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Celia noticed the silence before she noticed anything else. Not the ocean, which was ridiculous. The ocean near Newport Beach was showing off. The sun made the waves glitter. The breeze carried salt, sunscreen, and the promise of something fun. Seagulls screamed above the pier, performing like they were being paid. It was the kind of seaside day that might be found in the opening scenes of a romantic film; hints of escape, of new beginnings hidden in the ordinary.

Except today, even the seagulls seemed hushed in her mind, as if someone had muted the world, leaving just one sound blaring in Celia’s chest.

Brian’s phone.

His phone became the dominant sound: the soft, constant scroll, the faint tap-tap-tap of his thumb, and the occasional pause, as if giving the internet the respect it deserved by considering it deeply.

Celia walked half a step behind. She had spent three years unconsciously adjusting to his pace. Brian walked as if always headed somewhere important. Even at a farmer’s market on a holiday weekend, surrounded by bouquets, pastries, and joy, he carried himself like a man on a mission.

And today, his whole body announced the mission: just survive this.

“You can smell the kettle corn from here,” Celia said, because she was trying. She was always trying. She nodded toward a vendor stall where sugar, butter, and nostalgia hung in the air like a warm cloud.

Brian didn’t look up. “Yeah. I’m sure it’s overpriced.”

Celia smiled anyway. Her face had learned to do it on autopilot. It was a smile that said, No worries, I'm low-maintenance, I don't require emotional labor, I am chill, please don't put me back on the shelf.

The farmer’s market buzzed around them on the pier. Someone played acoustic guitar near the railing, a soft summer playlist for tourists. Kids darted between adults. People drifted from stall to stall without a care. Canvas bags swung on forearms. Iced coffees sweated in the sun.

Everyone looked alive.

Celia felt as if she were watching through glass.

She adjusted the strap on her tote bag and tried again. “We could grab something for dinner. Maybe the pasta place you like? The one with the bread they bring out before you even order.”

Brian sighed, a sharp sound, like she had asked him to file taxes. “Didn’t we just eat?”

“We had breakfast,” she said.

He stopped and turned just enough to show his expression: annoyed, tired. Her talking was a minor obstacle to his day. ''Why do you always have to make everything a big deal?'' Brian asked, his voice bearing the usual monotone rhythm with an edge of impatience that seemed so him to Celia. His words hit with a dull but crushing force, enough to bruise where hope should have lived, like stepping barefoot onto cold, wet carpet.

Because the thing was, she didn’t always make everything into a thing. She had actually gotten very good at not making things into big things.

For example, she didn’t make it into a thing that he never asked about her work unless she brought it up three times.

She didn’t make it into a thing that he answered her questions with 'mm' and 'yeah' while looking at his phone like it was a life support system.

She didn’t make it into a thing that his idea of a date was eating something on the couch with the TV loud enough to drown out their thoughts.

She made things into not-things so relentlessly that it felt like she’d shrink-wrapped her heart until it barely moved.

"I wasn’t," she started, heat instantly tightening her throat. The words she swallowed were ache and apology: I wasn’t trying to be a nuisance, just trying to matter.

Brian shook his head and resumed walking, already done with the conversation. “I’m going to check out the hot sauce stand. Don’t wander off.”

Don’t wander off.

Like she was a toddler in a dangerous crowd. Like she was a liability, untrustworthy, embarrassing to be seen with.

Celia slowed to a stop and watched him disappear into the crowd without looking back.

And for a heartbeat, clarity punched through her haze; sudden, blinding, necessary.

She finally saw: he had already wandered off.

He lived in the same apartment as her. His boots were by the door. His hoodie stayed on the chair like an extra roommate. He brushed his teeth at the same sink. He put his mug in the dishwasher, confident the dishes would wash themselves.

But emotionally? Spiritually? In that invisible place where two people are meant to meet, where one person greets another like coming home? He was already gone. He had left her behind a long time ago. Not in body; his boots still by the door, the hoodie like a shed skin thrown over the chair, his coffee mug clinking in the dishwasher, but in every space that mattered, he was unreachable, and she kept pretending she could chase his shadow.

Celia stood in the middle of the pier and inhaled. Salt. Flowers. Sugar. A faint hint of sunscreen and heat.

The decision landed with surprising clarity, a sudden alignment of courage and self-awareness that felt more resolute than reckless. Like a spark finding kindling, it ignited something in her that had slumbered too long. She spun on her heel, every motion taut with defiance and determination, and walked the other way.

The produce stand sat at the pier’s edge, where the breeze was stronger, and sunlight made everything look like a magazine spread. Avocados piled in green towers. Strawberries glowed red. Kale bundles glistened with water droplets, like tiny jewels.

Celia stepped closer and ran her fingers over a basket of peaches. Warm. Soft. Real.

For a moment, she let herself savor the wild miracle, freedom to choose something just for her.

And that was when the thought slipped in, quiet but undeniable. Here, for the first time all day, she could actually inhale.

She felt less lonely here. It wasn’t because peaches were magic or the farmer’s market was therapy. It was simply because she was alone, and that felt less lonely than being with Brian.

She picked up a peach and turned it slowly, inspecting it like it might reveal secrets if she held it long enough. It smelled faintly sweet, like sunshine and potential.

Her lips curled into a smile she didn't have to fake; warm, fragile, unburdened.

Maybe this is what it feels like to take up space, she thought. Maybe it is as simple as deciding you’re allowed to want things.

She was reaching for another peach when she collided with something solid.

“Oof, sorry!” Celia’s tote bag slipped off her shoulder as she stumbled back half a step.

Strong hands caught her arms, steadying her like she weighed nothing.

“Hey, no, that’s my fault,” a man said, laughing a little, like the universe knocking people into each other was just a charming joke. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

Celia looked up. And forgot, briefly, how to breathe.

He was the kind of attractive that felt personal to only here. Like he had been handcrafted by someone who wanted to make other people lose their train of thought.

Clean-shaven. Curly blond hair, sun-lightened and unruly, falling into crystal-blue eyes that already smiled at her. Sun-kissed golden skin. A worn T-shirt, soft enough to steal. Hoodie. Cargo shorts. The whole vibe screamed: I own at least one surfboard. I know how to fix things with my hands.

He also had something else, something Celia couldn’t name right away.

Attention. Real attention. Like he was actually seeing her face. Like he was listening with his eyes.

“I swear I don’t usually knock people over,” he added. “At least not sober.”

Celia laughed, surprising herself. “Good to know.”

His grin widened. “I’m Aiden.” He nodded toward the surf shop at the front of the pier, its sign sun-faded and familiar. “I own that place.”

Of course he did. Of course, the unfairly attractive man was also a surf shop owner, because the universe loved being on theme.

“Celia,” she replied. She gestured vaguely behind her, because the truth felt complicated. “I’m... wandering.”

Aiden’s eyebrows lifted. “A solid plan.”

Something inside her eased, a years-old knot beginning to unwind, touched by the simple, unhurried kindness in his tone.

Before she could respond, a voice cut through the air like a snapped rubber band.

“There you are.”

Aiden’s posture locked, barely perceptible, a muscle in his jaw ticking, shoulders rigid, bracing against some unseen coming storm.

A woman stood a few feet away, arms crossed, eyes locked on him with an intensity that made Celia’s stomach tighten.

She was beautiful in a sharp, polished way. Tall. Lean. Long, straight blonde hair that fell perfectly down her back. Blue eyes like glass. Cutoff shorts and a tight tank top. Confidence edged with something harder. Fury, maybe. Or entitlement. Or both.

“I’ve been texting you,” the woman said. “For weeks.”

Aiden exhaled slowly. “We went on one date, Stephanie.”

Celia’s brain latched onto the name immediately because, of course, her name was Stephanie. Of course it was. Stephanie was the kind of name that arrived with an exclamation point.

“That doesn’t mean you get to ignore me,” Stephanie snapped.

Celia took an instinctive step back, already feeling like she’d walked into a scene she didn’t have a script for.

“I should probably...” she started.

Aiden’s hand closed gently around hers. His grip was warm and steady. As Celia held on, she noticed a quick, appreciative glance from Aiden that seemed to acknowledge her bravery and spontaneity in going along with his request. A faint scar along the ridge of his hand hinted at a past filled with adventure, perhaps from an impromptu surf rescue mission. It was more than just gratitude; it was a genuine admiration that brought a shy smile to Celia's lips.

He turned his head slightly and lowered his voice. “Please,” he said, quiet enough that only she could hear. “I’ll explain. Just help me out?”

Celia’s eyes widened. Her brain tried to be logical. This was a stranger. This was not her problem. She had a boyfriend. An emotionally absent boyfriend, sure, but still technically boyfriend-shaped.

But there was something about Aiden’s expression. He wasn’t smirking. He wasn’t charming his way out of consequences. He looked tired, and honestly, a little scared. Like he needed help, and he was asking for it instead of pretending he didn’t.

Celia’s heart kicked once, like it recognized the shape of that vulnerability.

Stephanie’s gaze flicked between them, sharpening. “What is this?”

Aiden’s smile returned, bright and convincing. “Stephanie,” he said, “this is my girlfriend.”

Girlfriend.

Celia’s head snapped toward him.

His grip tightened just enough to ground her, like he could feel her panic and wanted her to know she wasn’t alone in it.

“Since when?” Stephanie demanded.

Aiden smiled at Celia as if it were true. “Since she ran into me,” he said lightly. “Literally.”

Celia’s mouth went dry. One small lie, she thought. One tiny, harmless lie. Like pretending you don’t see someone you know at the grocery store.

She swallowed, then lifted her chin. Because she was tired of being invisible. Because, for once, someone needed her. Because this was the first time in a long time that someone’s eyes had landed on her as if she mattered.

“Hi,” Celia said softly, meeting Stephanie’s stare. “I’m Celia.”

Stephanie’s jaw tightened. She looked at Aiden like she wanted to set his surf shop on fire. “This isn’t over,” she said, and then she spun and walked away, disappearing into the crowd like a storm cloud moving on to ruin someone else’s afternoon.

Celia released Aiden’s hand immediately, her pulse racing. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I...”

“Don’t apologize,” he said quickly. His grin returned, softer now, like relief was leaking through him. “You just saved my sanity.”

Celia let out a breath that sounded like a laugh. “You might want to look into a restraining order.”

Aiden winced. “Yeah. You’re probably right.”

For a moment, they just stood there, the noise of the market rushing back in around them like the world had held its breath and then remembered it was supposed to keep moving.

“Well,” Aiden said, rubbing the back of his neck, “thank you, Celia-who-was-wandering.”

“You’re welcome, surfer-who-lies-convincingly,” she said.

He laughed, genuine and unforced, and Celia felt the sound in her chest like warmth.

“Can I buy you a coffee as repayment?” Aiden asked. “Or, I don’t know, a lifetime supply of peaches.”

She thought of Brian. Waiting. Or not waiting. She honestly wasn’t sure. There was a decent chance he hadn’t noticed she was gone. Or if he had, it would only matter if it inconvenienced him. “I have a boyfriend,” Celia said, the words slipping out flatter than she expected. She hated how they sounded. Like a disclaimer. Like a warning label.

Aiden nodded immediately, no disappointment sharp enough to sting. Just respect. “Then I’ll settle for saying it was really nice meeting you.”

Celia blinked. It was such a simple response, and yet it landed like kindness.

“It was nice meeting you, too,” she said, and then she stepped back into the crowd.

She didn’t look behind her at first. She forced herself to walk like this hadn’t just happened, like her heart wasn’t beating too fast, like her skin didn’t feel newly awake.

But after a few steps, curiosity got the better of her. Celia glanced over her shoulder once.

Aiden was watching her go. Not in a creepy way. Not like she was prey. Just... like he was actually taking in the fact that she existed.

For the first time in a long time, Celia felt seen.

She found Brian at the hot sauce stall exactly where he said he’d be, because Brian was nothing if not predictable. He stood with shoulders squared, thick brown hair falling into his eyes, as if grooming was an optional hobby, his green gaze fixed on the bottles lined up in front of him.

At five-ten, he wasn’t imposing, but he carried himself with the quiet confidence of a man who expected the world to work around him. Like a job site. Like a blueprint.

Celia slowed as she approached, adjusting her tote bag again, as if she could physically rearrange herself into a version Brian might notice.

She stood beside him. Brian didn’t look up. She waited.

The market noise swelled around them, and Celia had a sudden, vivid image of what she must look like from the outside. A woman was standing next to a man who acted as if she were part of the scenery.

She cleared her throat.

“So,” Brian said finally, still staring at the display, “this one says it’s fermented for three years. That feels excessive.”

Celia blinked at him. “I... ran into someone,” she said.

Brian hummed. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. Literally.”

He made a soft sound that could maybe count as a laugh if you were generous. “Careful. You have a bad habit of not paying attention.”

Her chest tightened. Not because it was cruel, exactly. It was just so... automatic. The assumption that she was the problem. That the world was something she needed to navigate better, so she didn’t inconvenience him.

She waited, stupidly, for him to ask, Are you okay? What happened? Who?

Nothing came.

Brian paid, shoved the bottle into the bag, and turned away. “You ready? I want to beat the crowd.”

Celia followed him because that was what she did.

As they walked, her reflection caught briefly in the dark glass of a vendor’s fridge. Soft brown eyes. Dark hair loose around her shoulders. A face that used to smile more. She looked... muted. Like someone had turned down the saturation.

They made it halfway down the pier when she heard her name.

“Celia.”

She turned.

Aiden stood a few feet away, sunlight catching in his curls, blue eyes warm and open. His attention landed fully on her. No phone. No distraction. No hurry to get somewhere else.

It was impossible not to feel the difference in her body immediately, the way her shoulders dropped like they had been holding tension for hours.

“Hey,” she said, surprised at how easily the word curved into a smile. Her nose crinkled, an unconscious little thing she had never been able to control. When she was really happy, her face gave her away.

Aiden’s gaze flicked to her smile, then back to her eyes. He looked pleased, like he’d won a prize. “I just wanted to say thanks again,” he said. “For helping me out back there.”

“You’re welcome,” Celia said. “Though I still think you should get a restraining order.”

He laughed. “I’m thinking you’re right.”

They stood there, the crowd flowing around them. Celia could feel Brian ahead, moving on, not noticing. She could also feel something else. A sense of possibility, small but bright, like a match struck in the dark.

“I know this might be weird,” Aiden said, “but would you want to grab coffee sometime? Or... I could give you my number.”

The answer rose instinctively, immediate and startling in its brightness.

Yes. And then reality stepped in, wearing Brian’s voice. I have a boyfriend.

“I have a boyfriend,” Celia said gently.

Aiden nodded right away. No sulking. No pressure. No performative disappointment. “Yes, I remember. I just thought I’d ask anyway.”

Celia’s throat tightened. “I’m glad you did,” she said, and meant it.

Aiden smiled, and it lingered. “Okay,” he said softly. “Then I’ll just say: it was really bumping into you.”

“It was really nice bumping into you, too,” Celia said. She turned to catch up to Brian.

He was already halfway down the pier. Of course he was.

“Took you long enough,” he said when she reached him. “I thought you got lost.”

Celia stared at the back of his head for a second, then stepped into place beside him. She didn’t respond.

Brian kept talking because Brian could always talk about traffic or inconvenience or how the market wasn’t worth the hassle. His green eyes scanned the crowd, sharp and distant, never quite landing on her.

Celia’s thoughts drifted instead. Hands steadying her. Eyes meeting hers. A voice that had asked, without entitlement, if she wanted coffee.

She told herself it was nothing. A stranger. A moment. A tiny lie about being someone’s girlfriend, which was both absurd and strangely thrilling.

But the truth pressed quietly against her ribs. She couldn’t unfeel it. She couldn’t forget what it was like, even briefly, to matter.

That night, Celia made an effort. Not because she thought effort should be rewarded. Not because she believed a dress could fix a relationship. But because hope is a stubborn thing, and hers had been clinging to Brian like a barnacle for years.

She arrived at the restaurant at 7:18. They’d said seven.

The restaurant was already loud. Warm light. Clinking glasses. Laughter. The kind of place where people leaned toward each other across tables like they wanted to know what the other person was going to say next.

Celia stood just inside the doorway and smoothed her dress, a soft blue that made her brown eyes look warmer. She’d put on earrings she knew Brian liked. She’d reapplied lip gloss in the car. She looked like a woman who still believed she could be chosen.

At 7:32, the hostess gave her a sympathetic smile. At 7:45, Celia stopped pretending she wasn’t watching the door. At 8:00, her phone buzzed.

Brian: Running late. Still want to eat?

Celia stared at the message.

Still want to eat? No apology. No explanation. No recognition that she had been sitting in a restaurant for an hour like a prop in her own relationship.

Her fingers hovered over the screen. Yeah. I’m here at the restaurant.

Three dots appeared. Disappeared.

She sat down anyway.

When Brian finally walked in, it was 8:21. He looked exactly the same as he always did. Casual. Unbothered. Thick brown hair falling into his eyes. Green gaze sharp but distracted as it swept the room.

He spotted her and lifted a hand in a brief wave, like she was a coworker he’d run into. “Hey,” he said, sliding into the chair across from her. “Sorry. Site stuff ran long.”

Celia searched his face for something else. A smile. A softening. A sense that he was glad to see her.

Nothing.

“That’s okay,” she said quietly.

Brian grabbed the menu and started scanning it like it contained a hidden code. “Man, I’m starving.”

Thirty seconds passed. A minute.

Celia tried again. “I thought we could order a bottle of wine.”

Brian glanced up, frowning. “It’s a Tuesday.”

“It’s also our anniversary,” she said.

The words hung between them.

Brian blinked. Once. Then he looked away, jaw tightening. Not with guilt. With irritation. “Oh,” he said. “That’s today?”

Something inside Celia cracked. Not loudly. Not dramatically. Just enough that breathing hurt.

“Yes,” she said. “Today.”

Brian rubbed his forehead like she was the headache. “Celia, come on. You know I’ve had a week.”

Her fingers curled into her napkin. “So have I.”

“That’s not what I mean,” he said. “You didn’t remind me.”

Celia stared at him. “I shouldn’t have to.”

Brian leaned back in his chair, eyes sharpening now, but not at her. Past her. Defensive. “You know I’m not good with dates.”

“It’s been three years.”

“And?” he snapped. “You really want to start a fight over a number on a calendar?”

Celia felt her throat tighten, but she kept her voice steady. “I wanted you to want to be here.”

“I am here,” Brian said, like that settled it.

Celia let out a soft laugh that surprised her. It wasn’t amused. It was disbelief, finally escaping. “Emotionally,” she said.

Brian’s jaw tightened. “What do you want from me, Celia?”

She wanted to say everything. Effort. Curiosity. Care. The bare minimum of being noticed. Instead, she said the truth. “I want to feel like I matter.”

Brian exhaled sharply. “God. You’re so dramatic.”

There it was. The phrase that made her stomach drop every time, like her feelings were a nuisance he had to sweep off the floor.

Celia sat back, shoulders straightening, not with anger, but with something quieter. Recognition. “Do you have any idea how small I feel standing next to you?” she asked.

Brian laughed once, short and humorless. “This again?”

“This always,” she said, and her voice shook now. “You don’t ask about my day. You don’t notice when I leave a room. You forgot our anniversary, Brian.”

“I forgot a date,” he said. “You’re acting like I cheated on you.”

“No,” Celia said softly. “You forgot me.”

Silence stretched between them. Heavy. Public. The kind of silence that makes other tables sound louder.

Brian stood abruptly. “I’m not doing this.”

“Doing what?” Celia stood too, heart pounding. “Listening?”

Brian grabbed his jacket. “You’re exhausting. Nothing I do is ever enough for you.”

The words hit her with a strange clarity. He meant it. Not as an apology. As a truth.

“Okay,” Celia said.

The word surprised them both.

Brian froze. “Okay?”

Celia nodded. Her eyes stung, but she refused to let the tears fall here, in front of strangers, in front of him. “You’re right,” she said. “This isn’t working.”

Brian frowned, confused. “Celia...”

“No,” she said, steady now. “I’m done trying to convince you that I deserve your attention.”

For a second, it looked like he might argue. Then he shook his head. “You’re overreacting.”

Celia’s mouth curved into a tired, almost gentle smile. “I think,” she said, “this is the first time I’m reacting at all.” She picked up her bag and walked out into the night air, heart racing, lungs burning.

Behind her, Brian didn’t follow. And that told her everything.

Celia got home and sat on the edge of the bed without turning on the lights.

The apartment was dark except for the faint glow from the streetlight outside. She hadn’t taken off her shoes. Her bag rested where she’d dropped it by the door, untouched, like proof she hadn’t imagined the night.

Her phone lay face-up beside her. Silent. She stared at it, anyway, waiting for something she already knew wasn’t coming.

An apology. A realization. Are you okay?

She leaned back on her palms and let her gaze drift around the room she’d shared with Brian for three years. His boots by the door. His jacket slung over the chair. Evidence of a life built side by side, except it had never really been side by side, not in the way it mattered.

She closed her eyes, and the memories came without invitation.

She told him about a promotion she hadn’t gotten, his eyes on the TV.

Her in bed with a fever, asking him to stay home for an hour, his voice flat: 'I can’t. I’ve got a meeting.'

Her waiting by the door dressed for dinner, Brian walking past like she was furniture: 'Oh. You ready?'

Celia pressed her lips together, breathing through the ache.

It wasn’t anger that hurt the most. It was grief.

Grief for the version of Brian she had believed in. The one she had filled in with her imagination when he didn’t show up. The one she kept waiting for, as if he were delayed in traffic and not simply absent by choice.

Her phone buzzed suddenly, sharp in the quiet. Her heart leapt before she could stop it.

Brian: Hey. Something came up for tomorrow. Can we reschedule?

No mention of tonight. No acknowledgment of the fight. No apology. Just another cancellation, as casual as breathing.

Something inside Celia went very still.

She stared at the screen as tears finally spilled over. Not dramatic sobs. Just silent, steady grief. For the dinners that never happened. The conversations that never came. The love she kept reaching for and never touched.

She typed slowly. I think we need to talk.

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Minutes passed.

Celia’s chest tightened, but instead of panic, there was clarity.

She typed again. Actually, I think I already know what I need to say.

She set the phone down and stood. The decision felt heavy, but also clean, like wiping fog off a mirror.

Brian came home late.

Celia heard the door before she saw him. The scrape of keys. The dull thud as they hit the counter.

She was sitting on the couch, legs tucked beneath her, the apartment lit by a single lamp. She’d been there a long time. Long enough for her thoughts to stop racing and settle into something steady.

Brian shrugged off his jacket and kicked off his boots. Thick brown hair fell into his eyes as he rubbed the back of his neck, already tired, already elsewhere.

“Hey,” he said, glancing at her. “Sorry. It was a day.”

Celia nodded. “I know.”

He paused, sensing something. “You okay?”

“Yes,” Celia said. And for once, it was true.

Brian moved toward the kitchen, opening the fridge. “I grabbed food on the way home. You want...”

“No,” Celia said gently.

Brian closed the fridge and turned, frowning. “What’s going on?”

Celia planted her feet on the floor and stood. She smoothed the front of her sweater, not nervous, just grounding herself in her own body. “You canceled again,” she said. Not accusing. Just stating a fact.

Brian sighed. “I told you, something came up.”

“I know.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

Celia looked at him fully. For once, she didn’t look away from those green eyes that always seemed to pass through her instead of landing.

“The problem,” she said, “is that nothing ever comes up for me.”

Brian stared, confused. “What does that mean?”

“It means,” Celia said carefully, “I’m tired of waiting for you to notice me. I’m tired of reminding you that I exist. I’m tired of feeling like I’m asking for too much when I’m just asking for you.”

Brian’s face tightened. “You’re acting like I don’t care about you.”

Celia’s voice stayed calm. “I’m acting like you don’t show it.”

He opened his mouth, then shut it. Ran a hand through his hair. “You know I’m not good at this stuff,” he said. “You knew that when you got with me.”

“I did,” Celia said softly. “And I kept hoping you’d want to be better at it.”

Brian’s jaw clenched. “So what? You’re giving up?”

Celia inhaled. This was the moment she’d been circling for years without admitting it. “No,” she said. “I’m choosing myself.”

Brian blinked. “What does that even mean?”

“It means I’m done,” Celia said. “I’m ending this.” The words felt solid in her mouth. Real.

Brian straightened. “You’re serious?”

“Yes.” He searched her face for anger or doubt or leverage. Found none. “So that’s it?” he asked. “You’re just walking away?”

Celia nodded. “I have to.”

Brian let out a short, incredulous laugh. “You’re overreacting.”

Celia’s mouth curved into that tired smile again. “You keep saying that,” she said. “And I keep getting quieter. I don’t want to be quiet anymore.”

He didn’t move. Didn’t reach for her. Didn’t ask her to stay.

That was the part that finally broke her heart, because it confirmed what she had been denying.

She went into the bedroom and pulled a suitcase from the closet. Packed slowly. Clothes. Shoes. The things that were unmistakably hers. Brian hovered in the doorway once, watching, then turned away.

When she came back into the living room with the suitcase, he stood exactly where she’d left him.

“You don’t have to do this tonight,” he said.

“I do,” Celia replied. “I’ll come back in a couple of days to get the rest.”

Brian nodded once. That was all.

Celia paused by the door, her hand trembling as it reached for the knob. She dug into her pocket and pulled out Brian's key. A small, nondescript piece of metal that had once represented something significant. She stared at it for a moment, feeling the weight of the past years. Stepping back inside, she placed the key on the kitchen counter, the faint click sound echoing softly in the quiet apartment. The gesture was small but definitive, a turning point she could feel in her bones. She opened the door once more, fear rushing in, hot and sudden. The weight of the unknown pressed down on her, the loss of something familiar chilling her. But beneath the fear was something else. Relief.

She opened the door. Behind her, Brian didn’t move. Didn’t follow. Didn’t stop her.

And as Celia stepped out into the night air, suitcase in hand, heart pounding, she realized the truth she had been avoiding.

She wasn’t leaving him. He had already left her.

She sat in her car for a long moment, engine off, streetlight painting pale yellow across the windshield. Her hands shook as she pulled her phone from her bag and scrolled to her brother’s name.

Tony answered on the second ring. “Hey.”

One word, and her chest loosened.

“Hey,” Celia said, voice cracking. “Can I come stay with you for a couple of days? Just until I find an apartment.”

No pause. No questions. “Of course,” Tony said immediately. “You don’t even have to ask that. I’ll put fresh sheets on the bed. You want me to meet you somewhere?”

Celia laughed softly through the tightness in her throat. “No. I’m already driving.”

“Okay,” Tony said. “I’ll be here.”

And just like that, she wasn’t alone anymore.

Tony’s house in Irvine smelled like clean laundry and coffee when Celia walked in. He filled the doorway, six feet tall, solid and muscular from years of lifting, arms thick beneath his T-shirt. His skin was dark like their father’s. Short dark hair cropped close. Eyes sharp and familiar in a way that felt like home.

He didn’t say anything at first. He just pulled her into a hug that was strong and grounding, the kind that finally let her breathe. The embrace was reminiscent of those Sunday afternoons spent playing catch in their backyard, when the sun dipped below the horizon, and the world felt vast and uncomplicated.

“You okay?” he asked quietly.

Celia nodded into his shoulder. “I will be.”

Later, they sat at the kitchen counter. Celia wore one of Tony’s hoodies, sleeves too long, hands wrapped around a mug of coffee. She told him everything. Slowly at first, then faster as the words spilled out. The anniversary. The cancellations. The way she’d felt invisible for so long, she almost thought it was normal.

Tony’s jaw tightened with every sentence. “I never liked him,” he said flatly when she finished.

Celia smiled tiredly. “You never like anyone I date.”

“That’s not true,” Tony said. “I just didn’t like him. He treated you like crap.”

“He wasn’t all bad,” she said automatically, because habit was hard to kill.

Tony leaned back, arms crossed. “Should I go kick his ass?”

Celia laughed, real laughter, sudden and bright. “No.”

“You sure?”

“Yes. Very sure.”

Tony watched her, then nodded. “Okay. But the offer stands.”

Celia hesitated, then said, “I met someone.”

Tony’s eyebrows lifted.

“Nothing happened,” Celia rushed. “His name’s Aiden. It was just... a moment.” Tony waited. “And it made me realize,” Celia said softly, “that I’ve been disappearing. I don’t want to do that again. I need to figure out who I am without someone else’s shadow.”

Tony studied her carefully. “You’re almost never without a man.”

“I know,” Celia admitted. “That’s why I need this.”

Tony nodded slowly. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

Celia smiled. “Fair.”

Work felt surreal the next day. Celia sat at her desk, troubleshooting systems and answering tickets like she hadn’t just detonated her life. She was a senior IT tech. Calm under pressure. Dependable. Competent. Beneath that competence, however, simmered a fragile resolve, yearning for direction, craving change. She realized she wanted more from life, not just survival, but a chance to rediscover her identity and pursue meaningful goals. She found herself thinking about independence, advancing in her career, and maybe even opening her heart to a healthier kind of love. No one would have guessed how fragile she felt under her skin.

Todd Bradley guessed anyway.

He hovered near her desk around lunchtime, shifting from foot to foot. Short, lean, straight blonde hair falling into hazel eyes. Black glasses sliding down his nose for the hundredth time. “You okay?” he asked gently. “You seem... off.”

Celia stared at her monitors, then exhaled. “You want to grab lunch?”

His face softened. “Yeah. Of course.”

They ate outside. The California sun warmed their backs. Celia told him everything. Brian. The breakup. The move to Tony’s.

Todd listened without interrupting, pushing his glasses up when she paused, nodding along like he was filing the information into a mental folder labeled: Celia Deserves Better.

“That sounds... overdue,” he said finally.

Celia smiled faintly. “Yeah. It feels that way, too.”

“Oh,” Todd added, like it had just occurred to him, “there’s a for rent sign in the apartment complex a couple of streets from me. On Balboa.”

Her heart jumped. “Really?”

“Yeah. It’s quiet. Decent management. Not creepy,” Todd added quickly, as if that was a selling point he had rehearsed. “Which felt important to say.”

Celia laughed. “Very important.”

“And,” Todd said, softer now, “I’m always here. You know that, right?”

“I do,” Celia said, and meant it.

That afternoon, after work, Celia drove to Balboa Boulevard near the Newport Pier.

The complex was modest but clean, tucked behind palm trees that rattled in the ocean breeze. The leasing manager showed her a small one-bedroom on the second floor.

Sunlight spilled through the windows. The balcony had an ocean view. The floors were worn but warm. The space felt possible. Like she could step into it without having to shrink to fit. 

Aiden's laugh echoed softly in her mind, a gentle reminder of that unexpected encounter, stirring a hope she hadn't realized had taken root. 

The place felt reminiscent of characters finding their way in books like Un, Buried, Sing, or The Light We Lost, where new beginnings meet unexpected encounters. She decided to rent the place and signed the papers.

The keys felt cool and solid in her hand, heavier than they should have been, like they carried a new version of her life inside them. Celia stepped back into the hallway and took a breath.

This was hers.

The door across the hall opened.

Celia looked up.

“Hey,” a familiar voice said.

And there he was.

Aiden.

CHAPTER TWO

––––––––
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CELIA HAD ALWAYS THOUGHT the moment you got a fresh start as a young adult, finding your way in the world, would feel like a movie.

You would turn the key. The door would swing open. Sunlight would spill across hardwood floors you definitely could not afford. An invisible soundtrack would swell at just the right time. You would step inside and breathe in the bright smell of possibility. You would know, instantly and without doubt, you were safe now. You had arrived.

Instead, Celia stood in a narrow hallway that smelled faintly of paint and something citrusy, like someone tried to mask old carpet and stale air with a lemon miracle. The overhead light buzzed, holding a personal vendetta against peace. Her new keys sat heavy and cold in her palm. The door to her new apartment was still closed. Her heart hammered, unable to choose between dread and hope, her breath catching as she weighed the threshold.

She had just signed paperwork that made her a person with her own lease for the first time in three years. She had just told herself, in the car, that this was brave. That this was good. That this was her.

Then the door across the hall opened.

“Hey.”

Celia looked up, and the universe, which had been content to be cruelly ordinary for months, decided to add a twist like it had been sitting on it for fun.

Aiden.

He was barefoot, leaning against his doorframe as if the hallway belonged to him. He seemed to tolerate the rest of the building out of generosity. His hair was damp, curls darker than at the farmer’s market, like he’d just come from the beach, the shower, or anywhere lives aren’t imploding. He wore a gray T-shirt and jeans that looked lived in, not styled. He dressed for comfort, not approval.

His eyes met hers and brightened, which should not have done anything to her chest. It absolutely did.

“Looks like we’re neighbors,” he said, and his smile was warm enough to make her suspicious of it.

Celia blinked once, because blinking felt like the only thing she could do without accidentally confessing her entire emotional history. “I... yeah,” she managed. “I guess so.”

Aiden’s gaze flicked to the keyring in her hand, the paperwork folder tucked under her arm, the slightly panicked set of her shoulders. Then he looked back at her face, as if he were actually seeing her, not just the situation.

That, annoyingly, made her throat tighten.

“You moving in right now?” he asked.

“In the process,” she said, which was a polite way of saying: I have no idea what I’m doing, and also my life is a house with one load-bearing wall left.

“Want help?”

The offer came out simple. Not dramatic. Not edged with expectation. Not like a bargain.

And Celia, who had spent three years learning how to decline offers before they could become debts, felt herself hesitate.

Her default response was already forming: I’m fine. I’ve got it. No big deal.

She swallowed it. Because she was so tired of being fine, so tired her bones ached with it, her jaw tight from clenching against the urge to break.

She let her shoulders drop a fraction. “I’d love help,” she said. Her voice sounded like her own again, which startled her. “Does Saturday work for you?”

Aiden’s grin widened like she had just told him she’d saved a puppy from a burning building. “Saturday,” he said. “Yeah. I’m open all day.”

“Saturday,” she repeated, as if saying it twice could turn it into a promise she could actually trust.

Aiden nodded, then gestured toward her door with a slight lift of his chin. “Congrats, by the way.”

“For what?”

“For leaving,” he said, then paused, like he realized that could have been too much. Like he was offering her space to correct him. “For getting your own place. That’s... a big deal.”

Celia stared at him for a second. The hallway felt suddenly too bright. Her heartbeat did that unpleasant leap again. “Thanks,” she said quietly.

Aiden studied her, as if he were trying to decide whether she needed an exit line. “See you Saturday, Celia.”

Hearing her name in his mouth jolted her nerves, as if something essential inside her had been plucked, sharp and sudden.

She nodded once, then turned to her door and shoved the key into the lock before she could overthink the fact that a boy with ocean eyes and a surf shop and a fake girlfriend scheme now lived directly across from her.

The key turned. The door unlocked.

Her apartment was small, but it was hers. Sunlight spilled in through the window and touched the worn floors as if it were blessing them. The balcony had a sliver of ocean view, which felt almost unfair, like the building had accidentally given her something good.

She stepped inside and breathed. It smelled like nothing. Clean. Empty. Waiting.

Behind her, in the hallway, Aiden’s door closed with a soft click.

Celia stood in the middle of her living room for a long, motionless moment, keys biting into her fist, as silence pressed in, a heavy, not unfriendly weight, around her.

It wasn't the kind of silence she’d been living in with Brian. Not the hollow one that made her feel like she was shouting underwater.

This silence was space.

She didn’t know what to do with the space yet. But she was going to learn.

Saturday arrived with a bright cruelty that felt personal.

The morning sun was already warm, the kind that made the world look optimistic, even when you felt like a cracked dish glued back together, hoping no one would notice.

Celia drove ahead of Aiden like she'd told him, because something in her still wanted to control the variables. She’d given him the address of the apartment she’d shared with Brian, and the words had tasted like a confession. She tried to keep her voice casual, as if she were asking him to meet her for brunch, not to help her pack up the pieces of a life she’d outgrown and leave behind. Her thoughts drifted to the uncertain yet hopeful horizon beyond today's tasks. There was her career on the rise, demanding more of her courage and focus. Family expectations tugged from a distance, a quiet hum beneath the day’s chaos, reminding her that the small victories here paved the way for more significant changes later on.

Her hands were tight on the steering wheel as she pulled into the parking lot. This was it.

The same faded lines marked the asphalt. The same row of planters had never really thrived. The same dull beige building had held her for three years like a waiting room.

She sat in her car for a moment, pulse thudding so loud she could feel it in her fingertips, staring at the entrance as she forced each unsteady breath to stay slow.

She’d told herself she wouldn’t let this rattle her. She’d ended it. She’d moved out. She’d chosen herself.

And yet her body still remembered being small here.

A knock sounded gently on her window. Celia turned her head.

Aiden stood there, sunglasses pushed up into his hair, wearing a hoodie despite the sunshine. He looked relaxed, which was unfair. He also looked like he’d slept, which was even more unfair.

He opened her car door before she could protest. “You okay?”

Celia climbed out, her throat tight, voice scraped raw even on simple words. “He’s at work,” she managed, the relief mingling with wary tension in her chest, because that felt like the most important detail.

Aiden nodded once, like he was filing that away. “Okay.” He didn’t ask what work. Didn’t ask what time he’d be back. Didn’t make a joke to break the tension. He just stood there, steady, like he had decided this wasn’t going to be harder than it had to be.

Celia swallowed and walked toward the building. Aiden followed. 

Inside, everything smelled like old carpet and stale air, as if the building itself had decided not to evolve. The hallway light flickered, as if it were considering giving up entirely.

Celia grabbed the spare key from under the mat and unlocked the door.

The space looked exactly the way she’d left it the night she walked out. Brian’s boots were still by the door. His jacket still hung over the chair. The kitchen counter still held the same stack of mail that never got sorted unless she sorted it.

It was like the apartment had paused, waiting for her to come back and resume disappearing.

She felt something in her chest harden. Not anger. Not exactly. Resolve.

Aiden stepped inside behind her and paused, eyes scanning the space, taking in the half-lived-in feeling, the way someone else’s presence clung to it.

“Where do you want to start?” he asked.

Celia exhaled. “Bedroom,” she said.

They worked quietly at first.

Celia moved through drawers, folding clothes, packing them into boxes she’d brought from Tony’s house. Every item felt like a tiny tug on her ribs. A T-shirt Brian had given her from a job site. A hoodie that smelled like him, even though she’d washed it a dozen times. A sweater she’d worn on a date where he’d laughed and held her hand and made her believe he wanted to be there.

She put the sweater in a box anyway.

Aiden didn’t pry. He didn’t ask questions that would make her explain herself. He just handed her the tape when she needed it. Wrapped fragile things carefully. Carried boxes like it was nothing.

At one point, Celia pulled a chipped mug from the back of a cabinet. It was stupid, the way her throat knotted sharply at the sight of it, eyes stinging with sudden heat she wouldn’t allow to fall.

She held it a second too long, thumb tracing the chip. It had been hers before Brian. It survived three moves and countless mornings. She used to drink coffee from it while reading, back when she had time to read.

Brian had hated it. Said it looked cheap.

She swallowed and wrapped it in paper anyway.

Aiden watched her, not staring, just noticing. “You want me to grab the books too?” he asked gently.

“Yes,” she said, grateful for the normalness of the question. “Please.”

He moved to the living room and started stacking her books into a box, careful with the spines like they mattered. That made her chest ache in a new way.

Because Brian never touched her books.

She kept moving, packing, breathing through the heaviness.

They were almost done when the front door opened.

The sound was so familiar it crashed through her, her stomach dropped, hands tingling where they gripped the box.

Celia froze with a box in her hands.

Aiden’s body shifted subtly behind her, not aggressive, not looming, just ready.

Brian stood in the doorway, brow furrowed as he took in the scene. Boxes were stacked near the front door. Celia was standing in the middle of the apartment like she’d been caught doing something illegal. Aiden was in the living room holding a box of her books.

Brian’s green eyes sharpened. They flicked to Aiden, then back to Celia. “What the hell is this?” he snapped.

Celia felt her heart hammering, but something steadier held her spine. “I’m moving out,” she said. Her voice was calm. It surprised her. “I told you I was coming back to pack.”

Brian’s gaze cut to Aiden again, and something ugly tightened his jaw. “Already replaced me?” he said, and his voice wavered just enough to betray him.

Aiden took a step back, as if to reduce his footprint, but Celia lifted her hand without looking at him, a quiet stop.

“No,” she said to Brian.

Brian laughed, sharp and humorless. “Oh, come on, Cel. You expect me to believe this just happened?”

Celia stared at him. “I broke up with you days ago,” she said. “You remember that, right? Or did that not register either?”

Brian’s eyes narrowed. “You move on fast.”

“I moved out,” she corrected. “I didn’t move on.”

Brian’s attention snapped back to Aiden. “You think it’s cool moving in on another guy’s woman?”

Celia felt something cold and clean settle in her chest. “I’m not your woman,” she said.

Brian blinked, like the sentence didn’t compute. “Then why does my being mad even matter to you?”

Celia held his gaze. “That’s what I was about to ask,” she said softly. “Why do you care now?”

Silence pressed in, thick and exposing.

Brian’s mouth opened, then closed. He looked annoyed, as if she were being unreasonable simply by existing.

Celia’s grip tightened on the box in her hands. She felt the urge to explain, to soften, to make this easier for him. The old instinct to manage his discomfort.

She refused it. “You didn’t care when I was standing right next to you,” she said. “You didn’t care when I waited for you. When you forgot me. When I asked you to show up.”

Brian’s jaw clenched. “That’s not fair.”

Celia nodded once. “It never was.” She stepped toward the door with the box, not rushing, not dramatic.

Aiden moved immediately, picking up another box and following without hesitation.

At the threshold, Celia turned back one last time.

Brian stood in the living room, hands at his sides, looking like a man who had just realized he might have lost something he didn’t actually know how to keep.

“I hope you build something real someday,” Celia said. Her voice was quiet, and it was true. “But I’m done waiting for you to notice me.”

Brian didn’t speak. He didn’t stop her. And that, somehow, hurt less than it used to.

Celia stepped into the sunlight. It felt warmer than it should.

Aiden walked beside her to the car, set the boxes in the trunk carefully, then turned to her. “You okay?”

Celia took a breath. Let it out. “Yes,” she said.

This time, she didn’t have to force the word.

She was done being invisible.

The first week in her new apartment went faster than she expected.

Boxes disappeared from the corners. The couch found its place. Her coffee mug got claimed as hers again. The space stopped feeling like a hotel room and started feeling like a life.

Aiden helped in a way that made her suspicious of how easy it was. He didn’t take over. He didn’t assume. He asked questions, then listened to the answers. “Where do you want the books?” he asked, holding a stack in his arms.

“By the window,” she said. “I like reading in the light.”

Aiden nodded as if this was sacred information. He arranged them on the shelf carefully, the spines lined up, then stepped back like he was admiring the work.

Celia leaned against the counter, watching him, feeling something weirdly domestic twist in her chest. She didn’t know what to do with the domestic.

When the last box was unpacked, Aiden wiped his hands on his jeans and glanced toward her.

“So,” Celia said, because she needed to fill the quiet before it started asking questions. “That woman. From the market.”

Aiden winced so dramatically that it made her laugh. “Stephanie,” he said, like the name alone hurt.

“That bad, huh?”

“One date,” Aiden said, holding up one finger like he was swearing in court. “One. Coffee. Forty-five minutes. I paid. She cried. Immediate red flag.”

Celia stared. “She cried?”

“She cried,” he confirmed. “In the middle of a coffee shop. Because I told her I didn’t think we were a match.”

Celia made a face. “Oh no.”

“I was polite,” he continued. “I was calm. I said all the words you’re supposed to say. She decided that meant persistence.”

Celia’s laugh slipped out again, sharp and helpless. “So the restraining order?”

“Not yet,” he admitted. “I blocked her everywhere. She still finds ways. I’m working on it.”

Celia shook her head, smiling despite herself. “If she shows up here, I’ll pretend to be your girlfriend again.”

Aiden’s grin was instant and bright. “Deal.”

The word landed between them like it belonged there. Celia felt her cheeks warm and immediately hated herself for it.

Aiden looked toward the window, as if the sun outside had suddenly become interesting. “You hungry?”

“Always,” Celia said, because hunger was safer than feelings.

“Do you like Mexican food?”

Celia blinked. Then laughed so hard it startled her. It was sudden and bright, the kind of laugh that came from somewhere she hadn’t accessed in a long time.

Aiden froze, eyebrows lifting like he wasn’t sure whether he’d offended her or accidentally proposed.

“I’m Mexican,” Celia managed, still laughing, wiping at her eyes.

Aiden’s face went red in a way that was almost charming. “Okay,” he said. “That’s on me. I should have... I don’t know. Not asked that.”

Celia exhaled, the laughter fading into warmth. “It’s fine,” she said. “I needed that.”

Aiden’s mouth curved, relieved. “There’s Cabo Cantina up Balboa. Want to walk?”

Celia hesitated for exactly one heartbeat. Then she nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “Let’s go.”

Walking with Aiden felt different from walking with Brian in ways she couldn’t help but notice.

With Brian, she had always been half a step behind, adjusting her pace to his, scanning his mood the way you checked the weather before leaving the house. With Aiden, she found herself beside him without thinking. They matched naturally. Their steps fell into rhythm like they’d done it before.

The ocean breeze cut through the afternoon warmth. People moved around them, tourists and locals blending into the Balboa hum. Aiden pointed out small things. A weird mural. A dog wearing sunglasses. A food truck that had, inexplicably, survived ten different rebrands.

Celia listened and found herself smiling.

At Cabo Cantina, they grabbed an outside table. The sun was bright but not oppressive. The air smelled of salt, grilled meat, and lime.

Halfway through his burrito, Aiden glanced at her like he’d been debating something. “Can I ask you something?” he said. “You don’t have to answer.”
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