighed dramatically as I slid into the seat across from her. "Barely. I deserve a drink."

She chuckled. "Then you've come to the right place."

A few minutes later, drinks in hand, we settled in for the evening. No stress, no pressure. Just conversation.

Maggie was easy to talk to. Unlike therapy, where every word felt like it was being picked apart, here? I could just be myself.

We caught up on work gossip, ridiculous office politics, and whatever show Maggie was currently obsessed with.

It felt like hanging out with an old friend.

At some point, the bartender walked over, cleaning a glass and giving me a knowing look.

"You know," he said, "you should take her out sometime. Maybe dancing instead of always coming here."

Maggie snorted. "Not until I take more dance lessons. I need to keep up with him first."

The bartender raised an eyebrow, clearly skeptical. "You? Keep up with him?"

Maggie grinned and gestured toward me. "Don't let him fool you. This guy is the real deal."

I shrugged, trying to downplay it. "I just know a few steps."

Maggie rolled her eyes. "Seven state championships. That's more than 'a few steps.'"

The bartender looked at me like I had just claimed to be a secret agent.

I took a sip of my drink. "She exaggerates."

Maggie smirked but let it go.

The rest of the evening was comfortable. We talked like old friends, laughing, venting, and for the first time in a long while... I didn't think about Monica.

And that? That was worth more than I realized.

__________________

Post-Monica, Four Months -- Session 4

Travis:

I sat in the waiting room, flipping through a magazine, already bracing myself for another round of "let's pretend Travis was the problem."

As luck would have it, there was another gem in the magazine pile.

"Scientists Discover That Cows Have Best Friends. What We Can Learn from Bovine Loyalty."

I smirked. Good for them.

After a few minutes, I glanced up at the clock.

Monica wasn't here.

I frowned. She was usually early or right on time.

A thought crossed my mind--maybe she finally came to her senses and called off this ridiculous notion of reconciliation.

I snorted at the idea. Yeah, right.

The office door swung open, and a woman in her mid-50s stomped out like she was on a mission.

Trailing behind her was an older man, slightly hunched, clutching a purse like it was a live grenade.

The woman turned on him immediately. "I told you to hold it properly! You're creasing the leather!"

I bit back a laugh, making a mental note--session four, married man loses war to handbag.

Before I could enjoy the scene longer, Willow stepped out.

Her eyes met mine, and her greeting was noticeably curt.

"Travis."

I raised an eyebrow. "Should we wait for Monica?"

Willow shook her head. "Not today. I want to have a one-on-one session with you."

I sighed internally. Oh, joy.

Because nothing says 'fun' like an hour alone with my biggest fan.

I followed Dr. Willow Carr into her office, already dreading this session.

A one-on-one? With her?

Yeah, this was about to be a special kind of hell.

She sat in her usual chair, folding her hands neatly in her lap. Silent. Watching.

I took my usual seat, waiting for the inevitable preachy opening statement about trust, reconciliation, or some nonsense about healing.

The silence stretched on.

I raised an eyebrow. "So, do we start with a prayer circle, or should I just start listing my emotional sins?"

Nothing.

No smile. No forced laugh. Just cold analysis.

Then she spoke. "What's your game, Travis?"

I frowned. "Excuse me?"

She studied me. "I've noticed a change in your attitude. It's subtle, but it's there."

I shrugged. "Got some sound advice."

Her eyebrow twitched. "What advice?"

I smirked slightly. "From two people I hold near and dear."

Her gaze narrowed. "And have you decided to forgive Monica?"

My smirk vanished.

I leaned back in my chair, crossing my arms. "Not yet."

She tilted her head slightly. "What will it take?"

I stayed silent.

She leaned in. "When will you forgive her?"

I still didn't answer, but in my head, I had one.

Maybe when pigs fly.

Or better yet--when Rick Sullivan becomes a respected member of society.

For the rest of the session, Willow talked about forgiveness.

How it was necessary for healing.

How it was the key to moving forward.

How I needed to find a way to let go of my resentment.

Each time she made a suggestion, I fought the urge to respond with a sarcastic comment.

Maybe I'll send Monica a gift basket labeled "Congrats on Wrecking Your Family."

Or Perhaps I'll hire a skywriter to write "It's Fine" over our old house.

But I kept my mouth shut.

By the time I left her office, I had never felt so emotionally drained.

Not even divorce court could be worse than this.

Could it?

__________________

Post-Monica, Four Months -- Session 5

Travis:

I was halfway through my morning coffee when Dr. Willow Carr's office called.

The receptionist sounded as cheerful as someone working for the enemy could. "Mr. Parker, Dr. Carr wanted to let you know that your next session will be a one-on-one with Monica, so you won't need to attend."

I nearly choked on my coffee. Best news I'd heard all week.

"Thanks," I said, grinning to myself as I ended the call.



No therapy session? That meant an entire evening of uninterrupted freedom.

I had already mentally planned the night. Pizza, a new PS5 game I had been dying to try out, and maybe even a classic action movie from the 90s.

I hadn't been this excited in a while.

A few hours later, I headed into our weekly status meeting with the U.S. government.

It was funny--I never thought I'd be happy about a government meeting, but compared to an hour of Willow Carr's lectures about forgiveness?

Yeah. I'd take PowerPoint slides and budget discussions any day.

As the meeting went on, I noticed Maggie watching me.

She wasn't focused on the slides--no, she was watching me. Studying me, like I was some puzzle she was trying to figure out.

Afterward, as I packed up my laptop, she stopped me.

"You're in a suspiciously good mood," she said, arms crossed. "What's up?"

I smirked. "I don't have to go to counseling tonight."

Maggie raised an eyebrow. "Oh? So what's the plan?"

I grinned. "Pizza. PS5. A classic action movie."

Maggie chuckled, shaking her head. "Maybe you should join a gym instead of spending your free time glued to a screen."

I gasped dramatically. "Blasphemy! Why lift weights when I can lift a controller?"

She rolled her eyes but smirked. "Alright, Parker. Enjoy your lazy night."

"Oh, I will," I said with a grin.

Because for the first time in months, my evening was actually mine.

__________________

Post-Monica, Four Months -- Session 6

Travis:

I showed up late to the next therapy session. Not intentionally, but I'd lost track of time, and by the time I rushed into Dr. Willow Carr's office, she was already waiting with that disapproving stare.

"Travis," she said, arms crossed. "You're late."

I sighed and, before I could stop myself, muttered, "Sorry."

She nodded, satisfied, and I mentally kicked myself for apologizing. I do not owe this woman an apology.

I dropped into my usual seat, resisting the urge to sink too far into it.

Willow didn't waste time. "Today's session is about rebuilding trust."

Of course, it was.

I participated without sarcasm, not because I believed in any of this, but because I was running out of energy to fight it.

I let Monica talk about trust, how she wanted to rebuild what she broke.

I nodded at the right times, kept my voice even, and gave Willow nothing to scold me for.

By the end of the session, I felt... numb.

Not angry. Not sad. Just... empty.

I cursed to myself. What the hell was this therapy doing to me?

As I grabbed my things, Monica hesitated at the door.

"Travis," she said softly. "Do you want to get a drink?"

For half a second, I almost said yes.

Then I caught myself.

I forced a small, polite smile. "Raincheck. I have plans."

She nodded, looking a little disappointed. "Okay. Maybe another time."

I walked to my car, feeling unsettled.

When I got home, I fired up the PS5.

And just... sat there.

Staring at the screen, controller in hand, not even sure why I agreed to a raincheck.

I didn't want to go out with Monica.

So why the hell did I say that?

__________________

Post-Monica, Four Months -- Session 7

Travis:

I sat in the waiting room, flipping through another ridiculous magazine article to distract myself from what was coming.

"Can Owls Actually Be Trusted? A Deep Dive into Their Silent, Mysterious Ways."

I smirked. If Willow were an animal, she'd be an owl--always watching, waiting, and silently judging.

Just then, Monica walked in.

She smiled when she saw me.

I don't know why, but I smiled back.

"Hey, Travis," she said warmly.

"Hey, Monica," I replied, just as warm.

She sat down next to me, close enough that I could smell her perfume.

For the next few minutes, we talked about the article, laughing about the absurdity of untrustworthy owls.

At some point, without me even noticing, Monica rested her head on my shoulder.

It was comfortable. Familiar.

I didn't react. Didn't even register it.

Then the door to Willow's office opened.

A husband and wife stepped out, hand in hand.

The wife looked genuinely happy.

The husband? Not so much. His smile was forced, the kind of look that said I've been broken down and rebuilt into the perfect therapy husband.

Before I could dwell on it, I caught movement in my peripheral vision.

Willow was watching.

She was smiling.

And that's when it hit me.

Monica's head was on my shoulder.

I cursed internally.

Before I could correct it, Willow greeted us, her tone pleased.

"Travis. Monica." She gestured toward her office. "Come on in."

And just like that, I had walked right into the trap.

I followed Monica into Dr. Willow Carr's office, keeping my expression neutral.

I wasn't sure what bothered me more--the fact that Monica had rested her head on my shoulder earlier, or the fact that I let her.

It was a mistake.

And judging by the way Willow had smiled when she saw us, I had just given her ammunition.

As we sat down in our usual seats, I could already predict the routine.

Willow folded her hands, offering Monica a warm smile before turning to me with her usual, unreadable gaze.

"Before we begin," she started, "let's go over the session rules."

I nodded along, barely listening at this point. I could recite them by heart.

Then, she leaned forward slightly. "Today's topic is conflict resolution."

I felt a flicker of dread.

Willow continued, "We're going to discuss how, when problems arise in a marriage, partners should work through them together, rather than making impulsive decisions."

Monica nodded, folding her hands in her lap. "I agree."

I stayed silent.

Willow turned her attention to me. "Travis, how do you feel you handled the conflict in your marriage?"

I shrugged. "I handled things the best I could."

Willow gave a sympathetic smile. "Would you say that kicking Monica out was the best resolution?"

Monica sighed dramatically. "I just wish we had talked first, really talked."

I nodded, playing along, but internally?

There was a battle raging.

A small, almost rational part of me wondered, Could I have handled things differently?

Maybe.

Then there was the other side--the one that had kept me sane these past few months. The sarcastic, realist Travis.

That Travis scoffed. Handled it differently? What, invite Rick over for dinner and ask how long he's been screwing my wife?

Monica cheated.

I owed her nothing.

Yet here I was, sitting in this office, entertaining the idea that I was at fault for how I reacted.

And I hated that.

The session mercifully ended, and I walked out feeling drained, frustrated, and unsure of myself.

Monica walked beside me, a little too close, and before we reached the parking lot, she hesitated.

Then, she looked up at me.

"Travis," she said softly, "do you want to grab a drink?"

I knew I should've said no.

I knew that going would only make things more complicated.

But before I could stop myself, I sighed and said,

"Sure. Why not."

I told Monica to follow me to the bar I frequent most often.

It wasn't fancy, wasn't high-class--just comfortable. A place where I could relax, drink, and not think about my life imploding.

As we walked inside, my eyes immediately landed on Maggie.

She was sitting at her usual spot, drink in hand, chatting with the bartender.

She turned to greet me, her expression shifting slightly when she saw I wasn't alone.

Instead of her usual sarcastic smirk or playful comment, she just gave me a nod and turned back to her drink.

I saw it. That flicker of something.

And I ignored it.

Because my head was a mess.

Monica and I took a seat at a quiet corner booth.

Drinks were ordered, and before I knew it, we were talking about old times.

Trips we had taken. Inside jokes we used to have. The good moments.

For a while, I let myself sink into it.

Let myself forget about the lies, the betrayal, the therapy sessions.

It was dangerous.

An hour later, Monica glanced at the time and sighed. "I should get back to my parents' house."

She smiled at me, looking... happy. Hopeful.

Before I could react, she leaned in and kissed my cheek.

"Thank you for tonight," she whispered before heading out.

I sat there, completely numb.

The war in my head was louder than ever.

I barely noticed when Maggie sat down across from me.

She said something--I had no idea what.

I didn't respond.

Then, without warning--she slapped me.

Not hard enough to leave a mark, but definitely enough to wake me the hell up.

I blinked, rubbing my cheek. "Damn, Donaldson. Been working out?"

She crossed her arms. "You needed that."

I exhaled. "Yeah, maybe."

She studied me. "You looked like a damn zombie when I walked over."

I scoffed. "Thanks for the concern."

Then she tilted her head. "Did it have anything to do with that woman?"

I caught it.

That hint of jealousy.

I leaned back, rubbing my temple. "That woman is my ex-wife."

Maggie raised an eyebrow. "Oh."

And so, I told her everything.

I sat back in the booth, finishing off my drink while Maggie listened to everything.

I told her about therapy, about Willow's constant interruptions, about how I felt like I was walking into an ambush every session.

I told her about Monica's version of events and how I had to sit there and nod along while my side of the story got dissected.

And I told her about tonight--the drink, the reminiscing, the kiss on the cheek.

Maggie didn't interrupt, didn't roll her eyes, didn't scoff.

She just listened.

When I finished, I leaned back and let out a heavy sigh.

Maggie swirled her drink, looking at me thoughtfully. "You know why you're struggling with this, right?"

I raised an eyebrow. "Oh, do tell, Dr. Donaldson."

She smirked. "Willow is holding you back."

I frowned. "What?"

Maggie set her glass down and leaned forward. "She's deflecting, Travis. Every session, she makes you second-guess yourself while letting Monica do whatever the hell she wants."

I opened my mouth to argue, but she held up a hand.

"Hear me out," she said. "You're not allowed to open up. You're not allowed to talk directly to Monica in therapy--because if you did, if you actually said everything that's been building up inside you, Willow wouldn't be able to protect her."

I stilled.

Something about that... hit harder than I expected.

Maggie was right.

Every time I tried to get to the root of things, Willow intervened. She redirected, downplayed, turned my words into something else.

Monica got to share her pain while I sat there, bottling mine up.

And I had been playing along.

Maggie leaned back, crossing her arms. "You need to have your say, Travis."

I let out a slow breath, rubbing my face. "Yeah. I do."

Maggie smirked. "Glad I could help."

I sighed, rubbing my cheek where she had slapped me earlier.

"Still stings," I muttered.

She grinned. "You needed something to snap back to reality."

I chuckled. "I probably did."

But deep down, I knew something had shifted.

The next session?

Things were going to be different.

__________________

Post-Monica, Four Months -- Session 8

Travis:

I sat in Dr. Willow Carr's waiting room, flipping through yet another magazine, looking for something ridiculous to read.

And once again, the universe did not disappoint.

"Scientists Say Squirrels Are Master Strategists--Are We Underestimating Them?"

I smirked. Great. Now I have to worry about the squirrel uprising on top of everything else.

Just as I was about to dive in, the door opened.

Monica walked in.

She smiled when she saw me, and like I had been doing for the past few weeks, I smiled back.

"Hey, Travis," she said, sitting down next to me.

"Monica," I greeted warmly.

She glanced at the magazine in my hands. "What's the topic today?"

I held it up. "Apparently, squirrels are tactical geniuses, and we should fear them."

Monica let out a genuine laugh. "Well, that's reassuring."

I smirked. Enjoy this moment, Monica. Because after today, you won't want to sit next to me again.

We spent the next few minutes talking about the article, laughing about the absurdity of squirrel conspiracies.

But I knew.

This was the last time things were going to feel this easy.

Because today?

I was done playing Willow's game.

The receptionist looked up from her desk and gave the usual tight-lipped smile. "Dr. Carr is ready for you."

Monica and I stood, walking side by side into the office.

Like always, Willow was already seated, pen in hand, her expression unreadable.

We took our usual seats.

"Before we begin," Willow said smoothly, "let's go over the session rules."

I fought the urge to roll my eyes.

Same speech, same warnings, same subtle condescension masked as neutrality.

Then, she set down her pen and said, "Today's topic is communication."

Oh, this is gonna be good.

She barely finished speaking before I leaned forward.

"Actually, Willow," I said, keeping my tone even but firm, "I want to talk to Monica directly."

Willow's expression shifted. "Travis, these sessions work best when I facilitate--"

"No," I cut in, locking eyes with her. "I want to talk to her. No interruptions."

Willow opened her mouth but stopped. She saw it in my face.

I wasn't asking.

After a moment, she nodded, though I could see her reluctance.

I turned to Monica.

And let loose.

"You talk about rebuilding trust, about how we need to communicate," I started, my voice dripping with sarcasm. "But let's communicate about something real, Monica."

She shifted in her seat, already looking uneasy.

I leaned forward. "You pulled away first."

Monica's breath hitched.

I didn't stop.

"You made me feel like a stranger in my own marriage. You made me wonder if I was crazy, if I was imagining things. But I wasn't, was I?"

Willow tensed. "Travis--"

I ignored her.

"You didn't talk to me. You didn't ask for space. You didn't try to fix anything. You chose Rick."

Monica let out a soft sob, her hands clenched together in her lap.

"You chose to sleep with him."

Willow sat up straighter. "Travis, this isn't constructive--"

I turned to her, finally acknowledging her presence.

"Not constructive for who? You?" I scoffed. "Or is this not part of the script?"

Willow's face twitched.

Monica wiped at her eyes, looking utterly broken.

Good.

For the first time, she had to sit with what she did without anyone cushioning the blow.

Willow cleared her throat. "I think we should end here today."

I smirked, standing up. "Wow, really? I thought we were communicating."

Willow's jaw tightened, but she said nothing.

I looked at Monica one last time.

Then, for the first time since these sessions started, I walked out feeling good.

__________________

Post-Monica, Four Months -- Session 9

Travis:

I sat in Dr. Willow Carr's waiting room, flipping through yet another ridiculous magazine article.

"Are Pigeons Secretly Smarter Than We Think? A Study Suggests They Recognize Themselves in Mirrors."

I smirked. Great. Now I have to worry about self-aware pigeons plotting world domination.

I glanced at the clock. Monica wasn't here.

I frowned. She was always early or right on time.

A sinking feeling settled in my gut. Something was off.

I leaned over the reception desk. "Hey, did Monica cancel today's session?"

The receptionist shook her head. "Nope."

Before I could respond, the office door slammed open.

A man stormed out, flipping off Willow's office door before muttering curses under his breath and heading straight for the elevator.

A moment later, a sobbing woman ran out.

"David!" she cried, chasing after him. "Please, baby, I'm sorry! Let's talk!"

She reached the elevator just as the doors closed in her face.

I watched the whole thing unfold, amused but not surprised.

Another poor soul caught in the Willow Carr Marriage Experience.

A few seconds later, Willow herself emerged.

She looked annoyed, but the moment her eyes landed on me, her face hardened even more.

"Travis," she greeted curtly.

Then she motioned toward her office.

I stood, sighing to myself.

Oh yeah. Today was gonna be fun.

I walked into Dr. Willow Carr's office, already exhausted before the session even started.

She looked tense, irritated--probably still stewing over whatever just went down with her last couple.

I didn't care.

I slumped onto the couch, stretching my legs out, my exhaustion only half-pretend.

We sat in silence.

I waited for her to start with her usual "Travis, before we begin, let's go over the rules" speech.

But she just stared at me.

Her lips were pressed into a tight line, her fingers laced together, knuckles white.

I raised an eyebrow. "So, what's today's topic?"

Willow's eyes narrowed.

Then she exploded.

"You know what, Travis? I am so sick of your sarcasm!"

I blinked. Wow. Okay.

"You sit here," she continued, "acting like you're above all of this! Like this is some game, some joke that you just have to endure long enough to get what you want!"

She leaned forward, eyes blazing. "Do you even hear yourself? Ever? Or are you so wrapped up in your own anger that you can't even see the damage you've done?"

I tilted my head. "To whom? Monica? Because I think--"

She cut me off. "To yourself, Travis! To your children, to everyone who still cares about you! But no--you just sit there, making sarcastic comments, rolling your eyes, pretending you don't feel anything!"

I sat up a little, something clicking into place.

Oh. There it is.

She wasn't just mad at me.

She was projecting.

I folded my arms. "Sounds personal, Willow. Everything okay at home?"

Willow froze.

Her breath hitched--for just a second--but I caught it.

She blinked.

I leaned forward, pressing the moment. "That husband of yours giving you trouble? That guy who just stormed out of here?" I gestured toward the door. "Or was it the one before him?"

Willow's face paled.

Bingo.

I smiled coldly. "Let me guess--you see every husband who walks through these doors as him, don't you?"

Willow opened her mouth--then closed it.

She was stunned into silence.

First time for everything.

I stood, brushing imaginary dust off my pants. "I'm guessing this session is over."

Willow said nothing.

I walked out, feeling lighter than I had in months.

Because finally?

I wasn't the one losing control.

__________________

Post-Monica, Five Months

Travis:

My phone rang, and when I saw James Pearson's name, I braced myself. Lawyer calls were rarely good news.

"Tell me you've got something exciting for me, James," I answered.

"Well," Pearson said, his tone amused, "Dr. Willow Carr has officially canceled the rest of your counseling sessions."

I blinked. Then smirked. "What? She didn't want to continue her one-woman crusade against husbands?"

Pearson chuckled. "Seems not. Whatever happened in that last session, she wants nothing to do with you anymore."

"I'll send her a thank-you card," I deadpanned.

Pearson sighed, still entertained but getting to business. "Now, onto the final step--the divorce hearing."

I exhaled, letting that sink in.

This was it.

The final battle.

And for the first time in months, I could actually see the finish line.

__________________

Three Weeks Before the Divorce Hearing

Travis:

I had just settled in for a perfectly quiet evening--beer in one hand, PS5 controller in the other, ready to absolutely obliterate some virtual enemies--when the doorbell rang. I groaned, already annoyed. It was too late for deliveries, too early for home invasions, so I figured it was either a neighbor or some other new form of suffering.



Turns out, it was the latter.

Standing on my damn doorstep, looking like she had just walked out of a Hallmark redemption arc, was Monica.

I blinked. "Huh. You're not the pizza I didn't order."

She ignored the joke and gave me a small, rehearsed-looking smile. "Travis."

I sighed. "Monica, it's late. Unless you're here to confess to another terrible decision, I don't see why--"

"Can I come in?" she asked quickly, her voice soft, hopeful.

I gave her a long, deadpan stare. "Not unless you're bringing that pizza I still didn't order."

She let out a shaky breath. "Please, Travis. Just five minutes."

I considered my options.

Option A: Shut the door in her face, finish my game, and never think about this moment again.

Option B: Let her in, listen to whatever nonsense she had planned, and regret my choices immediately.

Because I am an idiot, I went with Option B.

"Fine," I muttered. "But if this turns into a 'take me back' speech, I'm gonna start charging you for my time."

She stepped inside, looking around like she expected things to feel the same. But nothing about this house was hers anymore.

I crossed my arms. "Alright. You got five minutes. Impress me."

She took a deep breath, like she was preparing for a TED Talk. "Travis... I just... I need you to know how sorry I am."

I sighed. "Oh, wow, you're sorry? Well, that changes everything. Let me go grab the 'Marriage Un-Destroyer™' from the back and we can just--"

"Travis."

I smirked. "Sorry, sorry. Continue your tragic monologue."

She swallowed. "I miss you. I miss our family. And I would give anything--anything--to undo what I did."

I stared at her for a moment, then slowly shook my head. "You know what I miss, Monica? Having a wife who wasn't sneaking off to the gym for reasons that had nothing to do with fitness."

She flinched. "I was... I was lost."

I snorted. "Lost? Monica, Google Maps can't even fix what you did."

She wiped at her eyes. "Do you think you could ever--ever--forgive me?"

I tilted my head, pretending to think. "Hmmm... let's see. Could I forgive my wife for cheating on me with the human embodiment of a protein shake?"

Monica sniffled.

"No."

She blinked. "That's it? Just... no?"

I shrugged. "Would you prefer a PowerPoint presentation?"

She looked genuinely crushed, like she thought showing up and looking sad would magically reverse reality.

"I just had to try," she whispered.

I sighed and gestured to the door. "And now you can try walking out."

She hesitated, like she wanted to say more. Then, realizing this was actually the end, she gave me one last look--regretful, defeated, and about six months too late.

Then, she walked out.

I closed the door, locked it, and let out a deep breath.

Then I walked back to my couch, picked up my controller, and muttered, "Well, that was a colossal waste of five minutes."

And with that, I went back to doing something productive.

Like winning a war in a video game.

__________________

Two Weeks Before the Divorce Hearing

Travis:

Francis had always been the level-headed one, the kid who saw all sides, who tried to find common ground where the rest of us just wanted to pick a side and stay there. So when he texted me saying he wanted to have a sit-down--with me, Monica, Beth, and Traci all in the same room--I already knew where this was going.

I sighed, staring at the message, debating how much energy I had left for this nonsense. Then, another message popped up.

"Dad, just hear me out. We don't have to forgive her. I just think we should at least try to talk before the hearing."

I ran a hand down my face. This kid. He always meant well, but I wasn't sure he understood just how done Beth and Traci were with their mother.

Still, against my better judgment, I agreed. Maybe it was guilt. Maybe it was exhaustion. Or maybe I just wanted Francis to finally see what I already knew--Monica wasn't the victim here.

We met at a neutral place, a restaurant downtown. Public enough that no one would cause a scene, but quiet enough that we could actually talk. I got there first, sat down, and ordered a coffee. Beth and Traci arrived next, and both of them looked as unenthusiastic as I felt.

"You know this is a waste of time, right?" Traci muttered, crossing her arms as she sat down.

Beth nodded. "Yeah, I don't even know why we're here."

"Because Francis asked," I said, taking a sip of my coffee. "And because we want him to see for himself that this is pointless."

Before either of them could respond, Francis walked in, followed by Monica.

She looked nervous, maybe even hopeful. She sat down across from me, eyes flicking toward Traci and Beth, who both immediately looked away.

"Thank you all for coming," Francis said, already slipping into his mediator voice. "I just... I know things have been bad, but before we go into that courtroom, I think we should at least try to clear the air."

Monica seized the moment. "I agree," she said quickly, looking between them. "I--I know I've made mistakes. I know I hurt all of you." Her eyes lingered on Beth and Traci. "But I don't want this to be the end. You're my children, and I--"

"You don't get to say that," Traci cut in, her voice sharp as a knife. "You don't get to call us your children when you threw us away the second you cheated."

Monica flinched. "Traci--"

"No." Traci's hands clenched into fists. "You want to sit here and pretend like you care? Like you've been some helpless victim in all this? You weren't. You made a choice. And now, you want us to just pretend none of it happened?"

Beth, who had been quiet up until now, finally spoke. "Why now?" she asked, voice small but firm. "Why do you suddenly care so much now?"

Monica's mouth opened, but no words came out.

"Because you're losing everything," I said, my voice even. "That's why."

She turned to me, eyes welling up. "Travis, please--"

"No." I shook my head. "This is exactly why this meeting is a waste of time." I gestured to Beth and Traci. "They're not going to forgive you just because you suddenly decided you're ready to be their mom again. You don't get to pick and choose when you care."

Francis sighed. "Come on, Dad, can't we at least--"

"No, Francis, we can't." Traci stood up. "You wanted a conversation? Well, here's my part--I'm done with her." She looked down at Monica, cold and final. "And if you had any self-respect, you'd stop pretending this is fixable."

Beth nodded, standing as well. "I'm done, too."

I pushed back my chair and stood with them.

Francis looked between us, defeated. "So that's it?"

"That's it," Traci said, grabbing her coat. "Let's go."

Beth followed, and I gave Francis a small pat on the shoulder. "I know you meant well, son. But this? This was never going to work."

Monica sat there, silent, staring at the table.

Francis sighed. "I just... I don't know. I thought maybe--"

"You're a good kid," I said. "But you need to stop expecting good things from bad people."

Then, without another word, I walked out the door, leaving Monica and Francis behind.

__________________

One Week Before the Divorce Hearing

Travis:

Sitting in my lawyer's office, I mentally braced myself for what was about to be an incredibly tedious conversation about the divorce hearing. I had survived months of psychological warfare, endured therapy with a biased referee, and had somehow not committed a crime despite Monica pushing every legal and emotional boundary imaginable. But now, this was it--the final stretch.

"So," my lawyer, a no-nonsense guy named James Pearson, began, flipping through a ridiculously thick file, "the hearing is in a week. We need to go over what to expect."

I sighed. "Let me guess. Monica is going to walk in looking tragically fragile, claim she was manipulated into the original settlement, and try to squeeze me for every dime possible?"

James gave me a pointed look. "Pretty much."

I groaned, leaning back in my chair. "Fantastic. Do I get bonus points if she fake-cries? Or do I just automatically lose the round?"

James smirked. "You don't lose unless you engage in the theatrics. Stick to the facts. That's what the judge will care about."

I nodded. "Alright, so no rolling my eyes when she starts monologuing about how hard it's been for her?"

"Correct."

"And if she starts quoting poetry about lost love?"

James blinked. "Is that... likely?"

I scoffed. "You don't know Monica. I'd put money on a dramatic speech about how I abandoned her, followed by a teary plea for reconciliation."

James flipped to another page in his notes. "Well, she's also arguing that she was 'emotionally coerced' into the original agreement and deserves spousal support."

I nearly choked on my coffee. "I'm sorry, she what?"

"Yeah." James exhaled. "She's claiming that she wasn't in a 'stable emotional state' when she agreed to no spousal support."

I stared at him. "Was this before or after she was emotionally stable enough to cheat on me? Because I feel like that's an important timeline to clarify."

James chuckled. "Stick with that tone in court, and we'll be fine."

I ran a hand through my hair, already exhausted by the idea of having to listen to Monica argue her way into more of my money.

"Alright," I sighed. "What else should I expect?"

James scanned his notes. "She might bring up your 'hostile attitude' in therapy. Willow will likely have a statement about how you weren't 'willing to engage in reconciliation.'"

I barked out a laugh. "Oh, you mean the therapy where Willow tried to Jedi-mind-trick me into believing my divorce was my fault?" I shook my head. "Great. I can't wait for that testimony."

James shrugged. "It won't hold weight unless Monica can prove you were outright refusing to participate."

"James, I walked out of therapy because Willow was projecting her own marriage issues onto me. If anything, I should be getting emotional damages."

James sighed, clearly trying not to laugh. "Unfortunately, the court isn't going to compensate you for enduring bad therapy."

I groaned. "So unfair. Can we at least argue that she should pay me back for the mental toll of those sessions?"

"Focus, Travis."

I waved my hand. "Fine, fine. What else?"

James flipped one last page. "We'll go over the financials, child custody agreements--though Beth is old enough to make her own decision--and finalize asset division. Just stick to the facts, avoid sarcastic outbursts, and let me handle any nonsense she tries to pull."

I nodded, sighing. "Alright. So basically, shut up, don't roll my eyes, and don't call out her BS too obviously."

"Exactly."

I stood up, shaking his hand. "I feel like I should get a trophy or something when this is all over."

James smirked. "You'll get your freedom."

I exhaled dramatically. "Yeah, but can I also get a cake?"

James chuckled. "I'll see what I can do."

I walked out of his office, mentally preparing myself.

One more week. Then it would finally be over.

__________________

One Day Before the Divorce Hearing

Travis:

I swirled my drink, watching the ice melt into what I could only assume was liquid wisdom. Tomorrow was the big day--the final battle, the moment where I would either walk away a free man or financially wrecked beyond recognition. There was only one place I wanted to be tonight, and Maggie had already beaten me there, sitting at our usual table, drink in hand, watching me like she could see the storm brewing in my head.

"So," she said, raising an eyebrow as I sat down. "You ready?"

I let out a breath. "For court? Absolutely not. For drinks until I temporarily forget about court? One hundred percent."

Maggie smirked and clinked her glass against mine. "That's the spirit."

I took a sip and sighed. "You know, when I got married, I never pictured my life coming down to a courtroom and a judge deciding whether or not I still owed Monica something."

Maggie gave me a knowing look. "You're still stuck on that, huh?"

I shrugged. "Not stuck. Just... thinking. I spent so much time these last few months being angry, sarcastic, exhausted. But now that it's almost over, I just feel...weirdly empty."

She nodded. "Because this was your fight. You've spent months tearing through this mess, throwing punches, dodging Monica's insanity, surviving therapy sessions designed to break you. And now? Now there's nothing left to fight."

I smirked. "That's pretty deep for a woman who once slapped me in the face to bring me back to reality."

Maggie grinned. "Hey, sometimes tough love requires a little violence."

I chuckled, but her words stuck with me. She was right. I had defined my life around surviving this divorce, making it out with my sanity intact. Now that it was here, I didn't know what came next.

Maggie must've seen something in my expression because she leaned forward, resting her arms on the table. "So, what are you gonna do once this is over?"

I tilted my head. "You mean after I collapse in bed for a week straight and reconsider every life choice that led me here?"

She smirked. "Yeah, after that."

I sighed. "I don't know. I've spent so long looking backward, trying to rewrite the past in my head, wondering where I screwed up. Maybe it's time I actually look forward."

Maggie lifted her glass. "To the future, then."

I clinked mine against hers, letting out a small smile. "To not looking back."

And for the first time in a long time, I actually meant it.

__________________

Divorce Hearing Day -- The Courtroom War

Travis:

I had always imagined my final battle with Monica would be some dramatic, movie-worthy showdown, complete with lightning, thunder, and maybe a choir singing in the background. Instead, it was just me, my lawyer, a stiff suit I hated, and an old judge who looked like he wanted to be anywhere but here.

"All rise," the bailiff announced as the judge entered.

I stood, adjusting my tie like it was a noose. Across from me, Monica was already playing the part of the tragic ex-wife, sitting with her hands neatly folded, looking delicate and wounded, like she was about to recite a Shakespearean monologue about betrayal.

"Please be seated," the judge said, already sounding bored with life.

My lawyer, James, leaned over. "Remember, stick to the facts, no sarcasm, no rolling your eyes, and for the love of God, don't get baited."

I nodded. "Cool, cool. What about deep, dramatic sighs?"

James exhaled, pinching the bridge of his nose. "Just...try to behave."

The judge cleared his throat and turned to Monica's lawyer, a guy who looked like he practiced smarmy smiles in the mirror every morning. "Counselor, you may proceed."

Monica's lawyer stood, buttoning his overly expensive suit. "Your Honor, before we begin, I'd like to submit evidence into the record--Dr. Willow Carr's official report from the therapy sessions between my client and Mr. Parker."

I froze.

Oh. Oh, you have got to be kidding me.

James muttered, "Unbelievable," under his breath but kept a poker face as Monica's lawyer handed a thick stack of papers to the judge.

The judge flipped through it, adjusting his glasses. "Dr. Carr is a licensed therapist, correct?"

"Yes, Your Honor," Monica's lawyer said. "And her findings are very telling."

I already knew what that report said.

It painted me as bitter, combative, emotionally unwilling to work on reconciliation. Because, you know, I didn't sit there and cry on cue like Monica did.

The judge nodded slowly. "Alright. Proceed with your witness."

Monica's lawyer turned toward her. "Mrs. Parker, can you tell us why you felt reconciliation was possible?"

Monica sniffled for effect. "Because I still love him," she said softly.

I almost choked on my own rage.

She continued, perfectly rehearsed. "I know I made mistakes. I deeply regret them. But I wanted to do the therapy because I believed that, deep down, Travis still loved me too."

Monica's lawyer nodded. "And how did Mr. Parker behave during therapy?"

She sighed like I had personally wounded her soul. "Distant. Sarcastic. Resentful." She looked up at the judge with watery eyes. "I was trying to save our marriage, but he...he just wouldn't let go of his anger."

I clenched my fists under the table. Unbelievable.

Monica's lawyer nodded, flipping through Willow's report like it was gospel. "According to Dr. Carr, Mr. Parker showed clear hostility in sessions, refusing to engage in meaningful communication. He often used sarcasm and avoidance tactics instead of dealing with his emotions."

I nudged James. "That's not sarcasm and avoidance. That's me coping."

James whispered back, "Yeah, judges love hearing about 'coping through sarcasm.' Just...shut up for now."

Monica continued her performance. "I wanted to rebuild trust. I wanted us to find a way back to each other. But Travis...he shut me out completely."

I stared at her, completely floored. This woman had rewritten history so thoroughly I half-expected her to claim I had an affair with Rick instead.

Monica's lawyer sighed dramatically, turning back to her. "Mrs. Parker, in your opinion, is your husband an angry man?"

She nodded without hesitation. "Yes. He's very angry."

I smirked before I could stop myself.

Monica's lawyer turned to the judge. "Your Honor, based on Dr. Carr's professional assessment and Mrs. Parker's testimony, we believe that Mr. Parker's hostility during therapy is clear evidence that he was emotionally unwilling to negotiate fairly in this divorce. We request that the original settlement be reconsidered, and spousal support be granted to my client."

James sighed, rubbing his temple.

I leaned over. "Can I roll my eyes now?"

James straightened his tie, looking back at me with a slow grin.

"No, but you can watch me tear this apart."

He stood up.

__________________

The Courtroom War: Cross-Examining Monica

Travis:

I leaned back in my chair, watching as James stood up, adjusting his tie with the kind of calm, lethal precision that told me he had been waiting for this moment.

"Mrs. Parker," he began, his voice even, professional, but with just enough of a bite to let everyone know he was about to rip her testimony apart like a bear on a picnic basket.

Monica shifted in her seat, trying to maintain her fragile, wounded persona.

James took a casual step forward. "Earlier, you stated that you believed reconciliation was possible. Is that correct?"

She nodded. "Yes."

James tilted his head. "And yet, in Dr. Carr's very thorough report, nowhere does it say that you took any responsibility for your actions. Would you like to explain that?"

Monica blinked. "I--I took responsibility."

James raised an eyebrow. "Oh? Because what I read says you repeatedly reframed your actions as mistakes, not choices. Which is interesting, considering you didn't 'accidentally' have an affair, did you?"

Monica swallowed. "It was... a lapse in judgment."

James smiled. It was not a friendly smile. "Right. A lapse in judgment. Just a casual oopsie-daisy."

I smirked.

James continued, flipping through his very organized, very dangerous-looking file. "Let's talk about your affair with Mr. Richard Sullivan--or as we all lovingly know him, 'Big Rick.'"

Monica's face flushed. "That's... not relevant."

James gave a mock-confused look. "Oh, but I think it is. You see, Mrs. Parker, you've spent the last hour painting my client as some emotionally unavailable monster. But I'm curious--how does one expect to 'find a way back to their husband' when they're having a full-blown affair with the next-door neighbor?"

Monica shifted in her seat. "I was... unhappy."

James nodded. "And instead of communicating that unhappiness, instead of seeking therapy before your affair, instead of, I don't know, literally any other choice, you decided the best way to deal with it was to commit adultery."



Monica's lawyer objected. "Argumentative."

The judge waved a hand. "Overruled. I'd like to hear the answer."

I had to bite the inside of my cheek to stop myself from laughing.

Monica looked down, pretending to be fragile. "I wasn't thinking clearly."

James smirked. "Ah. So, you're saying your ability to think only became clear after you got caught?"

I coughed into my hand. That was beautiful.

Monica's jaw clenched. "That's not fair."

James continued. "Do you believe my client deserves to be punished financially because you 'weren't thinking clearly'?"

Monica sat up, regaining her self-righteous energy. "I think I deserve some level of compensation for the life I helped build."

James nodded. "Interesting. You say you helped build this life, yet my client--and I have the bank statements to prove it--was the primary financial provider in the household."

Monica pursed her lips. "I contributed."

James held up a folder. "Mrs. Parker, can you tell the court how many years you contributed financially to the household before deciding to quit your job?"

Monica opened her mouth, then closed it.

James tilted his head. "Would you like me to say it for you?"

Monica looked away. "Two years."

James smiled. "Two. And yet you believe that entitles you to lifelong financial support?"

Monica sputtered. "I was the mother of his children!"

James nodded. "And Mr. Parker was the father of those same children. Should he get paid for not cheating?"

Monica's lawyer objected. "Badgering the witness."

The judge sighed, rubbing his temple. "Sustained. Move it along, Mr. Pearson."

James nodded. "Gladly." He closed his file and turned to the judge. "No further questions, Your Honor."

Monica let out a visible exhale, like she had barely survived.

I leaned toward James, grinning. "That was a thing of beauty."

James smirked. "We're not done yet."

The judge looked at me. "Mr. Parker, please approach the stand."

I stood up, adjusting my tie, and walked to the witness stand.

Monica looked nervous.

She should be.

__________________

The Courtroom War: Travis Testifies

Travis:

I adjusted my tie as I sat down at the witness stand, mentally preparing myself for whatever legal circus was about to unfold. I had already survived therapy, endless lawyer meetings, and Monica's attempts at rewriting history, so really, how bad could this be?

Spoiler alert: Very.

James stood up, straightening his suit like he was about to deliver a closing argument in a murder trial. "Mr. Parker," he began, "let's talk about your experience with marital counseling."

I sighed dramatically. "Oh, do we have to?"

James smirked. "Afraid so." He turned toward the judge. "Your Honor, Mrs. Parker has submitted a report from Dr. Willow Carr, suggesting that my client was emotionally unwilling to work toward reconciliation."

I snorted. "Understatement of the century."

The judge shot me a look. James held back a smirk and continued. "Mr. Parker, what was your experience with these therapy sessions?"

I leaned forward. "Imagine being trapped in a gaslighting seminar, but the only person in attendance was me."

There was a pause as the judge exhaled through his nose, clearly regretting his life choices.

James nodded. "Can you elaborate?"

"Oh, absolutely." I gestured toward Monica, who was doing her best impression of a sad Victorian widow. "I walked into these sessions thinking, you know, maybe we'd have real discussions. Maybe we'd unpack our issues. Instead, I got an hour-long performance every week about how 'she still loved me' and 'this didn't have to happen.'"

James nodded. "And how did Dr. Carr react?"

I shrugged. "Oh, she was very supportive. By which I mean she sided with Monica on everything and treated me like I was some angry caveman incapable of self-reflection."

James walked over to the judge's bench, holding up a thick stack of papers. "Your Honor, this is Dr. Carr's report. I'd like to go through a few statements."

The judge sighed. "Proceed."

James flipped through the report, reading aloud. "Mr. Parker displayed consistent sarcasm, emotional detachment, and an unwillingness to engage in reconciliation. His dismissive attitude created an unsafe emotional space for Mrs. Parker."

James turned to me. "Mr. Parker, do you recall displaying sarcasm?"

I grinned. "Oh, absolutely. But in my defense, it was self-defense."

A few people in the gallery chuckled.

The judge didn't.

James smirked but kept his professional tone. "And why did you feel the need to use sarcasm?"

I deadpanned. "Because if I hadn't, I would've started throwing furniture."

Monica's lawyer immediately stood up. "Objection!"

James held up his hands. "Joke, joke." He turned back to me. "Mr. Parker, can you explain what you mean?"

I sighed. "What I mean is, these sessions were a setup. Willow wasn't neutral. She had already decided I was the villain before we even spoke."

James nodded. "How do you know that?"

I smirked. "Because she basically told me."

Monica shifted uncomfortably.

James raised an eyebrow. "Elaborate."

"Oh, gladly." I turned to the judge. "Your Honor, my therapist was projecting her own failed marriage onto me."

Monica's lawyer stood up again. "Objection! Speculation."

James countered. "Your Honor, if I may, Dr. Carr admitted to this in session."

The judge turned to me. "Explain."

I grinned. "Oh, it was a fun moment. Willow lost her cool and said I was just like her husband."

The judge actually looked mildly interested. "And what was her tone?"

"Oh, not flattering, I assure you." I leaned back. "That's when it hit me--she wasn't actually trying to help. She was punishing me. And probably every other guy who walked into her office."

James flipped another page. "Yet, Dr. Carr's report never mentions this revelation."

I scoffed. "Oh, what a shock."

James turned to the judge. "Your Honor, I submit that Dr. Carr's testimony and findings are biased, incomplete, and irrelevant to this case."

Monica's lawyer immediately stood up. "Your Honor, this is a distraction. The fact remains that Mr. Parker was hostile, uncooperative, and showed no emotional effort toward reconciliation."

James looked at me. "Mr. Parker, do you feel you were given a fair chance in therapy?"

I laughed. Loudly.

Then I turned to the judge. "Your Honor, I would have had a fairer chance getting therapy from a Magic 8-Ball."

The courtroom chuckled again, and even the judge hid a smirk.

James sat down, satisfied. "No further questions."

Monica's lawyer stood up, straightened his tie, and walked toward me.

"Mr. Parker," he said smoothly, "let's talk about your anger issues."

I sighed internally.

Here we go.

__________________

The Courtroom War: Travis Cross-Examined

Travis:

Monica's lawyer stood up, straightened his overpriced suit, and adjusted his tie with the kind of smugness that told me he thought he was about to obliterate me.

"Mr. Parker," he began, his voice oily smooth, "we've heard a lot today about your experiences in therapy. But let's shift focus, shall we? Let's talk about your temperament."

I sighed dramatically. "Oh, absolutely. Let's."

His lips twitched, like he wanted to smile but also stab me. "Would you consider yourself an angry person?"

I tilted my head. "Define angry. If you mean, 'a normal human being who gets upset when his wife cheats on him with a man who refers to himself in the third person,' then yes."

There was a snicker from someone in the gallery. The judge shot a warning look.

Monica's lawyer cleared his throat. "Your Honor, I'd like to remind the witness that this is a serious proceeding."

I smirked. "Oh, believe me, I take this very seriously. If I didn't, I would've set up a puppet show to reenact what actually happened in therapy."

The judge rubbed his temples.

"Mr. Parker," Monica's lawyer continued, clearly trying to regain control, "Dr. Carr's report states that you were sarcastic, dismissive, and unwilling to communicate. Would you say that's an accurate description?"

I pretended to think. "Hmm. I don't know. I was pretty communicative about how ridiculous the sessions were. And as for sarcasm, well..." I shrugged. "I prefer to think of it as 'creative honesty.'"

His jaw tightened. "Would you agree that your hostility in therapy suggests a pattern of behavior that made your marriage difficult?"

I raised an eyebrow. "Wait, let me get this straight--you're saying my bad attitude in a post-affair therapy session is somehow proof that my marriage was already doomed?"

He smiled like he had me cornered. "You seem very comfortable placing all the blame on Mrs. Parker. Do you truly believe you had no role in the breakdown of your marriage?"

I let out a slow breath, leaned forward slightly, and met his gaze. "You know, I've spent months thinking about that. What could I have done differently? Could I have been more attentive? Communicated better? And the answer is...maybe. But here's what I know for sure--none of that would have stopped her from cheating."

Monica shifted uncomfortably.

Monica's lawyer, clearly annoyed, flipped through his notes. "Let's talk about your children. Beth, specifically. You were awarded temporary custody during the proceedings. However, Mrs. Parker has expressed a strong desire to share custody."

I nodded. "Yeah, Beth has also expressed a strong desire to keep her mother far, far away. So, you know, conflicting interests."

His smile was tight. "So you admit that you've actively influenced your daughter's opinion on her mother?"

I let out a mock gasp. "Oh no, you caught me! I've been secretly running a smear campaign, handing out anti-Monica flyers at the PTA meetings." I folded my arms. "Beth's 16. She has eyes, ears, and a brain. She watched all of this unfold just like I did."

Monica's lawyer glanced at her, probably hoping for some cue to keep pushing. Monica looked at her lap.

Smart move.

"Your Honor," he said instead, turning back to the judge, "given that custody disputes often involve the child's wishes, I would request that we allow Beth Parker to speak for herself."

I felt my stomach tighten slightly. Beth was tough, but I hated putting her in this position.

The judge adjusted his glasses and looked at me. "Mr. Parker, do you have any objections?"

I exhaled and shook my head.

And just like that, Beth was about to take the stand.

__________________

The Courtroom War: Beth Takes the Stand

Travis:

I had been through months of nonsense--manipulative therapy, legal acrobatics, and enough emotional whiplash to qualify for a lawsuit--but nothing made my stomach tighten quite like watching my daughter walk up to the witness stand.

Beth was tough, sharp, and too smart for her age, but she was still sixteen. I hated that she had to do this.

She sat down, folding her hands in her lap, and met the judge's gaze with a steady, unflinching stare. No sarcasm. No act. Just Beth, ready to say her piece.

The judge gave her a small nod. "Miss Parker, thank you for being here today. I just want to ask you some questions regarding your living situation and relationship with your parents. Do you understand?"

Beth nodded. "Yes, sir."

Monica's lawyer stood, trying for a warm, understanding tone. "Beth, I know this is difficult for you. Can you tell us about your relationship with your mother?"

Beth exhaled through her nose. "Before or after she cheated?"

Monica stiffened. The lawyer's jaw twitched, but he kept his voice level. "Let's start with before."

Beth shifted slightly in her chair. "She was my mom. She drove me to school, made sure I did my homework, told me to eat vegetables. We weren't best friends or anything, but... she was there."

Monica looked hopeful. Like maybe this wasn't going to be as bad as she thought.

Her lawyer smiled. "And after?"

Beth's face hardened. "After, everything changed." She turned slightly in Monica's direction but didn't look at her. "She was the one person who was supposed to be on our side. But she lied. She threw away our family like it didn't matter." Her voice wavered, just for a second. "And then she wanted us to pretend everything was fine."

Monica's eyes glistened. "Beth, that's not fair--"

Beth's head snapped toward her. "Not fair?" She let out a short, bitter laugh. "Mom, I was fourteen. You didn't just cheat on Dad. You cheated on all of us."

A heavy silence filled the courtroom. Even Monica's lawyer hesitated before continuing. "Beth, I understand you're hurt, but surely you miss your mother?"

Beth swallowed, looking down at her hands. "I miss the mom I thought I had." She looked back up, and this time, her voice didn't waver. "Not the one who made me feel like I wasn't enough."

Monica flinched as if Beth had slapped her.

The lawyer cleared his throat. "Beth, do you think cutting your mother out of your life completely is a healthy decision?"

Beth's expression hardened. "Was cheating on my dad a healthy decision?"

A sharp intake of breath echoed from somewhere in the gallery. The lawyer quickly looked at the judge, hoping for an objection, but the judge just sighed and motioned for him to continue.

"Beth," he tried again, "do you think there's any path forward for you and your mother?"

Beth exhaled slowly. "Ask me again when she stops pretending this isn't her fault."

The lawyer had nothing left. He turned back to the judge. "No further questions."

Beth stepped down and walked back to the table, sitting next to me without looking at Monica.

I leaned over, whispering, "You okay?"

She nodded, but she didn't smile. "Yeah."

__________________

The Courtroom War: The Judge's Ruling

Travis:

The courtroom was silent. You could hear a pin drop--or in my case, the barely-contained joy vibrating off my soul. The judge sat back in his chair, hands folded, looking entirely exhausted from the circus he had just presided over.

He cleared his throat, glancing between me, Monica, and the room full of people who had just witnessed Beth verbally body-slam her mother.

"I've heard enough," he finally said.

Oh, thank God.

The judge adjusted his glasses and turned to Monica's lawyer. "Counselor, after reviewing the evidence, the testimonies, and frankly, the absurdity of what I just sat through, I see no reason to modify the original divorce settlement."

I almost fist-pumped in open court.

Monica, on the other hand, looked like she had just been personally victimized by reality.

The judge continued, flipping through his notes. "It is clear to me that Mrs. Parker had ample opportunity to negotiate her terms prior to this hearing, and yet she chose not to. The argument that she was 'emotionally coerced' into signing the original settlement holds no merit."

Monica's lawyer shifted uncomfortably but said nothing.

I, however, couldn't resist. I leaned over to James and whispered, "Do I send flowers or just a thank-you card to the judge's chambers?"

James smirked. "Just shut up and let this play out."

The judge kept going. "Furthermore, testimony--especially that of Miss Parker--has made it clear that there is no reasonable expectation of a shared custody arrangement."

Beth casually scrolled on her phone, completely unbothered. I'm pretty sure she was texting Traci updates in real time.

The judge sighed deeply, rubbing his temple like he was seconds away from early retirement. "Mrs. Parker, while I understand your frustration with the terms, you made choices, and those choices have consequences. I see no legal grounds to grant any additional spousal support or revised custody agreements."

Monica's jaw clenched, her fingers gripping the table like she was physically restraining herself from throwing something.

I sat there, hands folded neatly, looking like the picture of inner peace.

The judge glanced at both sides. "Do either party have any final remarks before I close proceedings?"

James gently nudged me under the table, which I knew meant 'Don't say anything stupid, Travis.'

So instead of going with my original idea of pulling out an airhorn to celebrate, I just shook my head.

"No, Your Honor," James said smoothly.

Monica's lawyer looked at her, probably hoping for a reasonable response. Big mistake.

Monica stood abruptly. "This isn't fair!" she blurted out, her voice on the edge of a full-blown tantrum.

The judge raised an eyebrow. "Mrs. Parker--"

"He gets to walk away with everything, and I get nothing?" she continued, her voice shrill enough to shatter glass.

I muttered under my breath, "You get to walk away with Big Rick. That's something."

James pinched his nose, probably regretting every life decision that led him to representing me.

The judge's patience evaporated. "Mrs. Parker, sit down. Now."

Monica huffed loudly, throwing herself into her chair like a teenager whose mom just said she couldn't go to the mall.

The judge let out one final exhausted sigh. "In conclusion, the original divorce agreement remains in place. This case is now closed."

The gavel hit the desk. Boom. Done. Over.

I let out a slow exhale, then turned to James. "So, this is what victory tastes like?"

He chuckled. "Yes. And it tastes expensive."

I smirked. "Worth every penny."

As we stood, Beth leaned over. "Dad, can we stop for ice cream on the way home? You know, to celebrate."

I grinned. "Damn right we can."

Monica stormed past me, muttering curses under her breath. I gave her a polite nod. "Hey, good game."

She flipped me off.

James sighed. "Let's go before you say something that gets you sued."

And just like that, I walked out of the courtroom, a free man.

__________________

Travis:

The morning after the final divorce hearing, I woke up feeling... nothing. No relief, no sadness, just an odd emptiness that sat in my chest like an unfinished sentence. The divorce was done. The papers were signed, stamped, and filed. Monica was officially no longer my wife. So why did it still feel like something was left unsaid?

I went through my usual routine--coffee, half a bagel I barely tasted, and scrolling through emails I didn't care about. Work felt like a blur, just another obligation to get through. Even the nosy questions from my coworkers didn't faze me. How'd it go, man? You alright? The usual pity disguised as concern. I gave them the same half-smile and noncommittal answers. Yeah, it's over. Moving on.

By the time 6 PM rolled around, I was ready to just go home and let the silence swallow me whole. But then my phone buzzed. Maggie.

Maggie: Hey, divorcee. You drowning in whiskey yet?

I smirked, shaking my head.

Me: Not yet. Give it an hour.

Maggie: Let's cut that time in half. Meet me at O'Malley's. First round's on me.

I hesitated, my fingers hovering over the keyboard. Part of me wanted to say no. But another part--the part that wasn't quite ready to sit alone in a quiet house--typed back before I could think too hard about it.

Me: I'm in. See you in 20.

--------

O'Malley's was quiet for a Friday night, the kind of place where the jukebox still played classic rock, and the bartenders actually remembered your name. Maggie was already there when I arrived, leaning against the bar with a beer in hand, looking way too at ease for someone who had probably spent the day filing government reports and making vendors cry.

She glanced up as I approached and smirked. "Damn, you actually showed up. I half expected you to ghost me."

I shrugged, sliding onto the stool beside her. "You did say first round's on you. I'd never pass up free alcohol."

Maggie chuckled and signaled to the bartender. "Whiskey?"

I nodded. "Neat."

The bartender poured my drink, and I took a slow sip, letting the burn settle in my chest. For the first time all day, I actually felt something. Maybe it was the alcohol, maybe it was the company, but the tension that had been sitting in my shoulders all day finally started to ease.



Maggie nudged me lightly with her elbow. "So, how's it feel? Officially back on the market."

I exhaled, swirling the whiskey in my glass. "Weird. Anti-climactic. Like I was expecting some kind of... I don't know, moment of clarity. But it's just another day."

She studied me for a moment before taking a sip of her beer. "You spent over twenty years with someone. You don't just flip a switch and move on overnight."

I scoffed. "You sound like my therapist."

Maggie smirked. "I'm way more fun than your therapist."

I chuckled, shaking my head. "Fair point."

We fell into an easy rhythm, the conversation flowing in that effortless way it always did with Maggie. She was sharp, sarcastic, and knew exactly when to push and when to just let me sit in silence. She told me about some insane procurement debacle at work, I told her about my boss trying to guilt-trip me into working late because "single men have no excuse to leave on time."

At some point, the bartender refilled our drinks without asking. I barely noticed.

--------

It wasn't until my third glass of whiskey that I realized how close we had gotten.

Maggie was turned toward me now, her elbow on the bar, her body angled like she was letting her guard down in a way I rarely saw. Her eyes--green, sharp, and always calculating--were softer than usual.

"So," she said, tilting her beer bottle toward me, "be honest. You regret it?"

I knew what she meant. The divorce. The choice to finally walk away.

I let out a slow breath. "No."

Her lips quirked upward, but she didn't look convinced. "Not even a little?"

I hesitated. "I regret that it got to the point where I had to do it. But the divorce itself? No. Monica made her choices. I made mine."

Maggie nodded slowly. "Good."

She didn't say anything else. Didn't try to convince me otherwise or tell me it would get better. She just let the words sit between us, unspoken but understood.

And for the first time in a long time, I didn't feel like I had to defend myself.

--------

The bar started emptying out, and neither of us moved to leave.

"Alright, Parker," Maggie finally said, stretching her arms over her head, "enough depressing shit. Let's talk about your future. What's next for the newly single man of the hour?"

I snorted. "Oh, you mean besides work, sleep, and figuring out how to cook something that isn't microwavable?"

She grinned. "I hear dating is fun. You should try it sometime."

I raised an eyebrow. "You volunteering?"

It was meant as a joke.

But Maggie didn't laugh.

Instead, she just gave me this long, unreadable look--the kind of look that made my stomach do something weird and unfamiliar.

Then, she smirked. "Not yet."

Something about the way she said it made my brain short-circuit. Not yet.

I took another sip of whiskey, suddenly aware of just how close she was sitting, how the warmth of her arm brushed against mine every time she shifted.

For the first time since Monica left, I felt something real.

And it scared the hell out of me.

---------

By the time we finally left O'Malley's, the air was cool, the streets quiet.

We walked side by side toward the parking lot, neither of us in a hurry to say goodnight.

Maggie stuffed her hands into her pockets, glancing over at me. "So. You gonna be okay?"

I thought about it for a second. Then nodded. "Yeah. I think I will."

She smiled, and for the first time all night, it wasn't teasing--it was just real.

"Good," she said. "Because I need a drinking buddy, and I'd hate to have to replace you."

I smirked. "Guess I'll have to stick around, then."

She opened her car door, pausing for just a second before looking at me again. "Hey, Travis?"

"Yeah?"

She hesitated. Then, in a voice just a little softer than usual, she said,

"Don't disappear, okay?"

I exhaled, feeling something settle in my chest.

"I won't."

She nodded, satisfied, and slipped into her car.

I watched her drive away, standing in the quiet night, feeling something shift inside me.

Something I wasn't quite ready to name.

Not yet.

__________________

Travis:

It had been a regular Monday morning at work, the kind where the coffee tasted slightly burnt, and the emails never stopped coming. I was in the middle of writing a status report when Maggie appeared at my cubicle, leaning casually against the partition like she owned the place.

"Hey, Trav."

I blinked. Trav. Not Parker. Not even Travis. That was new.

I glanced up at her, raising an eyebrow. "Trav?"

She smirked. "What? You don't like it?"

I shook my head, turning back to my screen. "Just didn't know we were at the nickname stage."

Maggie rolled her eyes. "We've had drinks, you've danced like a damn pro, and I've watched you dodge nosy coworkers for months. I think we're past formalities."

I chuckled. "Fair enough."

She tapped a knuckle on my desk. "Speaking of dancing..."

I stopped typing, glancing at her again. "Yeah?"

Maggie folded her arms, a smug glint in her eye. "I was thinking--you ever gonna show off those dance moves again? Or was that a one-time performance?"

I scoffed. "Please, I was holding back."

"Oh, is that right?" she teased.

I smirked but didn't argue.

Maggie tilted her head. "So, next Friday, you in? Salsa night. Same place."

I hesitated for half a second, but the idea didn't sound bad. It had been months since I stepped foot on a dance floor, months since I let myself actually enjoy something for the sake of it.

And, if I was being honest, dancing with Maggie had been different.

She must have caught my hesitation because she nudged my arm. "Come on, Trav. I know you want to."

There it was again. Trav.

I exhaled, rubbing my jaw. "Alright, fine. But don't expect a full routine."

Maggie grinned, pushing off my desk. "No promises."

I watched her walk away, rolling my eyes to myself. Trav. Damn it, I kind of liked it.

---------------------

Rio Lounge was packed, the familiar rhythm of salsa music pulsing through the floor as couples moved effortlessly in sync. The air was warm with the scent of sweat and perfume, laughter mixing with the music as people lost themselves in the moment.

I stood near the bar, nursing a whiskey while Maggie was talking to her sister, Lorna, who had dragged Michael along again. She had convinced them to join, though I suspected Lorna just wanted to see if Maggie would survive another round of dancing with me.

Maggie returned, a playful glint in her eyes. "You ready?"

I raised my glass slightly. "I'm enjoying my drink."

She huffed. "Trav."

I glanced at her. That was the third time tonight. She had fully committed to it.

Maggie grabbed my hand, tugging me toward the dance floor. "Drink later. Dance now."

I let her pull me in, the heat of the crowded room pressing around us. The music shifted into a faster beat, the kind that demanded movement.

I slid one hand to her waist, the other taking her hand. The moment I stepped into the rhythm, it was like flipping a switch.

Maggie's breath hitched slightly as I led her into a clean, precise turn, guiding her back seamlessly.

"You're holding back again," she accused, her voice teasing but breathless.

I smirked. "Maybe."

She narrowed her eyes. "Coward."

I chuckled, and just to prove a point, I shifted gears.

I led her into a sharp turn, guiding her into a fluid spin before pulling her back in just close enough that she had to catch her breath.

Her fingers tightened against mine.

Her eyes flickered with something--not just surprise, but something else.

"You're dangerous," she muttered, a little breathless.

I leaned in slightly, voice low. "Told you."

We danced, the movements coming effortlessly, the space between us shrinking with each step.

And then it happened.

At some point in the song, Maggie's fingers slid from my shoulder to the back of my neck.

Not in a casual way. Not accidental.

Intentional.

I noticed.

And judging by the way her breathing changed, so did she.

The song slowed, and I dipped her, her body arching gracefully before I pulled her back up. We were close now, neither of us moving away.

For a moment, neither of us spoke.

The world around us faded--the music, the people, everything.

I should have pulled away. I should have made a joke, lightened the moment.

But I didn't.

Maggie looked up at me, lips parted like she was about to say something.

But before she could, I did.

"Mags."

Her breath hitched. "Yeah?"

I searched her face, trying to figure out what the hell I was doing--what the hell this was.

She didn't move away.

Didn't break eye contact.

And then, just before I could say something stupid--

The next song started.

The moment broke like a snapped string, and suddenly, we were just two people standing too close on a dance floor, caught in something neither of us planned for.

Maggie took a step back first, clearing her throat. "Damn," she said, shaking her head like she was trying to reset. "I really need more lessons."

I let out a breath of laughter, running a hand through my hair. "Yeah. Sure."

She smirked, but there was something different in her eyes now.

Something that told me this wasn't over.

Not by a long shot.

----------------

We stepped outside into the cool night air, both still catching our breath.

Maggie ran a hand through her hair, glancing at me. "That was..."

I arched an eyebrow. "Unexpected?"

She let out a soft laugh. "Yeah. That."

A beat of silence.

Then, before I could think too hard about it, I said, "Wanna do this again next week?"

Maggie blinked, clearly caught off guard.

Then, slowly, she smiled.

"Yeah," she murmured. "I'd like that, Trav."

Trav.

I let the name settle in my chest.

I smirked. "Good."

And just like that, we were walking into something neither of us fully understood yet.

But for the first time in a long time, I didn't mind not having all the answers.

__________________

Travis:

The house was too quiet.

I had been staring at the ceiling for the last hour, lying in bed, listening to the faint hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen and the occasional creak of the house settling. I hated nights like this--the ones where sleep wouldn't come, and my mind wouldn't shut up.

I had gone through the usual routine--reading pointless articles on my phone, scrolling through emails I didn't care about, even considering watching some mindless show until I passed out. But nothing worked. The silence was suffocating.

Then, my phone buzzed.

At first, I thought I imagined it. But no--the screen lit up, casting a faint glow in the dark room.

Maggie.

I frowned, glancing at the time. 12:42 AM.

She wasn't the type to call just to chat--especially not at this hour.

I answered without hesitation. "Mags?"

A beat of silence. Then a sigh. "Hey, Trav."

Trav.

The nickname had stuck after the dance night. I should have found it annoying. But I didn't.

I sat up, rubbing a hand down my face. "What's going on? You alright?"

She let out a breathy chuckle, one that didn't quite reach laughter. "Define 'alright.'"

That was all I needed to hear.

I leaned back against the headboard, the cold air hitting my bare skin where my t-shirt had ridden up. "Rough night?"

She hesitated. "Yeah. You?"

I glanced at the empty side of my bed, the one that had been unoccupied for months. "Same."

Another pause. This one longer.

Neither of us spoke, but neither of us hung up. It was comfortable, in a way. Just knowing someone was on the other end of the line.

Finally, Maggie sighed. "I don't even know why I called."

I smirked slightly. "Because I'm the only idiot awake at this hour?"

She let out a soft laugh. "That, or I just wanted to annoy you."

"Mission accomplished."

Another beat of silence. But this time, it felt heavier. Like she wanted to say something but didn't know how.

I let my voice soften. "Talk to me, Mags."

She inhaled sharply, like she wasn't expecting that. "I--" She stopped herself. "It's stupid."

"If it was stupid, you wouldn't have called me."

She sighed again. "I just... I hate nights like this."

I knew exactly what she meant.

"The ones where your brain won't shut up?" I guessed.

"Yeah," she murmured. "Where everything you thought you buried just... comes back."

I swallowed, nodding even though she couldn't see me. "Yeah. I get that."

More silence.

Then, she spoke again, her voice quieter this time. "Do you ever think about what comes next?"

I frowned. "What do you mean?"

She hesitated. "Like... after everything. After the divorce, after the dust settles. Do you ever think about what's next for you?"

I exhaled, running a hand through my hair. "Honestly? No. I've been too busy trying to survive the present to worry about the future."

Maggie hummed in understanding. "Yeah. Same."

Another pause.

Then, a shift.

A hesitation in her breath. A weight in the silence.

I felt it in my chest, the unspoken question hanging between us.

And for the first time since this whole mess started, I wanted to answer it.

"Mags." My voice was quieter now. "You're not alone in this."

She let out a shaky breath. "Neither are you, Trav."

I swallowed hard, because that meant more than it should have.

I wanted to say something else--to tell her that I appreciated this, that I needed this. But the words felt too big, too heavy for this moment.

Instead, I let the silence fill the space between us, warm and unspoken.

And for the first time in a long time, the quiet didn't feel so suffocating.

__________________

Travis:

It started off like any normal day. Emails, coffee, spreadsheets. The usual routine.

I had spent the morning buried in work, trying to ignore the growing exhaustion that came with juggling life after divorce. Therapy. Work. The kids. Pretending to have it all together. It was a lot.

But I had been doing better.

At least, I thought I had.

Then, during my lunch break, I walked into the café across from the office--a little hole-in-the-wall place with overpriced sandwiches but damn good coffee.

And that's when I saw her.

Maggie.

She was sitting by the window, her face lit up in laughter as she talked to some guy across the table.

I frowned.

It wasn't that I didn't know Maggie had a life outside of work. Of course, she did. She was Maggie Donaldson--smart, sharp, funny as hell. She wasn't the type to sit around waiting for anyone.

But this? This was different.

The guy sitting across from her was tall, fit, exactly the type of guy you'd expect to see in one of those high-end gyms that charge you a kidney for a membership. He was leaning in slightly, his posture open and relaxed.

And Maggie?

She looked comfortable. She looked like she was actually enjoying herself.

Something in my chest tightened.

I didn't understand it at first. It wasn't like I had any claim on her. She was my friend. That was it.

Right?

But then she laughed again, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear as the guy said something that made her smile.

And suddenly, I hated him.

It wasn't rational. It wasn't fair.

But I hated him.

I clenched my jaw, debating whether to just leave before she saw me. But of course, she did.

Her eyes flicked up, and when she spotted me, her expression shifted--just slightly.

Her smile softened, her posture straightened.

She waved.

I forced myself to act normal.

I nodded in acknowledgment, grabbing my coffee from the counter like I wasn't seconds away from throwing it at Mr. Perfect across from her.

Then, I turned to leave.

But before I could step out the door, I heard her call my name.

"Trav."

I exhaled slowly before turning around. "Mags."

She stood, giving her companion a quick nod before walking over to me. "What are you doing here?"

I raised an eyebrow. "Getting coffee. Revolutionary, I know."

She smirked, but there was something else in her expression now. Something questioning.

I glanced back at her table. "Didn't mean to interrupt. Looked like you were having a good time."

Maggie tilted her head slightly, studying me. "You okay?"

"Yeah." Too fast. Too forced.

Her lips twitched. "You sure? Because you just looked at Jared like you wanted to set him on fire."

Jared.

Of course, he had a name.

I scoffed, shaking my head. "I don't even know the guy."

Maggie arched an eyebrow. "That didn't stop you from glaring at him like he stole your car."

I rolled my shoulders. "I wasn't glaring."

She let out a small chuckle. "Oh, you were. Full-on death stare. It was kinda impressive, actually."

I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated with myself more than anything. "Look, I just--" I hesitated. "I wasn't expecting to see you here."

Maggie crossed her arms. "And?"

I opened my mouth. Then shut it.

Because I didn't have an answer that didn't sound ridiculous.

And Maggie knew it.

She let out a soft sigh. "Trav..."

Something about the way she said it--soft, knowing, like she was waiting for me to figure out something I hadn't let myself admit yet--made my chest tighten even more.

I looked away. "Forget it."

Maggie was quiet for a long moment. Then, finally, she spoke.

"I wasn't on a date."

I frowned, glancing at her. "What?"

She shrugged. "Jared? He's an old college friend. Married. Two kids. He was just in town for work."

I stared at her, trying to process that information.

And the weight of my own reaction hit me like a freight train.

I had assumed.

I had felt something I had no right to feel.

And Maggie saw right through it.

She smirked slightly. "You were jealous."

I scoffed. "I was not."

She stepped closer, her voice dropping slightly. "You so were."

I held her gaze, my heart pounding a little too fast. "Does it matter if I was?"

Her smile faltered. Just a little.

For the first time since this whole thing started, I saw hesitation in her.

Like she didn't know what to do next.

Like maybe, just maybe, this was new for her too.

Finally, she exhaled and shook her head. "No. I guess it doesn't."

But we both knew that was a lie.

Because it did.

It mattered.

A hell of a lot more than either of us wanted to admit.

__________________

Travis:

Following Friday, the sky had been threatening rain all day.

Thick, heavy clouds rolled over the city skyline, the air charged with the kind of electric anticipation that came before a storm. I had ignored it at first, too caught up in my own thoughts, but as I walked out of the bar with Maggie beside me, the first raindrops finally started to fall.

She glanced up, smirking. "Told you we should've left earlier."

I chuckled, shoving my hands into my pockets. "Oh, come on. A little rain never hurt anyone."

As if on cue, the sky opened up.

One second, it was a light drizzle. The next, it was a full-on downpour, soaking through my shirt in seconds.

Maggie cursed, letting out a surprised laugh as she tried--and failed--to shield herself with her arms. "Yeah, okay, this is more than a little rain!"

I grabbed her wrist, tugging her toward the nearest awning. "Come on."

We sprinted for cover, dodging puddles and half-laughing at how completely drenched we already were. By the time we reached the awning of an old bookstore, both of us were dripping, water rolling down our faces.

Maggie shivered slightly, brushing wet strands of hair away from her face. "Well. This is just fantastic."

I smirked. "I think you mean romantic. You know, classic movie moment. Two people, caught in the rain, dramatic tension..."

She rolled her eyes but grinned. "Trav, if you think I'm about to swoon and confess my undying love, you need to cut back on the rom-coms."



There it was again. Trav.

She had been calling me that for weeks now, ever since she first dropped the nickname casually at work. I had pretended not to notice, but every time she said it, something about it stuck.

Something felt different now.

The air between us wasn't just filled with rain--it was heavy with something else.

Something I had been trying to ignore.

Maggie shifted, wrapping my jacket tighter around her shoulders, even though it was already drenched. "You're staring," she said, voice quieter now.

I blinked. I was.

And suddenly, I realized why.

It wasn't just that she was Maggie--my sharp-tongued, no-nonsense, pain-in-the-ass friend.

It wasn't just that she was beautiful--though, standing there, soaked from head to toe, cheeks flushed from the cold, she was.

It was everything.

The late-night phone calls. The easy banter. The way she called me Trav like it had always been my name. The way she looked at me now--like she was waiting for me to figure out something she already knew.

I took a slow step forward.

Maggie's breath hitched.

For the first time since my marriage imploded, I wasn't thinking about Monica. I wasn't thinking about divorce hearings or therapy or all the ways my life had gone off the rails.

I was just thinking about her.

She must have seen it in my eyes, because her smirk faded.

"Trav..." she started, but her voice was softer now. Less teasing. More unsure.

I didn't let her finish.

I closed the space between us and kissed her.

The rain pounded against the pavement, water dripping from our clothes, but none of it mattered.

Her lips were warm, even in the cold. She let out a tiny gasp before kissing me back, fingers gripping the fabric of my wet shirt, pulling me closer.

And suddenly, I was all in.

I wasn't holding back. I didn't want to.

Her hands slid up to the back of my neck, fingers tangling in my damp hair. I deepened the kiss, pouring every unspoken thought into it, every moment I had brushed aside, every feeling I hadn't let myself acknowledge until now.

I didn't know how long we stood there, lost in it.

When we finally broke apart, our foreheads pressed together, Maggie let out a breathless laugh.

"Well, damn," she murmured.

I chuckled, my hands still on her waist. "Yeah. Damn."

She looked up at me, eyes still searching. "So... was that just to shut me up, or was that a declaration of war?"

I smirked, brushing a stray raindrop from her cheek. "Maybe both."

Maggie let out a short laugh, but it didn't reach her eyes.

Because she knew, just like I did--this wasn't something we could joke our way out of.

This was real.

And neither of us were quite ready for what came next.
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Journal Entry -- April 2nd

Shirogane Rooftop, Cultural Festival Morning

* "Some songs are never sung aloud--not because they aren't true, but because they're too true."

* --R.N.

I don't know why I'm writing this. Maybe because I need to put it somewhere before I forget how it felt. Maybe because the city's too loud today and my heart feels too full. Or maybe because this might be the last time I get to say any of it. Not out loud. Just here.

I've never been the girl who shouted to be seen. Not in class, not onstage, not even at home. Even when the lights found me--when the crowds screamed my name and the billboards said I'd made it--I still felt like I was singing from the shadows. People say I'm lucky. That I'm living the dream. But it doesn't always feel like mine. It feels like something I slipped into because someone else opened the door. Because he did.

Daniel Poole changed everything. He probably doesn't even realize it. To everyone else, he was the quiet American with kind eyes and poetry books under his arm. But to me, he was the first person who ever really listened. Not to the polished version of me, not to the rehearsed answers or the demo tapes. He listened to the girl who stayed behind after class and hummed half-finished melodies into the pages of her English workbook. And when he told me, "Don't ever hide your voice," I didn't. Not again.

That was three years ago. I've been writing ever since--lyrics shaped like secrets, choruses laced with things I'll never say. And now I'm eighteen. Famous. Exhausted. And completely, hopelessly in love with the one man I was never supposed to love. So I wrote him a song. The kind that doesn't ask for anything. Just the truth. Just one final verse before I leave this place, this rooftop, this version of myself behind. Maybe I'll sing it today. Maybe I won't. But if I do... I hope he hears what I've been trying to say all along.

That it was never about the fame. It was always about him.

-- Rio

**********

Chapter 1 -- "Petals and Paper Hearts"

(POV: Rio Noda)

There's something cruel about spring in Tokyo.

The way the cherry blossoms fall so gently, so effortlessly, like the world isn't full of impossible choices and silent heartbreaks. They flutter past the windows of Shirogane High like a dream in slow motion--pink and white confetti raining down over students laughing and running toward a future I'm no longer sure I want.

I used to love this time of year. The air always felt new, like it carried promises. But today, it feels like a funeral for something I've been pretending doesn't matter. And the blossoms? They're just paper-thin lies floating past my face.

I sit alone on the edge of the school rooftop, legs dangling through the bars of the safety fence, notebook clutched to my chest like a shield. From up here, the city hums below--cars weaving, lives moving, people rushing toward appointments and ambitions and late lunches. But my world has narrowed to these few pages of lyrics I've kept hidden like a diary, and one man who has no idea he's the reason I ever opened my mouth to sing in the first place.

Daniel Poole. Poole-sensei, to everyone else. But to me--he's the reason my songs ever had meaning. The reason I didn't give up the first time I forgot the lyrics during a showcase audition. The reason I dared to dream at all. I still remember how he smiled when I sang a melody for him that first time--something clumsy and unfinished. He closed his eyes like I'd handed him something sacred, and when he opened them again, I wasn't invisible anymore. I was heard.

I've tried to write other songs--ones for the label, for the fans, for the endless parade of media that want me to be bright and cute and uncomplicated. But none of them come close to this one. The one in my notebook. The one that scares me. Because it's not just a song. It's everything I've never said, folded into verses and laced with all the feelings I've spent three years hiding in between the lines.

The lyrics still feel like they might burn through the page if I look at them too long. Every note aches with the weight of what I've never had the courage to say aloud. Not to my best friend, Emiko. Not to my mother. And definitely not to Daniel. Because saying it would make it real--and real things can break. But today... maybe I'm ready to break. Just a little. Just long enough to let him hear what's been inside me all along.

I wonder if he'll even come. He said he would. Weeks ago, after class. "I wouldn't miss it," he told me with that quiet, calm voice that always feels like a lullaby for my nerves. I know it wasn't a promise. But I believed him anyway. I have to believe him. Because if he's not there... if he never hears the song... I don't know how I'll let it go. Or if I even can.

A gust of wind lifts the edge of my skirt and carries a few petals past my face, brushing against my cheek like a goodbye. I shiver. Maybe from the chill. Maybe from the fear. Because if he hears it and still doesn't see me--really see me--then at least I'll have my answer. And answers, even painful ones, are better than wondering. Right?

I sit with the silence for a little longer, letting it press against my ribs. Then I stand slowly, brushing stray petals from my skirt and tucking the notebook carefully into my bag like it's made of glass. The rooftop has always been my escape hatch, my quiet sanctuary between the chaos of school and stardom. But today, it feels more like a waiting room before something irreversible.

Just as I reach for the door, it creaks open.

"There you are," Emiko says, stepping out with a familiar bounce in her boots and the smell of strawberry lip gloss trailing behind her. Her hair's in messy space buns, dyed cotton-candy pink at the ends, and her blazer is already unbuttoned like she's daring the teachers to scold her.

I smile, but it doesn't quite reach my eyes.

"You hiding from your adoring fans or just trying to avoid the first-years and their cursed TikTok dance booth?" she teases, leaning against the doorway like she's been looking for me since homeroom.

"Maybe both," I say softly.

She eyes me for a second, her usual grin fading into something quieter. "You're doing the thing again."

"What thing?" I said.

"The 'I'm totally fine, Emiko' face that you wear when you're very much not totally fine." she replies.

I exhale through my nose, knowing there's no point pretending. Emiko doesn't just read people--she decodes them like it's a second language. "I'm nervous," I admit. "But not like concert-nervous. More like... standing-on-the-edge-of-something kind of nervous."

She nods, motioning for us to head downstairs together. "Because of the song?"

I glance at her, then nod once. "It's not like the others. This one... it's personal. And today might be the only chance I get to sing it. For him."

Emiko lets that hang in the air as we descend the stairwell. The building smells like chalk dust and old floor polish, but there's something electric beneath it. The kind of buzz that only exists on festival days--hopeful, chaotic, a little too bright. But the way Emiko looks at me now, it's different. She's not teasing. Not smirking. She's serious in that rare, protective way she reserves for the things that actually matter.

"You're really going to do it?" she asks, stepping aside so I can lead the way toward the courtyard. "Sing that song?"

"I think I have to," I whisper. "Even if he never figures it out. Even if it changes nothing. I just... I need him to hear it. Once. Just once."

She bumps my shoulder with hers. "You know, for someone who's spent the last year dodging interview questions about dating and hiding notebooks like they're state secrets, that's pretty brave."

"It's not brave," I murmur. "It's just the only thing left I haven't tried."

We push open the doors into a swirl of colors, laughter, and music already echoing from the stage setup in the courtyard. The festival is alive, blooming like the sakura trees themselves. But for me, it all comes down to this moment--this walk, this song, this chance.

And the hope that somewhere in this crowd... he's waiting to listen.

The courtyard is a blur of color and sound, like a dream painted in festival ink. Streamers sway from the cherry trees like ribbons in a wind that knows it's carrying something important. Students shout over each other in a cacophony of cheerful chaos--booths hawking takoyaki and handmade bracelets, a first-year club selling neon cotton candy, and the brass band warming up near the fountain with a rendition of "Ue o Muite Arukō" that's slightly off-key but somehow perfect.

I've done arena shows. I've stood in front of thirty thousand screaming fans with fireworks behind me and lights in my eyes so bright I couldn't see the front row. But this--this tiny little school festival with its folding chairs and wonky banners--this feels more terrifying than any stage I've ever stood on.

Because he might be in the crowd.

Because this time, it's not Rio the pop idol performing.

It's just... me.

"Smells like someone burned the yakisoba again," Emiko says, scrunching her nose and tugging me toward the side entrance behind the stage. "You okay to sneak around without getting mobbed?"

"I'm not that famous here," I lie. And we both know it.

We weave through the tents and past the third-years manning the karaoke booth, until we reach the makeshift backstage area--really just a tent with zip ties and clipboard chaos. A few students glance up as I enter, some doing double takes. One girl whispers to her friend and tries not to make it obvious she's texting someone about me. I ignore it. I'm used to it. The stares. The rumors. The expectation.

But I'm not used to the weight in my chest. Or the tremble in my fingers as I unzip my bag and slide out the notebook.

"Rio," Emiko says gently, stepping close. "Are you sure you want to do this? You still have time to switch songs. Nobody would blame you."

I look down at the lyrics again. They feel heavier than paper. Heavier than anything I've ever carried.

"I don't know what I want," I admit. "But I know I'll hate myself if I don't try."

She doesn't answer right away. Just pulls a small piece of candy from her jacket pocket--matcha-flavored, my favorite--and presses it into my hand.

"For luck," she says. "And because you look like you're about to pass out."

I laugh, a shaky sound, but real. "Thanks."

"Give it everything," she says. "Even if he doesn't get it. You will."

Then she steps away, letting the stage coordinator know I'm next in line.

I take one last breath, one last glance at the folded lyric sheet in my hand, and close my eyes.

This is it.

One verse. One moment. One chance to tell the truth the only way I know how.

Through music.

The crowd looks like a living sea from behind the curtain--parents with camera phones, siblings in oversized hoodies, classmates laughing with juice boxes and sticky hands. A dozen folding chairs already filled. A dozen more filling fast. My heart is louder than the brass band. Every time someone new enters the courtyard, I flinch.

Then I see him.

Daniel stands near the back, arms folded, wearing that soft-gray button-down shirt I've only ever seen outside of class. His hair is just a little tousled, like he ran his hand through it one too many times on the train ride here. He's scanning the stage, not urgently, just curiously--but it's enough to make my knees lock. He came. He kept his word. And for a flicker of a second, I let myself believe in everything again. The song. The moment. The miracle.

Then she steps into view beside him.

Ms. Takahashi. One our school's Literature teachers.

She's thirty-two and looks like every magazine stylist wants her phone number. Hair sleek and shiny, lips glossed the color of wine and confidence. Her skirt hugs her curves like it was tailored to remind people she doesn't have to try. She's everything I'm not--grown, graceful, composed. Even the way she laughs is elegant, like she belongs in a lounge with jazz playing behind her and a glass of something expensive in her hand. She leans in, says something to Daniel, and her fingers brush his arm like it's the most natural thing in the world.

I stop breathing.

He smiles.

Not big. Not dramatic. But enough. Enough to slice through the tiny, hopeful fantasy I've carried around for three years like a secret melody I thought no one else could hear. My hands grip the curtain tighter. My throat closes. I know it's stupid. I know it's just a touch, a laugh, a casual moment between two adults who work together. But the way she looks at him--it's not casual. It's practiced. And the way he doesn't flinch? It's not nothing.

"Rio?" Emiko's voice is a whisper behind me, but I barely register it.

My gaze stays locked on them as if looking away might make it real. The pages of my notebook tremble in my hand. Every note I wrote for him, every lyric laced with unspoken feeling, turns sour in my mouth. My chest feels like it's caving in. Like the weight of all my unsaid things just collapsed inward on itself.

He smiled at her.

He let her touch him.

And suddenly, my song feels like a joke.

"Rio, you're up next," the student coordinator says, clipboard in hand, his voice cheerful and oblivious to the war unraveling inside me.

I nod, but it's automatic. Like my body is moving without me in it.

Behind me, Emiko is saying something--I can hear her voice but not the words. I think she's asking if I'm okay. I think I lie and say yes. My fingers tighten around the notebook as I walk toward the stage steps. Every instinct is screaming to stop, to turn back, to sing what I came here to sing. But my heart is already in pieces, and I'm too afraid to hand him the last one.

So I don't.

At the top of the stairs, I pause. I reach into my pocket and slide the lyric sheet from the notebook, that song I poured everything into, and tuck it back inside. Then I pull out a different one--a single from my early debut. Catchy. Shiny. Empty. Or at least it does now at this time. It's the song they made me sing on a morning variety show where I wore cat ears and lip-synced through a fake cold.

I step onto the stage and paste on the smile I've learned to wear like foundation.

The crowd cheers. I can hear a couple of classmates call my name. I grip the mic like it's an anchor and not a weapon. I glance out, just once, and catch Daniel's eyes. He's watching me now. Focused. Still. Ms. Takahashi is saying something again, but he doesn't turn toward her this time.

It doesn't matter.

Because it's too late.

The music starts, light and upbeat. My voice follows, pitch-perfect. My movements rehearsed. I smile, I twirl, I hit every note the way I was trained to. And I die a little with each lyric that means nothing. With every second I spend hiding again.

When it's over, the courtyard erupts. Confetti flies from somewhere--probably one of the second-years with a party popper. There's applause, shouts, even a few people jumping to their feet. I bow once. Then again. Smile like it meant something.

Then I turn and walk offstage, each step louder than the clapping behind me.

Emiko meets me backstage, wide-eyed. "You didn't sing it," she says, voice quiet, almost stunned.

I shake my head. "I changed my mind."

"Rio--"

"I couldn't," I say, already brushing past her, already halfway to the back gate.

She calls after me, but I don't stop. Because if I stop, I'll cry. And I refuse to let the school courtyard be the place where I break.

I slip through the back gate, barely noticing the rusted latch catch against my blazer. The noise of the festival fades behind me with every step--laughter, music, applause--all swallowed by the hum of the street. I keep walking, head down, past the corner store, past the park bench with peeling paint, past the world that kept spinning while mine cracked open.

I don't know how I got here.

One minute I was walking. The next I was running. And now I'm just sitting--on an old wooden bench across the street from the school gate, my blazer hanging off one shoulder, my notebook shoved so deep into my bag it's like I'm trying to pretend it never existed. The spring breeze is soft, gentle, cruel. It carries the scent of grilled yakitori and fresh cut grass, and I hate it for trying to comfort me.

The blossoms are still falling. Stupid, perfect blossoms.

I press my palms to my eyes, but it's too late. The tears are already sliding down, hot and messy. Not the kind you can dab away and keep your eyeliner intact. These are the kind that swell up from your chest and spill out with everything you've been choking back. I don't sob. I leak. Silently. Shamefully. The way people like me are trained to cry--off-camera, out of frame, in private.

I don't even know who I'm mad at.

At Daniel? For smiling at her?

At Ms. Takahashi? For being beautiful and adult and exactly the kind of woman he could actually want?

Or at myself--for believing a smile three years ago meant something more than kindness. For building entire songs around a look, a word, a moment that maybe he never even thought twice about. I wrote him a melody of my whole heart, and he brought someone else to the show.

I reach into my bag and pull out the notebook. It feels heavier now, like it knows it's been betrayed.

The song is still in there.

Folded. Fragile.

Still hoping.

I stare at it for a long time, then unfold it carefully, smoothing it flat on my knees like it deserves a funeral. I read the lines I know by heart:

* I saved this song

* For the day I could stand in the light

* Not as a star, not as a girl in a magazine

* But as the one who never stopped loving you

It hurts.

Just reading it hurts.

I rip it in half. Then again. And again. Until the words I couldn't say are nothing but shredded pieces in my lap, blowing away with the petals like broken prayers.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. I wipe my face with the back of my sleeve and look at the screen. My agent.

I stare at the name for a full ten seconds before answering.

"Noda-san!" she says, all energy and excitement. "I saw the video--your performance is already trending. We've had three new offers come in. One of them wants you headlining in L.A. by July. You ready to talk tour?"

I close my eyes.

The last piece of me--the soft, secret part--just crumbled into dust.

"Yes," I whisper.

She gasps like she's been holding her breath. "Really? Are you serious?"

"Yes," I say again, louder. Steadier. Dead inside. "Book everything."

"Europe, the States, the full year?"

"All of it."

She laughs, full of pride. "Rio, this is it. This is the start of everything."

But it's not.

It's the end.

**********

Chapter 2 - "What I Didn't Hear"

(POV: Daniel):

They say it's the quiet ones you have to watch.

That's probably true of Rio.

She never asked for attention. Never tried to be the loudest voice in the room. She just was. Luminous. Not in a showy way--more like how the sky looks after a storm clears. Soft. Honest. The kind of presence you don't notice until it's gone, and then it's all you can think about.

I watched her sing today. Watched from the edge of the courtyard like I was trying to stay invisible. I told myself I was just being professional. But the truth is--I was nervous. Genuinely nervous. Not because of the song, but because of the look she gave me two weeks ago when she asked if I was coming. It wasn't casual. It wasn't small talk. It was... something else. A question folded into hope.



And I was sure--absolutely sure--that she was going to sing something new.

She'd been scribbling in that notebook again, humming melodies under her breath when she thought I wasn't listening. But I always listened. I always noticed when Rio had something to say. Today, I thought--maybe--she'd finally say it.

But she didn't.

She sang that bubblegum debut single instead. The one with all the hooks and none of her heart. She smiled through it. Hit every note perfectly. And for a few minutes, the crowd adored her.

But I knew something was wrong the moment she stepped offstage without even glancing at the audience. No eye contact. No grin. Just a polite bow, and then she was gone.

I didn't know what to do.

Takahashi-san said something beside me--something about how Noda-san was born to be a star--but it felt like static in my ears. My eyes were still scanning the stage, the courtyard, anywhere she might've gone. But she wasn't there.

She didn't stick around for compliments. Or pictures. Or anything at all.

And that's when it hit me.

Whatever Rio-san had planned to say today... she didn't say it.

And whatever I was meant to understand... I missed it.

The weight of that failure followed me home, then into sleep, and finally into the halls of Shirogane, where everything looked the same--but none of it felt right.

I walked the school hallways like a ghost on Monday morning, unsure if I was expecting to see her or hoping not to. Her desk in my second-period literature class was empty--pristine, untouched, like she'd evaporated without warning. I stood there for a moment too long before starting class, my eyes drawn to the corner where she used to tap her pen against her notebook during group discussions. She used to scribble in the margins while pretending to take notes. I remember leaning over once and catching a fragment of a lyric: "If silence had a shape, it would wear his name." I thought it was beautiful. I thought it was abstract.

Now I wonder if it was me.

There were other moments, too. Small things that felt innocent at the time--her lingering after class with a question she already knew the answer to, the way her voice softened when she spoke to me in English instead of Japanese, as if she wanted to make the words feel more personal. Once, she left her notebook behind by accident. I flipped it closed without reading anything, out of respect. Now I hate myself for not opening it. What was I afraid of? That I'd see something I couldn't unsee? Or that I'd feel something I couldn't ignore?

The principal called me in just after lunch. "Daniel-san," he said, not even glancing up from his desk, "just so you're aware Noda-san officially withdrew from Shirogane this morning. Her agency filed all the paperwork. Effective immediately." He said it like he was reading from a script. I just stood there, staring at the bookshelf behind him like it might give me answers. "You didn't know?" he asked, eyebrows raised when I didn't respond. "She didn't tell you?" And that's when it hit me: not only was she gone--she hadn't said goodbye. Not to her classmates. Not to her friends. Not to me.

I think of the way she looked at me during last month's poetry unit, when we were reading Neruda. Her classmates rolled their eyes at the romanticism of it all, but she sat there with her chin on her palm, watching me like every syllable mattered. After class, she waited until the others had left and asked, "Do you think some poems are meant for only one person to hear?" I laughed--I laughed--and said, "That's how most heartbreak starts." She smiled, but there was something brittle behind it. I thought she was just being philosophical. I didn't know she was asking me to listen.

I missed every signal. Every quiet, careful breadcrumb she left for me. And now she's gone. Not just from the classroom, but from this world--the world we shared in stolen glances and lyric-stained notebooks. And I don't know what hurts more: that I didn't see it coming, or that maybe--deep down--I did.

The days blurred after that. One apology I'd never get. One goodbye I didn't deserve.

(Two months later.)

Sixty days without Rio's laughter echoing in the halls. Without her soft humming as she passed my classroom, thinking no one could hear. Without her questions--sometimes thoughtful, sometimes just a pretext to linger a little longer. I tried to carry on. Taught my lessons. Graded essays. Smiled in the faculty lounge. No one suspected a thing. Or if they did, they didn't say it aloud. But the truth? I've been hollow since the day she left. Like someone reached inside and took something I didn't even realize was keeping me alive.

I remember what the grief counselor told me after my wife Stacy died. "When words choke your throat, bleed them onto paper. Grief doesn't like silence--it festers in it." It sounded poetic at the time. Now, it just sounds true. So I open my laptop, the same one I use for class prep and grading, and open a blank document. No structure. No plan. Just... honesty.

I start typing. Not carefully. Not thoughtfully. Just everything, as it comes.

I miss her. I miss her like breath. And not because she was bright or beautiful or talented--though she was all those things. I miss the quiet between us. The way she listened like it mattered. The way she saw me not as a teacher or a widower or some foreign man in a job he never expected to keep--but just... me. Her voice still lives in my head. Not the polished one the

world knows, but the shy, raw one she used when she thought no one was listening. And I was listening. I was always

listening. I just didn't know what I was hearing until she was gone.*

My fingers stop, trembling slightly. I stare at the paragraph for a long time. And the truth slams into me like a freight train.

I love her.

Not in a way I can say aloud. Not in a way that would ever be accepted. But it's there--undeniable, immovable, and terrifying. My heart knew it before my brain did. That's why it ached when she disappeared. That's why I kept walking past the music room, hoping to hear her voice again. That's why I never opened up to anyone else. Not really.

I slam the laptop shut, heart pounding. It's inappropriate. It's impossible. She's gone. She was my student. This can't be what it feels like--but it is. I can't stay. Not here. Not anymore. So I open the laptop again, slower this time, and click open the folder I swore I wouldn't touch again.

My resignation letter takes fifteen minutes to write. I don't revise it. Don't proofread. It's honest. Clean. Final.

The next morning, I hand it to the principal. He blinks, confused. "Daniel-san? I don't understand. You're one of our best. The students adore you. I thought you were happy here."

"I thought so, too," I say. And that's the truth. I did. Until I wasn't. Until she left and took the light with her.

I pack up my things slowly. No grand announcement. No farewell speech in the auditorium. Just a box filled with annotated poetry books, framed photos of my old classes, and a coffee mug that still smells faintly of her favorite jasmine tea she shared with me. When I walk through the empty halls for the last time, the weight settles heavier in my chest with every step.

Outside, I unlock my car, trying not to look back--but I feel it before I hear it.

The windows.

Half the school is pressed against them. Students lined up like silent witnesses, watching me leave. Some frown. Some just look confused. But one student--a quiet boy from my homeroom--pushes open the window and shouts with everything he has:

"GOODBYE, SENSEI!"

I pause. My hand tightens around the car door. I turn, lift my hand, and wave once. Just once.

Then I get in and drive away.

And try not to let those final words echo within my head.

But echoes don't ask permission. They follow you--through traffic, up stairwells, into half-packed rooms where everything feels like memory.

The apartment feels different now--emptier, like it's already stopped belonging to me. The books are boxed. The walls are bare. My life has been reduced to three suitcases and a half-dozen carefully sealed cartons. I made a call last night to an old college friend in Washington--Josh Winters, a guy I hadn't spoken to in years but who answered on the second ring like no time had passed. "You serious?" he asked, after I told him I was looking for a change. "Because there's an opening at Bellingham High. Their English teacher just retired mid-year. They're desperate to find a qualified replacement, Daniel" I didn't even hesitate. I said yes before he finished the sentence. I needed out. Out of the city. Out of the country. Out of the memories. Out of the echo of a voice I couldn't stop hearing.

I'm halfway through taping a box when there's a knock at the door. I nearly ignore it--figuring it's the landlord or the neighbor again--but something makes me open it. Emiko Tanaka stands there, arms crossed, her schoolbag slung over one shoulder and her dyed-pink ends slightly faded. "Tanaka-san?" I ask, blinking. "How did you--?"

"We followed you," she says flatly. "After school last year. We saw you leave and... I don't know. Rio just needed to see where you went when the day ended. She didn't say it, but she looked like someone holding her breath. So we stayed a few blocks behind. When you went inside, she didn't move for a long time. Just stared up at the building like it held all the answers she wasn't going to get."

"You followed me?" I try to chuckle, soften the edges. "That's a little stalker-ish, don't you think?"

She doesn't smile. "I'm not here to joke, Sensei."

The way she says it--it's not teasing. It's not playful. It's raw. And it hurts. I step aside without a word, and she walks in, scanning the half-packed apartment like she's stepping into a crime scene.

"So," she says, "where are you going?"

"Back to the States."

She nods, but her jaw tightens. "Does Rio know?"

I hesitate. "No."

"Of course not," she mutters, biting down on the words. "She wouldn't. Because she doesn't talk about anything real anymore. Not to me. Not since the festival."

I frown. "What do you mean?"

"I mean she disappeared, Sensei. And not just from school. From me. From everything. Every time I ask how she's doing, I get the same PR-scripted nonsense: 'The tour is going well, Emiko,' 'Europe's amazing, Emiko,' 'Everything is moving so fast.' It's like she's not even there anymore."

I feel something clench in my chest. "I didn't--"

"What did you do?" Her voice breaks--more accusation than question now. "What did you say to her that day? Because she was going to sing something else. I know it. She had this look in her eye, like she was finally ready to stop hiding. And then she sang that fake, plastic single. And afterward, she didn't just look disappointed--she looked destroyed."

I blink, stunned. "I didn't do anything, Tanaka-san. I stood in the crowd. I was waiting. That's it."

"Alone?"

I shake my head. "No. Takahashi-san was there. We got to the courtyard early and just... talked while the seats were filling. Why?"

Emiko lets out a harsh breath, like the pieces are falling into place and she hates what the picture shows. "You were with her? Standing beside her while Rio went onstage with her heart in a notebook and a love song she was finally ready to sing?"

I step back, mouth dry. "She didn't--she never told me--"

"She didn't have to!" Emiko explodes, eyes glassy now. "She wrote you songs. She lit up every time she said your name. And whatever she saw that day--whatever you didn't mean to do--it crushed her."

Silence. Heavy. Suffocating.

Emiko wipes her eyes roughly, furious at herself for letting it show. "I thought you should know. In case you were wondering why she left without saying goodbye."

"I was wondering," I say, voice hoarse.

"Now you don't have to."

She walks over to the nearest box and crouches beside it. "Wherever you're going, Sensei... I hope you find a way to forgive yourself. Because she probably already has. But that doesn't mean she stopped hurting."

"I didn't mean to hurt her," I whisper.

"I know," she says quietly. "But you did anyway."

We pack in silence after that. The kind of silence that doesn't feel peaceful--it feels like aftermath.

**********

Interlude -- "Things I Never Said"

(POV: Emiko)

I didn't cry until I was halfway down the block.

Not because I'm strong or dramatic or anything poetic like that--just because I didn't want him to see. Daniel Poole, Sensei, the walking cardigan of emotional repression. The last thing I needed was to break down on his doormat and be remembered forever as the girl who sobbed between the recycling bin and a stack of boxed-up Neruda anthologies.

But yeah. I cried.

It's ridiculous, honestly. Because the secret I've been carrying? I had a crush on him, too. Me. Emiko freaking Tanaka. The girl who once told the drama club president she was too busy for love because she had a skincare routine and unresolved anime trauma. And yet, there I was at fourteen, doodling "Mrs. Emiko Poole" in the margins of my history notebook like some tragic side character in a rom-com who doesn't realize she's not the lead.

But I never told anyone. Not even Rio. Especially not Rio.

Because the second she said it--so soft I almost missed it--"He makes me want to sing things I've never said out loud"--I knew. I knew what she meant. And more importantly, I knew what I had to do.

Retreat. Immediately. Quietly. Like a ninja of emotional self-sabotage.

Because what I felt? It was just a flutter. A flicker. The kind of crush you get on a teacher who quotes Neruda and looks like he writes sad jazz playlists in his free time. But what Rio felt? That was the whole damn love song. The one with the bridge and the chorus and the hidden verse she never got to sing.

So I became the best friend. The buffer. The emotional support raccoon with dyed pink hair and a candy stash. I watched her fall and burn and write her heart into notebook pages she never let anyone read. And now, she's gone. He's packing. And I'm walking home like someone in a breakup montage, minus the soundtrack.

Daniel looked like a ghost in that apartment. A very polite, very well-moisturized ghost, but a ghost nonetheless. He kept trying to explain. Kept saying he didn't know. That he didn't mean to. And I believed him. That's the worst part--I believe he never meant to hurt her.

But he did.

And the thing I can't stop thinking is this: If Rio hadn't fallen for him first... would I have said something? Would I have told him how I used to look forward to his dumb tie patterns and secretly loved how he smelled like mint tea and responsibility?

...Probably not. Because he never saw me that way.

I wasn't the voice he missed when it was gone. I wasn't the name in the margins or the reason for the song. I was the comic relief. The interlude.

And interludes don't get the guy.

**********

Chapter 6 -- "Sold-Out But Empty"

(POV: Rio)

The lights blind me before the crowd does. For the first few seconds of every show, I pretend they're not there--just shapes, colors, energy pulsing against the stage like heat off asphalt. Then the first beat hits, and I move because I have to, not because I want to. My body knows the steps. My voice finds the notes. The audience screams like they mean it. And me? I smile like I still believe I do.

City after city, I float through arenas like a hologram. Paris. Berlin. Madrid. Every place beautiful, every crowd louder than the last. I meet producers, pose for fashion spreads, shake hands with CEOs I'm supposed to remember. They all ask the same thing: "Where does the emotion in your lyrics come from?" I give them the usual script. "I just write what I feel." Except I don't. Not anymore. I haven't written a real song since Tokyo. Since him.

After one show in Milan, I lock myself in the green room and stare at my reflection for twenty straight minutes. Not out of vanity. Out of confusion. The girl in the mirror has perfect makeup and designer heels, but her eyes are empty. I touch the glass just to remind myself I'm real. "You're doing amazing," my manager gushes as she bursts in, already on another call. "Sold out in three countries. We've got Coachella interest. You're a global brand now, Rio." I nod and say "thank you," but my voice sounds like it belongs to someone who lives in the mirror instead.

At a press junket in London, it happens.

A young, eager reporter with a too-wide smile and a clipboard asks, "Rio, your early lyrics are so personal--like 'Hidden Melody' and 'Not Just Noise.' Were they inspired by your high school crush?" The room laughs. Cameras flash. My throat tightens. I feel my manager's hand twitch beneath the table, warning me to play along. So I smile. "It was just a phase," I lie, keeping my tone light. "Everyone has one, right?" The lie tastes like ash. And even though everyone laughs again, I feel like I've swallowed a grenade with the pin still in my hand.

Later that night, I sneak out of the hotel and wander through Hyde Park, hoodie pulled tight, sunglasses on even though it's dusk. I find a bench, sit down, and pull out my phone. I don't call anyone. I just scroll through old photos until I reach a blurry one from my school festival. I never posted it. He's in the background. Smiling. Talking to her. I zoom in. I shouldn't. But I do. He looked happy. That should've been enough for me. It wasn't.

A group of teenagers passes by, laughing and singing one of my songs. One of the old ones. One of the ones I wrote for him. They don't know that. They never will. But it hurts anyway. Like I left my voice in Tokyo and all I brought with me was the echo.

Back at the hotel, I pick up my notebook--the one I haven't touched in months--and flip through the pages. Nothing new. Just lyrics that used to mean something. I press the pen to the paper, trying to write anything. But all I can think about is the song I tore up. The one I was supposed to sing for him. The one that still plays, silently, every time I close my eyes.

The world is clapping for me.

But I can't hear it.

Not over the silence he left behind.

**********

Chapter 7 -- "Rumors and Regret"

(POV: Naoko Takahashi)

The whispers never really stopped after Daniel left.

They twisted through the halls like smoke--thin, persistent, impossible to pin down. Students speculated. Teachers exchanged glances. A few bold third-years even launched anonymous threads on school forums: Did Sensei run off with the idol? Was it scandal? Was it love? I told myself it was nonsense. Just the usual wildfire gossip that burns through schools when the truth is inconveniently quiet.

But now--sitting at my desk long after the bell has rung, watching sakura petals drag shadows across the floor--I realize it's not the students' voices that haunt me.

It's the silence he left behind.

I remember the exact moment it crossed my mind--that I might've loved him. Or something dangerously close. It had been a brutal day. Two parents tore into my grading policy like I was sentencing their children to death by C+. A student yawned through my entire lecture on literary symbolism. And my projector died mid-slide, leaving me standing in front of thirty teenagers with nothing but a dead clicker and frayed dignity.

I returned to my classroom ready to dissolve into tea and tears--and there it was. A quote on the board in neat, careful handwriting:

"A teacher affects eternity; they can never tell where their influence stops." --Henry Adams.

No name. No flourish. Just white chalk on green slate and a single piece of chalk resting gently on the ledge, like punctuation. I didn't need a signature.

Daniel was the only one who ever noticed when I was falling apart.



I didn't fall in love that day. But the door cracked open. A warmth began to take root, steady and uninvited, like the first bloom after winter. We started talking more between classes--quiet, intimate moments over shared snacks and worn paperbacks. I even invited him out for drinks once. Casual. Breezy. Safe.

He smiled with that gentle restraint of his--grateful, always--but said, "Rain check."

There was no rain.

There was no check.

There was just me, alone, rereading the text message I never sent.

I told myself he was grieving. That there were ghosts in his chest he hadn't exorcised yet. But secretly--stupidly--I hoped. Hoped that if I waited long enough, laughed softly enough, wore lipstick that matched the novels he loaned me... maybe he'd finally look up and see me. Not as a coworker. Not as a passing kindness.

But as a woman.

And then Rio started lingering.

At first, I didn't think much of it. She stayed after class more. Hummed when she thought no one was listening. Slid song lyrics onto his desk like homework written in code. I thought it was sweet. Naïve. A girl chasing a fantasy.

But now? Now I wonder if it was me who was being naïve.

Because he looked at her differently. Maybe he didn't realize it. Maybe he tried not to. But I saw it--in the softened timbre of his voice when he said her name, in the way he'd glance toward the door every time the bell rang and she wasn't there. And most damning of all? He never once shut the rumors down.

And then he vanished.

And so did she.

This morning, in the brittle quiet of the faculty lounge, I finally said it out loud.

"I liked him," I told Mr. Harada, who blinked once behind his mug, unsurprised.

"I tried. Once. He brushed me off. I thought it was timing. Now... I think maybe it was someone else."

I didn't say her name.

I didn't need to.

Now, I sit alone at my desk, the final class long dismissed, staring out the window as the courtyard fades to dusk. The sakura trees sway in slow motion, and the air carries the stillness of something sacred--or something lost.

Maybe what happened wasn't a scandal.

Maybe it wasn't even romance.

But it was real.

And sometimes that's the cruelest kind of truth--the one nobody admits, but everybody feels.

The kind that doesn't get written into yearbooks or lesson plans.

The kind that lingers like perfume on a scarf you forgot to throw away.

**********

Chapter 8 -- "Sold-Out, Still Empty"

(POV: Rio)

The applause faded long before I took off my heels.

I sat on the edge of my hotel bed, still in full makeup, staring at the untouched room service tray beside me. Somewhere, two floors below, fans were still gathered outside--chanting, hoping for a glimpse. My name lit up the building in marquee lights, but tonight, I couldn't even say it aloud. I didn't feel like Rio Noda, international star. I felt like a girl who lost something before she ever got to hold it.

The dressing room had been filled with flowers. Too many. Pink lilies, white roses, glitter-dusted arrangements spelling out my name in foam and satin ribbon. I smiled for every photo. Signed every poster. Told everyone how grateful I was. But inside, I was unraveling. Slowly. Quietly. Thread by thread.

I picked up my phone for the hundredth time, thumb hovering over Emiko's contact. I hadn't heard her voice in weeks. Not because she hadn't called--she had. But every time, I let it ring out. I didn't know what I'd say. I didn't know how to explain the hollow inside me. Or the silence that had followed me across the world.

Outside, a street musician played something soft on an old violin. I opened the balcony door just enough to hear it better. The melody wasn't perfect--some notes wavered, others missed--but it was honest. And that made me ache more than any chart-topper I'd lip-synced to in the past month.

I leaned back, letting the wind tug at the ends of my hair. In my lap was a creased program from the festival--the one I'd folded a dozen times but never thrown away. On the back, scribbled in my own handwriting, were the first lines of his song. The one I never sang. The one I still couldn't forget.

I closed my eyes, and for the first time in weeks, I whispered his name.

"Daniel..."

And just like that, I knew where I had to go next.

Not to another city on the map. Not to a spotlight. To a place I once ran from with songs half-finished and words left unsaid. I booked the flight without telling anyone--not even Emiko. Just a single ticket, one bag, and a name I hadn't spoken aloud in months.

Japan looked different from the window of an arriving plane.

I used to land with excitement, anticipation buzzing in my veins like electricity. This time, all I felt was the thudding echo of my own pulse--steady, uncertain, scared. Tokyo's skyline blinked beneath the clouds like it didn't recognize me anymore. Maybe it didn't. Maybe I didn't recognize myself either.

No cameras waited at the terminal. No handlers or stylists or publicists. Just a rental car and a driver who didn't ask questions when I gave a name that wasn't mine. The label didn't know I was here. My parents didn't know either. Only Emiko. And she had promised to keep it quiet--for now.

I kept my head low as I moved through the crowd at Narita, hoodie up, mask on, sunglasses slipping down my nose. No one looked twice. Just another tired girl in a city that never stopped rushing past its own heartbeats. That anonymity, once terrifying, felt like safety now. Like a pause button I wasn't sure I'd ever get to press again.

The apartment I'd rented was small--barely more than a studio tucked in a quiet street near my old school. I hadn't realized how much I'd missed the smell of tatami, the sound of rain tapping on paper-thin windows. I dropped my bags and sat on the floor for a full hour, staring at nothing, letting the city noise outside remind me I was real again. Here. Back where it started.

I hadn't been near Shirogane High since the festival. Not even during the Tokyo leg of the tour. I couldn't. Not when every hallway still echoed with his voice. But now, I was here for that reason alone. To see it. To feel it. To finally ask the question that had haunted me through every show, every fake interview smile, every unsent message: Was he still here?

Emiko was supposed to meet me tomorrow. She said she had news--her tone had been careful, almost hesitant. But I already felt it in my chest. Something had shifted while I was gone. Something I didn't want to face until I stood there myself. I needed to see the school. Walk those steps again. Find out if I was chasing a memory, or if he was still part of something that hadn't yet closed its doors to me.

I stayed up late, sitting by the window, notebook open in my lap. Not writing. Just holding the pen. Watching the streetlights blur in the drizzle and wondering if somewhere, just a few train stops away, Daniel was doing the same--remembering a girl who never sang the song he was meant to hear.

And if I was too late to ever sing it at all.

That thought sat heavy in my chest, like a final note left hanging in a song no one would finish. I stayed by the window, watching the rain blur the lights, trying to breathe through the ache

Emiko spotted me before I saw her. She was waiting at the café across from the school--the one with the cracked sign and the always-too-loud indie playlist. Same space buns. Same pink streaks in her hair. But something about her felt heavier, like she'd been carrying something too long without saying it aloud. When I stepped through the door, her eyes widened, and for a moment, we just stared at each other.

Then she launched out of her seat and wrapped me in a hug so tight I almost forgot how much I'd missed her.

"You idiot," she whispered against my shoulder. "You're really back."

"I had to come," I said softly. "I couldn't keep pretending."

She pulled back, brushing a tear away quickly before I could point it out. "You look like you've been crying for weeks."

"I have."

She nodded like she had, too.

We ordered drinks and sat by the window, pretending to be normal. But the silence between us wasn't awkward. It was saturated. When she finally spoke again, her voice was different--measured. Careful.

"He's not at the school anymore."

I felt my breath catch before she even finished the sentence. "What?"

"Daniel," she said. "He resigned. Two months ago. Quietly. No announcement. Just... gone." She stirred her coffee like it mattered, like it could soften what she was about to say. "I didn't want to tell you over the phone. I didn't know if you'd even come back. But when you texted me... I knew you had to hear it from me."

I didn't speak. I couldn't. My hands trembled around the cup I hadn't touched. I stared past her at the gates of the school, the same ones I used to walk through every morning with a heart full of secret hope. And now, they just looked... closed.

"He was broken after you left," Emiko said quietly. "Tried to act normal, but he wasn't. I saw it. Everyone saw it. Then one day, he handed in his resignation. Said he was moving back to the States."

I swallowed hard. "Did he say why?"

"No," she said. "But he didn't have to. We all knew. He loved you, Rio. He just couldn't say it. And you couldn't stay. And now... you're both ghosts."

I swallowed hard, the words settling in my chest like a weight I couldn't shake. I looked at Emiko--really looked at her--and said, "Then I need to see it for myself."

She blinked. "See what?"

"The school. His classroom. Anything he left behind. If he's really gone... I need to feel it. Not hear it. Not read it. Feel it."

Emiko didn't argue. She just nodded, quietly, like she knew this was the only way I'd stop chasing echoes.

The school smelled exactly the same.

Disinfectant and chalk. Dried rain on old tile floors. That faint scent of ink and teenage stress that clung to every hallway. I shouldn't have remembered it so clearly, but I did. Every step I took toward the English wing felt like walking through a memory I had no right to still carry. Students passed me without a second glance--just another girl visiting campus. None of them knew I used to live here. That I left pieces of myself in these halls.

The door to his classroom was unlocked.

It surprised me. I thought it would've been claimed by someone else, reassigned, repainted, rebranded. But it still said "Literature -- Room 2B" on the doorframe in the same fading label tape. I pushed it open slowly, half-expecting his voice, half-hoping it would somehow echo back to life.

It didn't.

The room was empty. Desks pushed to the side. Bookshelves partially cleared, a few stray paperbacks still scattered like forgotten leaves. On the far wall, the corkboard still had one yellowing quote pinned near the center:

*"Words are, in my not-so-humble opinion, our most inexhaustible source of magic."

*-- Albus Dumbledore

He always loved that one.

I crossed the room quietly and stood behind the desk--the desk where he used to sit while we debated poetry and irony and American idioms. I remembered once, he offered me a cup of tea when I came in late from practice, and I said something awkward about how adults didn't usually offer kindness without expecting something back. He looked hurt. Then he said, "I'm not asking for anything, Noda-san. I just want you to breathe."

I hadn't cried yet. Not at the airport. Not with Emiko. Not even when she told me he was gone.

But standing in that room--our room--with no voice to fill the silence and no song left to hold the truth, I finally let the tears fall.

I sat in the chair where he once did. And for a moment, I imagined he'd never left.

The door creaked.

I turned sharply, wiping at my face with the sleeve of my hoodie before I even knew who it was. Ms. Takahashi stood in the doorway, framed by the fading hallway light, her arms crossed loosely, like she hadn't expected to find anyone here--but wasn't surprised, either.

"Noda-san," she said softly, as if testing the name on her tongue.

My body tensed instantly. "I was just leaving," I muttered, already rising from the chair. I didn't want this--not her voice, not her presence, not the quiet sympathy behind her eyes.

But she didn't move. "Please," she said. "Don't. I think... I think we should talk."

I froze. Not because I wanted to listen, but because part of me had always wondered what she knew--what she saw that day. "There's nothing to say."

"There's everything to say," she replied, stepping inside and gently closing the door behind her. "And no one ever says it."

I turned my back to her, clutching my bag tighter. "You were with him that day. At the festival."

"Yes," she admitted. "I was. But not for the reason you think."

I didn't respond. I didn't trust my voice to hold steady.

"He didn't come with me, Noda-san," she continued. "We both arrived early. We were chatting near the courtyard before the show. He was anxious--kept scanning the crowd. I asked him what was wrong, and he just smiled and said, 'There's a student I promised I'd show up for.'" She paused, her voice catching just slightly. "I hoped it was me."

That made me turn.

Her eyes were soft, tired--not bitter. "I liked him. I still do, in a way. How could I not? He was kind. Funny in that quiet, dry way. And passionate--God, the way he talked about literature could make you fall in love with syntax. I misread the signs. Thought maybe, if I was patient, if I stayed close enough, he'd let someone in again."

My stomach twisted. "But he didn't."

"No," she said, shaking her head. "He never let me in. Not really. And then I saw you--at the festival, behind the curtain, holding that notebook like it was a beating heart. And I saw him, watching the stage like the world was about to change."

My throat tightened. "Then why did he smile at you?"

"Because I said something stupid about how proud he must be. He smiled because he was trying to be polite, Noda-san. But it wasn't real--not that kind of smile. It wasn't for me." She stepped closer, voice lower. "You know who it was for."

I felt myself shake my head, even as the pieces began to fall into place.

"Did you ever notice the girls who lingered around him after class?" she asked gently. "It wasn't just you. A lot of them fawned over him. Even Tanaka-san, in the beginning."

That jolted me. "Emiko?"

Ms. Takahashi nodded. "Briefly. She never said it out loud, but I saw it. The way she looked at him like he held some secret the rest of us didn't. But it faded. Because Tanaka-san saw something the rest of us didn't want to admit."

I didn't want to ask, but I did. "What?"

"That you already had his heart." Her voice didn't waver. "Even if he didn't say it. Even if you didn't hear it."

Silence pressed in on the room like a third presence. I felt my eyes sting again, but this time, I didn't wipe them.

Ms. Takahashi sighed. "I was jealous. Not just of him, but of you. You had the kind of quiet gravity that pulled him in without trying. I spent years trying. And he barely looked at me the way he looked at you in one shared moment."

I looked down at the desk. His desk. My voice cracked. "But he never said anything. Never did anything."

"Because he couldn't," she said. "Not then. Maybe not even now. But don't confuse silence with absence, Noda-san. Sometimes the loudest truths are the ones we're too afraid to speak."

When Ms. Takahashi left, she didn't say goodbye.

She just touched the edge of the desk gently with her fingertips, gave me a look that held too much kindness and too much regret, and slipped out the door.

The silence she left behind wasn't empty.

It was full of everything I'd never let myself believe.

I sank back into the chair I'd tried to walk away from earlier. The one behind his desk. The seat that once felt like home because he was always on the other side of it. Now, it was just me. Just the hum of the school's old fluorescent lights and the dust motes dancing in the sunlight that streamed through the blinds.

My bag was heavy in my lap.

I knew what I was reaching for before I even moved.

The notebook--that notebook--was still there. Folded, soft at the corners, pages warped from air travel and grief and all the times I told myself I didn't need it anymore. I flipped through it slowly, past unfinished verses, scribbled-out rhymes, melodies written in the margins beside math homework and tea stains. Then I found it.

The first draft of the song I never sang.

* If I gave you my voice

* Would you know what I meant?

* Would you hear every silence

* I wrapped in a melody?

* I saved this song

* Not to be heard

* But to be understood.

I traced the words with my thumb. My eyes burned, but I didn't cry. Not this time. I'd wasted too many tears on maybes and misunderstandings. What I felt now wasn't sadness.

It was certainty.

I still wanted him.

Not the memory. Not the fantasy I built in lyrics and half-smiles across a classroom. Him. The man who changed my life with kindness, who saw me before the world did, who stood at the edge of something forbidden and never crossed it--but stayed long enough to shape every note I became.

I closed the notebook and whispered into the empty room, "I'm going to find you."

And for the first time in months, the silence didn't echo back.

It listened.

And somehow, in that quiet--something in me settled. Not with certainty, but with clarity. I couldn't keep hiding behind music, or cities, or excuses. If I was going to find him, I had to stop running. That started with facing the two people I'd been avoiding the most.

When I rang the doorbell, my mother answered in an apron, her hands still dusted with flour from whatever she'd been baking. She blinked at me like I was a ghost. "Rio?" she said, stunned. "You didn't tell us you were coming." My father's voice echoed from the kitchen: "Is that her? Is something wrong?" Within seconds, both of them were at the door, worry etched deep into their expressions.

"I'm fine," I said quickly, stepping inside before I lost my nerve. "I just... needed to come home for a bit."

They ushered me into the living room, questions already flying. "We saw the tour was put on hiatus," my mother said, lowering herself onto the couch. "Is someone sick? Did something happen?" My father leaned forward. "You've been silent for weeks, Rio. Your manager called here twice." I hadn't known that. But I wasn't surprised.

I took a breath and told them the truth.

"I'm going to America. To find someone."

They stared at me, confused. And then my mother said slowly, "Who?"

"Daniel Poole," I said. "My old teacher."

Their reaction was immediate. Shock twisted into disapproval. My father stood, pacing. "That man? The American?" His voice dropped, sharp. "Rio, no. Absolutely not." My mother's face went pale. "You're throwing everything away--for a crush on someone nearly twice your age?" She looked like I'd confessed a crime.

I stood, shaking now. "It's not a crush. It never was." My voice rose with the heat of everything I'd held back for years. "I love him. I have for a long time. And I'm not asking for permission. I just hoped--" my voice cracked, "--that you'd understand."

They didn't.

So I left.

Back at my hotel, I closed the door, dropped my bags, and grabbed my phone. Ten missed calls. Fourteen texts. All from my managers, assistants, press contacts. The last message just said: We need answers. I called my manager first. She answered on the first ring, already mid-panic. "Rio--what the hell is going on? Are you in Tokyo? We've had three outlets call us. If you don't get on a plane to Berlin--"

"I'm not going to Berlin," I said firmly. "I'm going to find someone. Someone who gave me hope when I had none left."



Silence.

Then: "Rio, be reasonable. You are the hottest name in the world right now. You don't risk your career over some... lost romance. You finish your tour, and then you do what you want."

"No," I said. "I'll finish the tour when I find what I'm looking for. And not a second before."

Then I hung up.

**********

Chapter 9 -- "The Life I Tried to Build"

(POV: Daniel)

The rhythm of Bellingham had finally started to feel like mine.

Mornings were quiet: a slow jog through Fairhaven Park, coffee from the same corner shop where the barista now knew my name, and afternoons spent prepping lesson plans I actually looked forward to teaching. The summer had been kind in a way Tokyo hadn't been in years. No crowds. No headlines. No ghosts hiding in stairwells or music rooms. Just time. And space. And silence that didn't hurt so much anymore.

Claire had a lot to do with that.

She had this way of making everything feel low-pressure--conversations, plans, friendship. We traded books, argued about poetry, and once got into a twenty-minute debate about whether or not Gatsby was truly in love or just addicted to nostalgia. She never pried. Never asked about my past. I think she knew there was more than I was saying, but she never pushed. That earned her a quiet kind of trust I didn't know I still had in me.

So when she invited me to a reading at the bookstore near the water, I said yes without thinking. The author was someone I'd never heard of--local, heartfelt, a little too sentimental--but the way Claire laughed during the Q&A made the whole thing worth it. We lingered after, sipping cider from paper cups, the two of us leaning against the railing of the waterfront park while the last sliver of sunset melted behind the mountains.

"Summer's almost over," she said softly.

I nodded, hands in my jacket pockets. "Yeah. Feels like it just started."

She turned toward me, smiling in that quiet, tentative way that people do when they're unsure of what they're about to do. "I'm glad you're here, Daniel. I wasn't sure at first... but now, I can't picture the staff room without you."

"Thanks," I said. "I'm glad I came too."

I thought that was it. A nice moment to end the evening.

But then she stepped closer. Hesitated. And kissed me.

It was soft. Surprising. Not rushed. The kind of kiss that asked a question and assumed the answer was maybe. And I--I didn't pull away. Not right away. My body responded before my brain caught up. I kissed her back, slow and unsure, until a strange pang settled in my chest like the start of a song I hadn't heard in a long time.

And just like that, I knew.

I wasn't ready.

Not for this.

Not for someone else.

Not when I was still haunted by the one I left behind.

**********

Chapter 10 -- "Beneath the Quiet"

(POV: Claire)

The first time I saw Daniel Poole, I thought, Great. Another charming transplant with perfect stubble and zero depth.

He walked into the Bellingham High faculty lounge during the spring semester looking like a coffee commercial--tall, athletic, soft-spoken, with those too-blue eyes and that quiet, unfazed posture that made it impossible to tell if he was painfully shy or secretly judging everyone. I pegged him as the latter. I'd been burned by the former. But then he sat down across from me, asked if the coffee here was "always this tragic," and grinned when I admitted to smuggling my own tea.

It should've ended there. A polite, passing coworker thing.

But Daniel was... surprising.

He wasn't just polite--he was thoughtful. He asked questions, actually listened to the answers, and quoted Virginia Woolf in a conversation about film adaptations like it was casual banter. He didn't interrupt. He didn't dominate. He didn't try to be impressive. And when he mentioned teaching abroad for ten years, something in his voice shifted--like he'd left more than just a country behind.

One evening after work, curiosity got the better of me.

I Googled him.

It felt invasive, but I'd seen how guarded he was, and part of me needed to know why. The articles weren't easy to find, but they were there--buried behind years of school newsletters and foreign teaching blogs. Eleven years ago. A mass shooting. A high school. A name I hadn't heard in years but now couldn't forget: Stacy Poole. His wife. His life. Gone in seconds.

I shut my laptop and sat in the dark for a long time.

After that, our occasional hallway exchanges carried more weight--at least for me. He never mentioned his past. Never slipped into pity or bitterness. He was just... present. In the breakroom, he laughed at my dumb jokes. He teased my obsession with post-it notes. And when I caught him re-reading The Bell Jar during a lunch break, I realized he wasn't just well-read--he was lonely. And I understood lonely.

By June, we were sitting together more. By July, we were meeting for coffee "by accident." When summer break hit, I told myself I was just being friendly. That walking the marina after grabbing gelato wasn't a date. That movie nights and bookstore visits were just two educators killing time before lesson planning started up again.

But the truth?

It became more than that--bit by bit, moment by moment. He started opening up in little ways: asking me for my opinion on book passages, telling me stories about Tokyo, laughing at himself when he got too passionate about grammar. I'd catch him quoting a line from a student's poem under his breath and smiling like it meant something. And he started to look at me differently--not in a romantic way, but with a kind of comfort that felt rare and warm. We built something easy. Familiar.

And somewhere in all of that--bookstore trips, porch conversations, lingering glances during walks by the waterfront--I realized I liked being the one he let into that silence. I liked being the one who made him smile without effort. I liked him.

So when the bookstore announced a poetry reading, I asked him if he wanted to go. Casual. No pressure. Just something to do.

He said yes.

That night, he was quiet--but in a calm way, not a closed one. He walked beside me through the waterfront park afterward, jacket open, hands in his pockets, the breeze tugging at his hair like it was reaching for something he wouldn't name. We stood under one of the trail lights, watching boats drift in the dark water, and I waited.

Waited for him to turn.

Waited for him to say something.

But he didn't.

And I realized--he wasn't the kind of man who would cross the line first. Not because he didn't feel anything... but because he was still afraid of what it might mean.

So I leaned in.

I kissed him--soft, searching, hoping. His mouth hesitated against mine, then responded, just enough to let me believe I hadn't misread everything. But something in him held back. I felt it. Like kissing someone through glass.

Still, I didn't regret it.

Because for a moment, I felt close to something real.

Even if it wasn't mine to keep.

**********

Chapter 11 -- "Across the Ocean"

(POV: Rio)

My manager told the press I was on a "creative sabbatical." That I was taking time to "explore new inspirations and return stronger." Whatever that meant. My fans panicked. The hashtags started trending within hours. #WhereIsRio, #ComeBackRio, #MissingtheMelody. They didn't know I was boarding a plane to the United States--not to perform, but to look for someone who once told me my voice mattered before anyone else did.

I started in Kirkland. That's where the trail ended--at least the trail I had access to. He'd once mentioned the town like it was a footnote, something small and forgotten. I wandered its quiet streets with my hood up, face bare, anonymous again. I visited the school where he last taught before Japan, asked vague questions at the front office, browsed old staff photos and yearbooks in the library. No one remembered much. But someone gave me a name I didn't know: Stacy.

It felt wrong saying it out loud. I whispered it once in the privacy of a hotel bathroom mirror. Stacy. His wife. The one he never talked about. The one the internet whispered about with headlines buried in the archives. I found the articles eventually. They were brutal and dry. Names. Dates. Locations. No emotion, just fact. She died in a school shooting. He left the country after. That part was true.

I cried that night.

Not because I was jealous. Not because I wished it had been different. But because I finally understood why he carried so much silence inside him. Why he never said the things I so desperately needed to hear. He had loved before. Deeply. And he had lost everything.

Still, I kept looking.

I visited more schools. Asked more careful questions. Sang anonymously at open mics in coffee shops and bookstores, hoping that maybe--if he was near--he'd hear something in my voice that would make him stop. Just once. Just long enough for me to turn and say, "It's me."

My lyrics changed.

They weren't polished or bright anymore. They were rough around the edges, confessional, bleeding in places I hadn't let anyone see. Stripped of image. Raw in the way only real heartbreak can be. And every time I stood on a makeshift stage with a borrowed guitar or a dusty piano, I imagined him in the back of the room--not as a teacher. Not even as a man I once loved in secret. But as someone still holding the missing verse of the song I was too afraid to finish.

I didn't know where he was.

But I was getting closer.

**********

Chapter 12 -- "Something Left Unsaid"

(POV: Claire)

It had been four months since the kiss. Four months since the evening breeze off the bay had filled me with the foolish hope that perhaps--Daniel Poole had space in his heart for something new. For me. School was back in session now, and we'd slipped into a routine that looked like companionship from the outside. To the rest of the faculty, we were close. Colleagues. Friends. And sometimes, in the quiet, candlelit hours when he couldn't sleep, we were more than that. But only physically.

Emotionally, he remained locked behind some invisible wall I hadn't been given the key to.

I told myself not to fall for him. That he needed time. That I could be patient. But hearts don't take advice well. And somewhere between lazy Sunday coffees and shared lesson planning on his couch, I did fall. Hard. But I never said the words. I didn't ask what we were. Because I was terrified he'd answer with something I already feared: temporary.

That morning, I padded barefoot through his apartment, the early light stretching long across the hardwood. Daniel was still asleep, curled on the far side of the bed like he was afraid of taking up space. I made coffee and wandered the hallway, noticing he'd finally hung some pictures on the wall--small frames with glimpses of a life I knew so little about. Students in uniform. Cherry blossoms. Classrooms that looked warmer than anything in Bellingham.

My eyes landed on a picture of a woman I didn't recognize--long hair, elegant, stylish, laughing with a clipboard in her hands. "She's beautiful," I said aloud, not expecting a response.

"Ms. Takahashi," Daniel mumbled from behind me. I turned to find him standing in the doorway, hair tousled, voice still thick with sleep. "We worked together at the school in Tokyo."

I smiled, nudging the frame with my fingers. "Total looker. You ever have a thing with her?"

He gave a lopsided shrug. "I guess? I don't know. Maybe she did. I didn't notice."

It wasn't said with arrogance--it was too blank for that. As if it genuinely never registered for him. But something about the way he said it made me pause. There was a softness to it... but not for her.

I moved to the next photo.

There was a girl in the frame. Not posing, not looking at the camera. Just off to the side, laughing with a guitar in her lap, a stack of books beside her. And my breath caught. "Is that... is that Rio Noda? The singer?"

Daniel's body stiffened just slightly. "Yeah. That's her."

That's it. No context. No elaboration.

I glanced over my shoulder. "That's not just some student, Daniel."

He didn't answer.

So I kept going. "She was your student?"

He nodded.

"You don't talk to her anymore?"

"Not in almost a year," he said quickly. Too quickly. "Why?"

I hesitated, but curiosity had momentum now. "I just... I saw something in the news a few months back. That she put her world tour on hold. Out of nowhere. People are still speculating, but no one knows why. The label said it was a creative break. That never means what they say it does."

That made him go still.

His eyes shifted--sharp now, no longer heavy with sleep. "Wait. What do you mean, she stopped the tour? When?"

"Like... four, maybe five months ago? I just thought it was interesting. Surprising, you know?"

But I could already see it in his face--the past had cracked open.

And something he'd tried to bury just stirred back to life.

**********

Chapter 13 -- "Where the Music Echoes"

(POV: Daniel)

I didn't know where to start.

The articles were vague--snippets from fan forums, blurry phone photos tagged with #MaybeRio taken in coffee shops and subway stations. Seattle, Portland, maybe even Bellingham. None of it was solid. But there was one post that stuck with me: "Heard a girl who sounded just like Rio singing at an open mic in a bookstore in Seattle. Looked like her too, but no makeup. Didn't say her name."

That bookstore was in Ballard.

I drove there the next morning, heart pounding the entire drive. I told myself I was being ridiculous. Chasing shadows. But when I stepped through the door of that cozy little shop--lined with creaky wooden floors and a hand-painted stage barely big enough for two stools--I felt something. Like my bones remembered her even if my eyes hadn't found her yet.

"She sang here a few weeks back," the owner told me after I described her. "Didn't leave a name. Just said she was passing through. But... man, when she sang? Whole place went still. Not many do that anymore."

He offered me a flyer--old, wrinkled, from the night she performed. There was a coffee stain in the corner and someone had written "she made us cry" in the margin.

I stared at it for a long time.

Then I went to the next place. A café in Fremont. Then a bar in Capitol Hill. Each time, I asked. Showed her photo. Asked if anyone remembered a girl with a soft voice and a sad smile. Most hadn't. A few might have. One said she left a tip and a napkin with half a verse scribbled on it. He still had it tucked behind the register.

* "I wrote him in a minor key

* And I never found the chorus."

I held that napkin like it was a postcard from a parallel world.

I started looking at people differently after that. Every bookstore. Every alley-stage. Every girl with dark hair and too-quiet eyes. I'd never been a man prone to obsession, but this wasn't obsession.

This was unfinished.

And I was done pretending that it didn't matter.

I was back in Bellingham when it happened.

I'd driven to Seattle four times in two weeks, chasing every flimsy rumor and whispered maybe. Each time I came back tired and a little more convinced I was chasing a ghost. But I couldn't stop. Not when every thread I pulled revealed just enough to keep me from walking away.

It was a Thursday afternoon--gray and wind-bitten, the kind that smelled like ocean and stormclouds. I was picking up papers from the main office after school when Janice, the receptionist, leaned over and said, "You'll like this--some girl came in asking about you."

My heart froze. "What girl?"

Janice shrugged, squinting at the ceiling like she was trying to rewind her memory. "Young. Pretty. Polite. Said she used to know you when you were teaching in Japan. I thought maybe it was one of those exchange program students. She didn't give a name. Asked if you still taught here, then left before I could ask more."

I tried to keep my face neutral. "When was this?"

"This morning. Just after first period." She gave me a sideways look. "You've got mystery fans now?"

I didn't answer.

Instead, I left the office and walked straight out of the school like something had grabbed me by the collar. My breath was shallow. My hands were cold. I didn't even know what I was doing until I ended up at the bookstore downtown--half-hoping, half-dreading I'd see her leaning over a poetry shelf with her hair falling into her eyes.

She wasn't there.

But taped to the community board beside the register was a new flyer.

Open Mic Night -- Friday.

Fairhaven Village Green

Sign-ups welcome.

No names required.

I stared at the bottom of the page. Someone had written a note in pencil.

* "Maybe I'll sing this time."

And just below it... a scribbled drawing. A treble clef. Ink smudged, almost forgotten.

But I knew that shape.

Because she used to draw the same one in the margins of her grammar homework, like it was the only signature she could give without saying too much.

She was here.

Not somewhere in Seattle.

Here.

The realization hit me like impact--sudden, jarring, all breath and adrenaline. My hands wouldn't stay still. My chest felt too tight. I paced the apartment, stared out windows, opened and closed the same drawer three times before remembering what I was looking for.

I didn't sleep that night.

Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her. Not the pop star from the headlines. Not the girl onstage under spotlights and fan screams. I saw her--the student who lingered after class, who hummed melodies into the corners of her notebook, who once asked if poems were ever meant for just one person.

If she was here--if she was really here--then I had one chance to get it right.

I left work early on Friday. Told the school secretary I had an appointment. She smirked like she didn't believe me, and for once, she wasn't wrong. I went home, showered, changed shirts three times, then stood in front of the mirror like an idiot, wondering what version of myself I wanted her to see. The man she remembered? Or the one still trying to figure out what to do with everything he never said?

By six-thirty, I was standing across the street from the bookstore.

My palms were sweating. My heart pounded hard enough that I had to sit on a bench just to remember how to breathe. What if it wasn't her? What if it was just someone playing at mystery, drawing treble clefs without meaning? Or worse--what if it was her, and she didn't want me anymore?

I walked in just after seven.

The space was dimly lit, cozy, packed tighter than usual. Locals sat in folding chairs and old mismatched armchairs dragged from storage. Someone was already onstage reading a piece about falling out of love with your own reflection. People clapped gently. My eyes scanned every corner.

She wasn't onstage.

She wasn't in the crowd.

But the signup sheet was still out--and there, on the third line down, someone had written a name in pencil. Faint. Slanted.

Just one word: R.

I sat near the back. Not because I didn't want to be close, but because I needed to see the whole room--needed to watch the door, needed to watch her if she stepped into the light again.

My leg bounced uncontrollably. My chest was too tight.

I was scared. More than I'd ever been.

Because if she walked through that door... and still wanted me?

Then my entire life might begin again.

**********

Chapter 14 -- "The Song She Never Sang"

(POV: Rio)

I almost didn't go inside.

I stood across the street for ten minutes, hidden beneath the hood of my sweatshirt, watching people file into the bookstore like it was just another Friday night. Like the next hour wasn't going to tear open everything I'd kept locked in my chest for nearly a year. My name wasn't on the flyer. Just a pencil mark. A maybe. A message in the margins.



The sign-up sheet was still taped to the door when I finally crossed.

I didn't look around. Didn't try to find him. If he was there, I didn't want to know yet. I couldn't afford to fall apart before I even touched the mic. I stepped inside, head down, and slipped into the back. The lights were soft and golden. The scent of old paper and cinnamon tea wrapped around me like a lullaby. I used to dream about this moment--singing the song I never sang.

But now, I wasn't dreaming.

I was terrified.

I opened my notebook--the old one, the one I nearly burned after the festival--and flipped past the messy lyrics and regrets until I found the page I'd rewritten more times than I could count. The ink had faded. The corners were frayed. But the words were still true.

*This was never for the crowd.

*Never for the lights.

*Just for the boy with poetry in his eyes

*Who saw me before the world did.

My hands shook.

I didn't even notice my name being called--just the way the host looked toward the back of the room, eyes searching. "R?" he asked, smiling. "You're up."

I stood.

My legs felt like paper. My breath like glass. But I walked. I walked past every stranger. Every seat. Every heartbeat I tried not to hear. I stepped up to the mic. Adjusted it. Looked down.

Then I looked up.

And there he was.

Daniel.

Back of the room. Eyes locked on mine like the past had finally circled back to where it belonged.

I didn't smile. I didn't cry.

I just sang.

**********

Chapter 15 -- "The Final Encore"

(POV: Daniel)

Her voice stopped the air.

It wasn't the polished, produced Rio that the world knew--the one I'd heard echo through arenas on TV, or drifting from a student's playlist like a distant, unreachable star. This was different. It was soft at first, unsure. Like she was afraid the song might collapse under the weight of her own heart.

And then it grew.

Each note carved through the stillness like truth set to melody. Her lyrics weren't metaphor or disguise anymore. There were no clever turns of phrase, no glittered rhymes. Just words. Honest, cracked-open words. Words like:

* I waited at the edge of silence

* Hoping you would hear

* That my love wasn't loud

* But it was always near.

I couldn't move.

Every piece of me froze and fractured in the same breath. My hand gripped the edge of the chair like I might fall forward into the past--into the classroom, the rooftop, the words she never said. But I knew now she had said them. In songs. In glances. In the quiet way she waited.

I'd just been too afraid to listen.

She hit the final verse and her voice faltered for a split second--not because she lost the note, but because she felt it. Like she was breaking the very moment she gave the last of herself away. And then she sang the last line like a confession she never meant for anyone else:

* If you had stayed

* I would've sung this then.

And I knew.

I knew the song wasn't just about me.

It was me.

She finished, and the room went quiet. No one clapped right away. Not because they didn't want to--but because they were still inside it, too stunned to leave the gravity of what they'd just heard.

She looked up.

Our eyes met.

And for the first time in a year, the silence between us wasn't empty.

It was full.

Of every word we hadn't said.

Of every note we never stopped hearing.

**********

Chapter 16 -- "The Space Between Heartbeats"

(POV: Rio)

I couldn't hear anything after the last note faded.

Not the crowd. Not the quiet murmurs. Not even the gentle clapping that eventually followed. It all felt like a dream held underwater--distorted, distant, muffled beneath the sound of my own blood rushing through my ears.

I stepped back from the mic, hands trembling at my sides.

My knees didn't buckle, but it was close.

The host said something--thanked me, maybe--but I didn't register the words. My eyes were still locked on the back of the room. On him. Daniel. The man I'd flown across an ocean for. The man I'd written a thousand unsent verses about. The man I had never stopped loving, even when I convinced myself I had.

He hadn't moved.

Not an inch.

He just watched me like I was both a ghost and a miracle.

I stepped down off the stage. One foot. Then the other. Each step felt like walking through a memory that was finally real again. People were turning to look. I didn't care. I wasn't here for them. I never was.

He stood when I was ten feet away.

Didn't speak.

Didn't smile.

But his eyes--God, his eyes--they said everything I'd been aching to hear.

I stopped in front of him. Close enough to touch. But I didn't. Not yet. I was afraid the moment might shatter. That if I reached for him, I'd find he was still part of the dream I kept chasing.

So I spoke first.

"Hi," I whispered, the word shaking loose like the first note of a chorus.

And when he whispered back, "Hey," my whole world settled.

Not because it was perfect.

But because it was real.

And finally, finally... ours.

**********

Chapter 17 -- "After the Silence"

(POV: Daniel)

"Hey," I said. And it wasn't enough. It never would be. But it was what I had.

Rio stood in front of me--not the pop idol, not the girl from the festival, not the distant voice behind lyrics that wrecked me--but her. Real. Close. Heart beating so loud I swore I could hear it echoing against my own.

For a moment, we just stood there. So much between us. Too much.

I wanted to say everything at once: I'm sorry. I missed you. I thought about you every damn day. I was too afraid to say how I felt because I didn't think I was allowed to love you. Not then. Not like that. But none of it made it to my lips.

So she spoke first.

"I didn't think I'd find you," she said, voice barely above a breath. "I wasn't even sure you were still in the country. But I couldn't stop looking."

Her words landed like absolution.

I stepped forward--just a little. "I should've told you why I left."

She nodded, eyes glossy. "And I should've sung that song when I had the chance."

Silence again. But this time, it wasn't painful. It wasn't full of regret. It was... gentle.

"Rio," I said softly, "I thought I was protecting you. I thought staying silent was the right thing. You were my student. You were--still are--this beautiful, impossible force. And I didn't want to be another person who took something from you."

She shook her head. "You didn't take anything."

My throat tightened. "But I gave you nothing."

"That's not true," she said. Her hand lifted, just barely brushing against mine. "You gave me my voice. You gave me hope before I ever gave the world a song. And then you left... and I still loved you anyway."

The words hung between us like lightning.

"I still do," she added, voice cracking.

And I--

I didn't answer with words.

I took her hand in mine, pulled her just close enough to feel her breath, and let my forehead rest against hers. Eyes closed. Hearts open. Finally.

We weren't in a classroom anymore. We weren't on a stage.

We were just two people--trying to find our way back to something neither of us had ever truly left.

**********

Chapter 18 -- "A Day Made of Light"

(POV: Rio)

The morning felt surreal.

I woke up before the sun, in a quiet hotel room that still smelled faintly of cinnamon from the open mic night. I sat by the window with my knees pulled to my chest, notebook open, but I didn't write. I didn't need to. For once, the song didn't have to come from longing. There was nothing unfinished anymore.

Daniel texted just before eight:

* Coffee and nowhere to be. Want to walk?

I smiled before I even realized I was smiling.

We met by the bay, near the dock that jutted out past the row of colorful houses. He was already there when I arrived, holding two paper cups and looking like he hadn't slept much either. But when he saw me, the lines around his eyes softened. Like seeing me made the world make sense again.

"I didn't know what you drink anymore," he said, handing me a cup. "So I guessed."

It was perfect. The same jasmine blend I used to drink during cram sessions and rainy afternoons. I wrapped my fingers around it and nodded. "You always remembered the small things."

We walked without direction, just letting the conversation come when it wanted to. He told me about teaching here, about the poetry club he started, about how the students still complain about The Great Gatsby no matter what country you're in. I told him about the tour--not the press-release version, but the real one. How the spotlight had stopped feeling warm. How my voice had started to sound like someone else's.

And then, without planning it, we found ourselves at the end of a small dock overlooking the water.

We stood side by side, the breeze tangling my hair. He turned to me slowly, his expression unsure, vulnerable in a way I hadn't seen since the classroom all those years ago.

"Can I ask you something?" he said.

"Anything."

"Why now?" His eyes searched mine. "After everything... why come back?"

I didn't hesitate.

"Because I had a thousand voices screaming for me all over the world... but only one ever made me feel heard. And I couldn't live without hearing that again."

His breath caught.

And in that stillness, as the morning sun spilled across the dock and lit the edge of his face, he leaned in--slow, certain, asking without words.

This time, I closed the distance.

And our first kiss, in the open light of day, was soft and slow and entirely ours.

No curtain to hide behind. No fear to silence it.

Just the truth--finally spoken.

No need for promises. No need to run. We held each other like we were still learning how to breathe again--but this time, we had time. All the time we needed.

We didn't rush anything.

After the kiss, we just stood there for a while--our foreheads touching, hands entwined, the kind of silence that felt like music. The dock creaked beneath our feet. A gull cried overhead. The world didn't shift or explode. It just... settled.

And for the first time in a long time, so did I.

Daniel suggested breakfast at a nearby diner. The kind with sticky tables, cracked leather booths, and old jukeboxes that still worked if you kicked them just right. He ordered pancakes. I got waffles. We split them halfway through without even talking about it, like we'd always done this.

The conversation drifted easily. No pressure. No confession dumps or dramatic speeches. Just memories and little things. I told him about Emiko--how she's been my tether to reality, how she never stopped believing I'd come back. He told me how he joined a local book club on a dare and ended up staying because they argue about poetry like it's a blood sport.

We walked the waterfront after that, ducked into a used bookstore where he picked up a worn copy of Neruda and handed it to me without a word. I smiled, remembering. "You once said most heartbreak starts with poetry."

"I did," he said. "And I was wrong. Most heartbreak starts with silence."

Later, we sat in a park and shared an old pair of earbuds while I played him the rough demos I'd recorded but never released. Songs I couldn't bear to finish before. Songs I'd written with him in mind. He didn't say much while they played--but when the last one ended, he squeezed my hand.

"I should've known," he whispered. "I should've heard it all along."

We stayed there until the sun dipped low, our shadows long across the grass. No more walls. No more roles to play. Just Daniel and Rio. The teacher and the student, long since gone. The musician and the man who reminded her she had a voice.

He walked me back to my hotel that night, fingers brushing mine the whole way like he still couldn't believe I was real.

At the door, he paused. "You'll have to leave again someday."

"I know," I said, stepping closer. "But not yet."

He nodded.

Then he kissed me again.

And it wasn't hesitant this time.

It was home.

**********

Chapter 19 -- "The Echo Left Behind"

(POV: Claire)

At first, I thought he was just busy.

Daniel had always been quiet, a little hard to read. He disappeared into himself sometimes--retreated behind books, long walks, unfinished lesson plans. I told myself this was no different. Maybe the school year was catching up with him. Maybe he needed space. But as the days passed, I noticed more than space.

I noticed distance.

Texts took longer to come. Conversations grew shorter. The easy rhythm we'd found over the summer--coffee runs, quiet nights on his couch, the occasional brush of intimacy that felt like it might become something more--it all slowed, then stilled.

He canceled our dinner plans on Thursday. Said he was tired. That he had things to catch up on. I offered to bring takeout. He said, "Not tonight."

That was when the ache started.

The kind of ache you don't want to name. The kind that warns you, something's changed, and you already know why.

I didn't want to believe it until the bookstore owner told me--offhand, smiling--"You just missed it. That singer? She's back in town. You know, the one from Japan? Had everyone crying last week at open mic."

And then he added, "Your friend Daniel was there. Didn't move the whole time she sang."

My stomach dropped.

I smiled like it didn't mean anything, bought a book I didn't need, and left before I gave myself away. But the moment I got to my car, I sat with my head pressed against the steering wheel and just... breathed.

Rio.

Her.

The name burned through my brain like a forgotten lyric. I remembered the picture on Daniel's wall. The look he didn't give when I asked about her. The way he deflected like he'd built an entire wall of silence around that one word. Now I knew why.

He never stopped loving her.

He never even tried.

And I... I was just the space he filled in the meantime.

The truth sat in my chest like a stone I couldn't swallow. I told myself I'd let it go, that I'd walk away with grace. But grief doesn't exit quietly--and some goodbyes need to be spoken aloud, even if they're one-sided.

I told myself I wasn't going to say anything.

That I'd let it fade. Let him drift. Let me drift, too. We weren't anything official, after all. Just quiet companionship that filled the silence between long days and lonely nights. But silence--real silence--doesn't leave clean. It leaves jagged. And I was tired of bleeding in places no one could see.

So I knocked on his door.

Daniel opened it with the same soft-eyed caution he always wore, like he was constantly bracing for a wave that never quite came. But this time, I was the wave.

"Claire," he said, surprised. "I wasn't expecting you."

"No," I replied, stepping inside before he could stop me. "You weren't."

He didn't protest. He just closed the door behind me, slowly. I turned to face him, arms crossed, trying not to sound too bitter. Trying not to sound too hurt.

"You were at the bookstore."

His shoulders stiffened. "Yes."

"You saw her."

"Yes."

I waited. He didn't offer more. So I pressed.

"And then what? You just... picked up where you left off?"

"It's not that simple," he said, and God, the way he said it--the gentleness, the sorrow--made it worse.

"Isn't it?" I asked, voice shaking now. "Because I think maybe it is. You loved her. Still love her. And all this time I've been trying to make something work between us that was never going to matter the way she does."

He didn't deny it.

Didn't say no, didn't say you're wrong. He just stood there, jaw tight, throat working against words that wouldn't come.

"I gave you everything I could," I whispered. "I waited. I was patient. I let it be undefined because I thought eventually, you'd turn around and see me. But you were never looking at me, were you?"

"I'm sorry, Claire."

The words were quiet. Heartfelt. Useless.

I nodded. Swallowed hard.

"Me too."

Then I walked out--because I deserved more than silence. And because he'd already given everything he had... to someone else.

**********

Chapter 20 -- "The Fallout of Almost"

(POV: Daniel)

The door clicked shut behind her, but the echo stayed.

I stood in the center of the apartment, rooted in the aftermath, heart still pounding from things I didn't say--and the one truth I didn't have the right to deny. Claire had every reason to be angry. Every reason to walk away. And the worst part?

She was right.

I hadn't chosen her. Not really. Not once. Even when she leaned in, even when she kissed me, even when she waited and smiled and gave me every excuse to open up--I didn't. I couldn't. Because I'd already given myself away to someone who wasn't even here.

At least, not then.

I moved to the couch and sat down hard, elbows on my knees, staring at the floor like it might offer answers. What was I supposed to feel? Relief that the secret was out? Guilt that I let it go on this long? Grief for hurting someone who only ever showed up for me?

I had convinced myself that I hadn't led her on. That what we had was unspoken, casual, undefined.

But undefined doesn't mean harmless.

And in the silence I'd claimed as safety, Claire had been building hope. A fragile, quiet hope I'd ignored because it was easier than facing the weight of Rio's absence. I used to think I was being noble--keeping my feelings buried, giving Rio her freedom, not tainting anything with what couldn't be said. But silence isn't noble. It's a shield. A coward's kind of armor.

Now Claire was gone.

And I had no defense.

I ran a hand over my face and leaned back, eyes closed. Everything felt loud now. Every ticking clock, every passing car outside. The kind of noise that comes when something inside you breaks a little.

I'd chosen Rio the second I saw her again. Hell, maybe I'd chosen her the moment she stood in my classroom with trembling hands and a song she didn't dare sing.

But now I had to live with who that choice had hurt.

And what kind of man I became when I waited too long to say what mattered most.

**********

Chapter 21 -- "Something in the Silence"

(POV: Rio)

Daniel smiled over breakfast, but something in it didn't reach his eyes.

It was the kind of smile you learn to spot after years of pretending your own are real. The kind you wear when you're carrying something but don't know where to put it down. He sipped his coffee slowly, barely touched his eggs, and laughed a little too quickly when I teased him about how bad he was at remembering to butter his toast.

I didn't ask him what was wrong.

Not yet.

We'd just started finding each other again--truly this time. I didn't want to ruin it by pressing too hard, too fast. But I could feel it in the way he avoided holding eye contact too long, in the way his answers were a beat slower than usual. Like there was a thought hanging behind every sentence, and he was trying to keep it from slipping out.

He walked me back to my hotel that morning, fingers brushing mine instead of holding them like yesterday. I smiled anyway, kissed his cheek, and tried to convince myself that maybe he was just tired.

But something sat low in my chest the moment the door closed behind me. Something that whispered: he's not telling you something.

I sat on the edge of the bed and opened my notebook--the one I'd brought with me from Tokyo. Not the old one, but the one I started again after I sang. The "after" book. Pages filled with soft verses and brighter hopes. But today, the pen didn't move. Today, the words sat still.

My phone buzzed with a new notification--some fan post wondering if I was dating again. I ignored it. The whole world could wait. I just wanted to be here. With him. But now, I wasn't sure if he was still here with me.



Whatever it was... I needed to know soon.

Before the silence turned into something I couldn't unhear.

**********

Chapter 22 -- "The Honesty We Owe"

(POV: Daniel)

The longer I stayed silent, the more I hated myself for it.

Rio was sunshine and certainty, laughter that hadn't existed in this apartment for years. She filled the space with something I'd forgotten how to hold--joy, curiosity, life. And yet I was sitting across from her every morning with a secret nestled behind my ribs like a ticking clock.

Claire.

I'd let something happen that I never fully wanted, then kept it quiet out of fear. Fear that telling Rio would twist her smile. That she'd pull away. That I'd ruin what we'd just begun to build again. But hiding it was no better. The lie was already eating at the edges of us. I saw it in the way she looked at me yesterday--soft, concerned, waiting for me to speak.

So I texted her that night:

* Come by in the morning. We need to talk.

Now I sat at the kitchen table, staring at two mugs of tea--hers with a hint of jasmine, mine going cold. When she arrived, she looked beautiful and casual, hair tied up, eyes gentle but alert.

She knew.

Before I said anything, she knew.

"Something's been wrong," she said, sitting across from me. "Since the bookstore. Since we kissed."

I nodded slowly. "There's something I haven't told you. About... someone."

Her jaw tightened, just barely. But she didn't speak. She waited.

"I was seeing someone over the summer," I said. "Claire. She's another teacher at the school. It wasn't serious. At least, not for me. But it meant more to her than I let on. And I didn't stop it. I let it be something it shouldn't have been."

She looked away for a second, then back at me. "Did you love her?"

"No," I said without hesitation. "I cared about her. I still do. But I didn't love her. I couldn't. Because I never stopped loving you. Even when you were gone. Even when I thought you weren't coming back."

Her eyes softened, but she stayed quiet.

"I should've told you the minute you walked back into my life," I said. "But I was scared. Of losing you. Of ruining this. And that's not fair to you. You deserve the truth. You always have."

Rio stared at her tea for a moment, then nodded slowly.

"Thank you," she said. "For telling me."

"Are you... okay?"

She took a breath. "I don't know. But I think I'd rather be hurt by honesty than comforted by lies."

I reached for her hand.

And this time, she let me hold it.

**********

Chapter 23 -- "Where the Truth Lands"

(POV: Rio)

I didn't cry.

I thought I might. Thought the words would sting more than they did. But Daniel's voice was steady. Honest. Soft in that way that made everything worse and better at the same time. There were no excuses in it. No manipulation. Just truth--heavy, imperfect, overdue.

And yet... it still hurt.

I didn't tell him that. I smiled. I thanked him for his honesty. I even kissed him goodnight before leaving. But the moment the hotel room door clicked shut behind me, I sat down on the floor and let the silence wrap around me like a too-heavy blanket.

I needed someone who knew me before the spotlight. Before the heartbreak. Before I learned how to hide pain behind performance.

So I called Emiko.

She answered on the first ring. "Are you okay?"

"No," I said. "Can you talk?"

She didn't ask where I was or what had happened. She just said, "Always."

We video chatted for an hour. I told her everything--about the open mic, finding Daniel again, the kiss, the days that felt like beginnings, and the conversation this morning that felt like a question I didn't know how to answer.

"He didn't cheat," I said. "It wasn't like that. It happened before I came back."

"But it still feels like something, right?" she said gently.

I nodded.

Emiko sighed. "That's the part no one talks about. The emotional overlap. You can't always measure betrayal in timelines. Sometimes it's about the place you thought you held in someone's heart--and realizing you were sharing it, even if they didn't mean for you to."

I bit my lip. "Does that make me petty?"

"No," she said. "It makes you human."

I leaned my head back against the bed and closed my eyes.

"I don't want to walk away," I whispered.

"Then don't," Emiko said. "But don't forget you still have a voice in this. You're not the girl waiting backstage anymore. You get to ask for what you need."

I nodded, even though my heart felt like it was still playing catch-up.

"Thank you," I said.

"You still love him, don't you?"

I didn't answer.

But she already knew.

**********

Chapter 24 -- "The Grace to Let Go"

(POV: Claire)

I told myself I was going there to fight.

For clarity. For honesty. For him. I'd rehearsed it all: how I would look him in the eye and ask what we meant, how I would remind him that I'd been the one who stayed, who waited, who gave him room to breathe. That I hadn't asked for much--just a chance. Just a heartbeat's worth of possibility.

But I didn't go to his apartment.

I went to her hotel.

The front desk gave me her room number without question--celebrity perks, I guessed. And before I could second-guess myself, I was standing in front of her door, heart hammering like it was trying to crawl out of my chest. When it opened, Rio was barefoot, in a hoodie too big for her frame, her hair messy and tied in a lazy bun.

She looked nothing like a global superstar.

She looked like a girl in love.

For a moment, neither of us spoke. She didn't invite me in, but she didn't close the door either.

"You're Claire," she said.

I nodded.

She didn't ask how I knew where she was or why I came. She just waited, arms crossed, not defensive, just... bracing.

"I was with him," I said finally. "Before you came back."

Her eyes softened--pain flickering there for a moment before she masked it. "I know."

"I thought maybe I still had a chance," I continued. "That maybe you were just the past. That maybe you'd moved on. That I could be the one to bring him back to life."

"You did," Rio said quietly. "He smiled more. He spoke softer. I saw it in his eyes. You mattered."

I wasn't expecting her to say that. It was generous. Too generous.

"But?" I asked, needing to hear it out loud.

"But his heart was always facing the door," she said. "Even before I walked through it."

That hurt more than I thought it would. But it was true. Deep down, I'd known it for months.

I looked at her again--really looked. The weight she carried, the fire in her that even heartbreak hadn't extinguished. I'd seen that look in Daniel's eyes when he talked about her, when he tried not to talk about her. They were a pair written in a different key, but still part of the same song.

I let out a shaky breath. "You're right. He was never really mine. And I think... I think I needed to say goodbye face to face to realize that."

Rio's voice was gentle. "You didn't have to."

"I did," I said, backing away, hand already on the door. "Because now I can stop hoping. And that's how I'll start healing."

She gave me a small nod. Grateful. Respectful. No victory in her expression--just understanding.

As I walked down the hallway, I felt something heavy lift. Not relief. Not happiness. But grace. The kind that comes when you accept you've lost something that was never meant for you... and still choose to walk away with your head high.

**********

Chapter 25 -- "What We Choose"

(POV: Rio)

We didn't rush.

After Claire, after the storm she walked away from with grace I didn't know how to thank, Daniel and I sat on the couch, barely touching, the space between us full of unsaid things. Not fear. Not tension. Just weight. The kind that only lifts when two people finally stop running.

"I need to show you something," he said, his voice rough with nerves. "Something I wrote. Months ago. Before I knew you were even in the same country."

He opened his laptop and turned it toward me. A single document sat open--dated back to a time when we were nothing more than ghosts in each other's lives. No title. Just a stream of thoughts that didn't pretend to be anything but raw truth.

* I miss her. I miss her like breath. Not because she's beautiful. Not because she's talented. But because she saw me. Listened to me. She made silence feel like a place instead of a punishment. And I didn't know how much that meant until she was gone. I think... I think I love her. And I think I've loved her longer than I'm allowed to admit.

Tears welled before I could stop them. I blinked fast, trying not to break the moment. "You wrote this before I came back?"

"I never sent it. Never showed anyone. I was afraid if I put it out into the world, it would feel too real--and I wasn't ready to be in love with a memory. But you're not a memory anymore."

"I'm here," I whispered.

"I know," he said, brushing his fingers against my cheek. "And I'm here, too."

"I love you," I said. No preamble. No song. Just truth.

His eyes burned with it. "I love you, too."

The kiss we shared this time wasn't desperate or hesitant--it was deep, slow, full of things words couldn't touch. And when he pulled me toward the bedroom, his fingers laced with mine, I didn't feel nervous.

I felt ready.

We undressed in quiet reverence, like this was something sacred. Something earned. My breath trembled as I stood in front of him, bare in every sense, and whispered, "You're the first."

His movements stilled.

"I wanted it to mean something," I said. "I didn't want it to be anyone else."

His touch was gentle, his voice even more so. "Then we'll go slow. You lead."

And I did.

That night, he didn't just make love to me.

He gave me back every part of myself I thought I'd buried in a notebook. Every verse. Every silence. Every heartbeat.

And by the end, we weren't two people trying to find each other anymore.

We were found.

In the hush between kisses, in the press of bodies tangled beneath linen and moonlight. His hands had learned every line of me like a verse he'd been waiting to sing, and somewhere in the rhythm of that night, I forgot what it meant to be alone.

I woke to the sound of birdsong and his heartbeat.

Daniel's arm was wrapped around me, strong and steady, his chest rising against my back with every quiet breath. The sheets were tangled around our legs, and the early light filtering through the curtains turned everything gold--his skin, the room, the edges of this new beginning.

I didn't move. Not at first. I just listened.

To the silence.

The good kind. The kind filled with peace, not uncertainty. A silence that felt like home.

His hand drifted slowly, absently, over my hip like he didn't want to wake me, like even asleep he needed to remind himself I was real. And God, I was. I was so real, curled against the man I had crossed an ocean for, wrapped in the arms of the only person who had ever made me feel seen without asking me to perform.

"Morning," he murmured, voice husky, sleep-warm.

I smiled, still facing away. "Morning."

He kissed the top of my shoulder, then rested his forehead against my neck. We stayed like that for a while, bodies intertwined, the world outside the room unimportant. No reporters. No managers. No obligations. Just us and the aftermath of love finally spoken--and shared.

When I rolled to face him, his eyes met mine without hesitation. There was no fear. No guilt. Just calm.

"How are you feeling?" he asked softly.

"Like I never want to wake up anywhere else," I whispered.

His smile stretched slow across his face, eyes crinkling at the corners. "Then stay."

And I knew he didn't just mean for breakfast.

I brushed my fingers through his hair. "I'm not going anywhere."

We didn't talk about the future yet. Not the logistics. Not the labels. But everything in the way he touched me, the way he kissed me again, slower now, said this is the start.

Not a restart. Not a fix.

The start.

Not a dramatic one. No fireworks. No declarations shouted into the rain. Just a Sunday morning that didn't ask for anything except presence. No rush. No pretending. Just the soft exhale of two people who had finally stopped running.

We stayed wrapped in blankets on the couch, Daniel's hand cradling a mug of coffee and mine curled around his thigh. The morning had bled into early afternoon, and we still hadn't left the apartment. Neither of us wanted to. The outside world could wait. For once, we weren't running from anything.

But we both knew this moment had an edge.

I had a tour. A career. A life that existed outside the warmth of his living room.

And he knew it, too.

"I don't want to lose this," I said softly, looking at him over the rim of my cup. "You. Us."

He met my gaze without hesitation. "You won't." Then he set his mug down, leaned in, and tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. "Rio, I would never ask you to choose between me and your music. You were meant to sing. And the world was meant to hear you."

"But the tour..."

He smiled. "Finish it. For yourself. On your terms. Then come back to me. Let's start a life that's ours. No more hiding. No more wondering what if. I'll be here."

Tears sprang to my eyes--stupid, grateful tears. I nodded. "You'll wait?"

"Always," he said. "But I'd rather build something for you to come home to."

I laughed through the emotion tightening my throat. "God, you say things that belong in songs."

"Maybe you'll write one about me someday."

"I already did," I whispered, leaning forward to kiss him, "but no one's heard it yet."

A few hours later, I called my agent.

She answered immediately, voice sharp with tension. "Rio? Finally. We need to talk--"

"I found what I was looking for," I said simply.

Silence.

"What does that mean?" she asked, cautious.

"It means I'm ready to finish the tour," I said, a new steadiness in my voice. "And when I'm done... I'm not going back to the version of myself that let everyone else decide who I was. This time, I know exactly who I am."

She paused. "Do I even ask what changed?"

"Not what," I said. "Who."

I hung up before she could argue.

I opened my notebook--the one that had been quiet since Seattle--and flipped to a blank page. There, I wrote a title at the top: "The First Song of Us". And beneath it, in small, neat letters:

* Coming Home Tour: Final Leg -- Public Reveal TBD.*

Because when I sang next, the world wouldn't just hear Rio.

They would meet the girl who chose love--and the man who waited.

Not the version polished by press tours or dressed in someone else's expectations--but the real one. The girl who had written her truth in the margins of notebooks and finally found the courage to sing it aloud.

The lights weren't blinding this time.

They were warm. Inviting. Like someone had dialed the world down to a soft glow just for me. The roar of the crowd--thousands of voices rising in anticipation--no longer made my heart race with panic. Tonight, I wasn't performing to prove anything. I was singing because I wanted to. Because I could.

And because he was out there.

Somewhere in the crowd, Daniel was watching.

Not as a secret. Not as a shadow. But as mine.

The band took their cues. My earpiece buzzed softly. The audience clapped in rhythm, waiting for the show to start. But instead of launching into a rehearsed pop single, I stepped to the mic and lifted my hand for quiet.

A hush rippled across the sea of lights and signs.

"I wasn't sure I'd ever stand here again," I said, voice steady but full of meaning. "A few months ago, I disappeared. Some of you thought I was lost. But the truth is... I was looking for something. For someone."

People leaned in, listening harder.

"I found him," I said simply.

A murmur ran through the crowd--gasps, cheers, confusion. But I smiled.

"And because of him, I found myself again."

I sat at the piano and laid my hands on the keys. No flashy graphics. No backup dancers. Just me. I played the opening chords of the song I had once been too afraid to sing--the one written in the quiet, just for him.

* You were never just the chorus

* You were every single line

* The breath between the verses

* That made this heart of mine...

The crowd faded away.

Every lyric I sang carried the weight of everything I'd left unsaid. I saw faces shining in the dark, some crying, some swaying, all witnessing something real. Something earned. And when I reached the final note, I didn't close my eyes this time.

I opened them.

And there, front row, was Daniel.

Standing. Smiling. Eyes full of everything I already knew.

The arena erupted.

But for me, it wasn't about the applause.

It was about the man in the crowd--and the girl who finally stepped into the light for good.

The moment felt suspended, like the world had paused just long enough to let something sacred happen. But eventually, the lights dimmed, the final note faded, and reality eased back in--softer now, but still humming with everything I'd just let go of.

The applause still echoed in my chest as I stepped offstage.

My legs felt weightless--like the song hadn't just left my lungs, but had taken every doubt, every fear, every second of silence with it. The hallway backstage was dimmer, quieter, lined with soft shadows and the hum of crew chatter just beyond the curtains. But all I could hear was my heartbeat.

And then I saw him.

Daniel stood near the dressing room door, hands in his jacket pockets, eyes locked on mine like he hadn't blinked since the house lights dimmed. His expression--God, his expression--wasn't pride or awe.

It was something deeper.

Like he'd just watched a piece of his soul walk out under the spotlight and claim the world.

I moved first. Dropped the mic pack into a waiting tech's hand without looking, walked toward him with no words, no plan--just gravity.

He didn't say anything.

He just opened his arms.

I walked right into them.

And then we kissed.

It wasn't gentle. It wasn't slow. It was the kind of kiss that stole breath and rewrote time. A kiss that wasn't about beginning something new, but finally catching up to what had been burning underneath everything since the start.

My hands tangled in his hair. His fingers gripped the small of my back like I was something sacred and alive and his. I tasted salt and heat and everything we never let ourselves feel before this moment. And when we pulled apart, breathless, our foreheads pressed together, he whispered, "You were always worth the wait."

I laughed through a tear. "Took you long enough."

He kissed me again.

Softer this time. Like a promise.

And I knew--this wasn't the kiss that ended the story.

It was the kiss that meant it had just begun.

And I wasn't afraid to claim it. Not anymore. Love like ours didn't need to be hidden behind lyrics or silence--it deserved to be heard. Clearly. Proudly.

The cameras were already rolling before I sat down.

I adjusted the hem of my blazer, smoothed my hair, and exhaled the kind of breath you only let out when you've decided not to hide anymore. My publicist had offered a dozen different angles for this interview--"reinvention," "rebirth," "creative freedom." But I told them I'd speak for myself.

If I was going to tell the world about Daniel, I wanted it to be mine.

The interviewer smiled brightly. "Rio, it's so good to have you back. Fans have been wondering--what changed?"

I returned her smile, softer. "I did."

The questions started predictably--about the hiatus, the tour, the new sound in my recent performances. I answered honestly, if not completely. Until she tilted her head and asked, "Some say your latest songs feel more personal... even romantic. Were they written for someone?"



I could've deflected. I could've leaned on lyrics and metaphors and the usual non-answers.

But I didn't.

"They were written for someone who changed my life," I said, voice even, heart calm. "Someone I met before the world ever heard my name. Someone who saw me--not as an idol, not as a product--but as a person."

The interviewer blinked. "Are you saying you're in a relationship?"

I nodded. "Yes."

She hesitated, careful now. "And is that someone... Daniel Poole?"

I didn't flinch.

"He is."

A beat of silence.

Not scandal. Not gasps.

Just stillness.

Then she asked, almost gently, "Isn't he... significantly older? A former teacher?"

I met her gaze. "He was never inappropriate. Never crossed a line. What we have now... it came from time, distance, healing. It came from love. And I'm not ashamed of it."

The room seemed to shift. Even the lights felt warmer.

"I spent years singing songs I didn't live. But this one?" I smiled. "This one's real."

When the interview ended, and the cameras cut, and my phone started buzzing with alerts and headlines, I didn't panic.

Because I wasn't hiding behind a song.

I was the song.

And he was listening.

**********

Chapter 26 -- "The Way She Said My Name"

(POV: Daniel)

I wasn't sure I was ready to see it, but I watched it anyway.

I sat on the edge of the couch, the remote forgotten beside me, the mug of tea I made two hours ago still untouched. The television screen cast a pale light across the room as Rio appeared--calm, composed, stunning in that effortless way she always wore when she was being honest.

I'd heard her speak in interviews before. She always gave just enough, wrapped in charm and media polish. But this was different. This wasn't a performance. This was her.

Then she said my name.

Out loud.

Like it was something beautiful.

She didn't sugarcoat it. Didn't dodge it. She told the truth--our truth--with a steadiness that made my chest ache. She said she loved me. That I changed her life. That we came together not through scandal, but through something deeper, slower, earned.

For the first time in my life, the entire world knew what I never thought I'd be allowed to feel so openly.

She chose me.

Despite the age difference.

Despite our past.

Despite how long we had waited in silence.

Tears burned at the corners of my eyes before I realized they were even there. I wasn't a man who cried easily--but hearing the woman I love claim me with that kind of strength... it unraveled something inside me I didn't know was still holding on.

The segment ended. The credits rolled. I just sat there.

Still.

Grateful.

Overwhelmed.

And then, slowly, I picked up my phone and texted her: You sang my name like a chorus, and I'll never stop listening.

She responded within seconds.

*Then wait for me at the end of the tour. I'm coming home for good.

I held the phone to my chest, closed my eyes, and let the last piece of fear finally go.

She was no longer the girl in my classroom. No longer the melody I couldn't touch.

She was mine.

Now... the world knew it too.

**********

Chapter 27 -- "Coming Home"

(POV: Rio)

The roar of the crowd was different tonight.

Not louder. Not crazier. Just deeper. Like every cheer held the weight of everything I'd fought through to stand here. My final show. The end of a tour I once thought I'd never finish, but I had. On my own terms. With my voice. My truth.

His love echoing in every note.

As I stood at the center of the stage, arms raised, thousands of hands clapping in unison, I didn't feel nervous. I felt whole. I felt ready.

"I want to thank you," I said into the mic, the lights softening around me. "Not just for coming tonight, but for giving me the time to find my voice again, and the heart behind it."

They cheered. I smiled.

"Some of you already know... but I found something while I was gone. Something I wasn't sure I'd ever have." I paused, eyes scanning the crowd, heart catching. "I found someone. And he was worth every song I ever wrote without knowing why."

The final number began--The First Song of Us. And I didn't just sing it.

I lived it.

Every lyric poured out of me like a ribbon tying the past and future together. And when the curtain fell, when the lights dimmed, and the crowd faded into memory, I exhaled the last breath of the girl I used to be.

Backstage was a blur of hugs, tears, flowers, and laughter.

But I didn't stay long.

Because something better was waiting.

Someone better.

I left through the side exit, hoodie pulled over my head, sneakers hitting pavement with a rhythm only my heart could match.

And there he was.

Daniel. Leaning against the hood of his car, hands in his pockets, that quiet, knowing smile on his face. Like he knew I'd come back. Like he never once stopped believing I would.

I ran to him.

He caught me like he'd been waiting his whole life.

"Hey," he said, voice warm against my ear as he held me close.

"Hey," I whispered back, tears slipping down my cheeks.

"You're home," he said.

"I was always on my way to you."

And with that, I let the music rest.

Because the stage had its time.

Now it was ours.

**********

Chapter 28 -- "The Life We Wrote Together"

(POV: Rio)

(11 Months Later)

The morning light spilled across the hardwood floor like it was trying to write poetry.

Daniel was already up, curled in the corner of the couch with a book in one hand and my foot resting in his lap. His thumb moved in soft circles over my ankle as he read, the way he always did when he wasn't really paying attention to the pages anymore. I watched him over the rim of my tea mug, heart swelling with the kind of fullness that still felt unreal--like I was living in a song I never wanted to end.

The windows were open. The breeze smelled like jasmine and warm soil. Somewhere down the street, a neighbor's dog barked and a lawnmower hummed. It was all so ordinary.

And so perfect.

My hand drifted to the gentle swell of my stomach. Just barely showing now, but real. So very real. A rhythm beneath my skin. A quiet heartbeat in sync with ours. I hadn't told many people yet--just Emiko, who screamed through the phone and immediately asked if she could plan the baby shower. Daniel had cried when I told him. He tried to hide it, but I saw it.

He still does that--lets the quiet carry his biggest emotions.

I don't mind. I speak enough for both of us.

"You're staring again," he murmured, not looking up from his book.

"You're rubbing my foot like it's the key to a hidden melody," I replied.

He smirked. "You are a melody."

"And you're ridiculous."

"And you're carrying our child," he said, finally closing the book and setting it aside. His eyes met mine--warm, steady, a little awestruck like he still couldn't quite believe any of this was real. "So I'm allowed to be ridiculous."

I leaned into him, letting his arms wrap around me, the way they always did when the world felt too big or too quiet. We stayed there for a while. No stage. No audience. Just two people who'd once wandered in circles around each other, now resting in the still center of everything they'd been searching for.

We wrote songs sometimes, in the evenings. Nothing polished. Nothing released. Just verses scribbled on napkins or strummed softly in the kitchen while dinner simmered on the stove. Songs meant for lullabies and lazy mornings.

This wasn't the ending I imagined when I first sang for him.

It was better.

Because it was real.

And because the greatest love stories don't end when the curtain falls.

They begin again--in the quiet.

In the sunlight.

In the soft, steady beat of something brand new growing between you.

**********

Epilogue -- "The Softest Song"

(POV: Rio)

The nursery glowed with the faint amber of a nightlight shaped like a crescent moon.

Outside, the wind rustled the trees, and rain whispered against the windows in a soft, steady rhythm. Daniel had fallen asleep in the rocking chair beside me, one hand dangling off the side, fingers still curled slightly like he'd been reaching for mine even in his dreams.

I sat on the edge of the bed, our baby cradled against my chest, her tiny fingers curled into my shirt like she already knew where home was. Her breathing was soft, her lashes barely fluttering. But she wasn't asleep yet.

She wanted to hear the song.

The one Daniel and I had written just for her.

I hummed the opening bars, my voice barely above a breath, the melody wrapping around us like a blanket. Then, with my lips close to her ear, I began to sing:

* Little star with your sleepy eyes,

* You came to us wrapped in skies.

* We waited long through quiet nights,

* And found you in the morning light.

* The world can spin and time can race,

* But here you're safe, this is your place.

* Where love is soft and songs are true,

* And every note leads back to you.

She blinked once. Then again. And slowly, her body relaxed against mine, her tiny chest rising in time with mine.

I rested my cheek on her head and closed my eyes.

* So dream, my heart, don't fear the dark--

* You were born from love, you are our spark.

* And if someday your path feels long...

* Just follow home. Just follow song.

Daniel stirred, smiling without opening his eyes. "She likes that one," he mumbled.

"She has good taste," I whispered, brushing my fingers over her soft, dark hair.

He reached out and laced his fingers through mine.

And there, in the hush of our little world, I realized: this was the music I'd been searching for all along.

Not the stage. Not the spotlight.

Just this.

A life sung softly, held gently, and loved completely.

The End.

**********

Notes from the Wyld:

I know I said I'd stop writing these "Notes from the Wyld," but I need to thank a few people who took what I thought was already good and somehow made it better--because apparently, I'm still emotionally compromised enough to need a credits roll.

The original version of this story didn't have lyrics--because I'm not a songwriter, and frankly, I thought my emotionally shattered characters could suffer in prose just fine. But then my coworker "E" read it and hit me with, "So... no lyrics? Bold choice for a story literally about music." She wasn't wrong--just devastatingly blunt. Then she added, "Fine. Move over, Ace, I'll do it myself." And she did. So this is my official, begrudging thank-you to "E"--for calling me out, stepping up, and giving this story the much-needed kick in the pants it didn't know it was begging for.

I also got thoroughly scolded by another coworker for not using honorifics in the first draft. According to her, of all people, I should have known better--like I'd personally offended the entire cultural integrity of the Japanese language. She wasn't wrong. I fixed it. I also fear her now.

Full disclosure--my wife isn't exactly a fan of this story idea, so I had to edit this one myself. If you spot a misplaced comma, rogue em dash, or a sentence that wandered off in the middle like it forgot what it was doing... yeah, that's on me. Sorry in advance.

And lastly, wishing "M" the best of luck adapting this into manga--may your panels be clean, your pacing tight, and your characters as emotionally wrecked as I wrote them. Godspeed, my friend. I can't wait to see the drawing of Rio on the school rooftop--where her story began.

If this gets pulled from "Lit", that's it for me--I'm taking the show on the road, because apparently some idiot out there still thinks real people can't actually write stories with feelings, depth, or a functioning keyboard.

If you liked this story, my three co-workers and I took on the monumental task of writing a much larger sequel to this story--The Last Note--and I'm honestly just glad all I had to do this time was write for Rio, Emiko, and a few other new characters, while "E" wrote the outline and emotional beat chart, and "B" handled Plot B--Daniel's storyline and all those characters (bless him for that).

