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GODDESS IN EXILE

Chapter One — Silence
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Exile does not always begin with banishment. Sometimes it begins with silence—the kind that presses against the ribs, clouds the mind, and swallows words before they reach the tongue. The kind of silence that does not sit beside a woman but inside her, hollowing her out from within until she becomes a faint shadow pacing through her own life, invisible even to herself.

Mia stood in her Manhattan apartment, high above the city’s restless sprawl. Below her, the metropolis churned—yellow cabs flickering like molten sparks along rain-slick streets, bridges arching like illuminated ribs, and the subway rumbling through its underground arteries. The scent of wet pavement rose in mineral waves, carrying the distant hum of strangers living boldly, recklessly, freely. New York glowed with the cold confidence of a city that promised everything yet owed nothing.

Inside her apartment, the world was muted.

The divorce decree lay on the marble counter—a sheet of paper thin as breath but weighted like fate. The legal language meant to bring closure instead sat like a foreign object in her home: precise, clinical, devoid of the blood and history it severed. She did not reread the words; she felt them. Their edges lived under her skin.

She had been raised to shrink gracefully. Patience was virtue, obedience was pride, endurance was obligation. A woman could be brilliant, tender, resilient—but divorced? Divorced was a fracture in the polished surface of family honor, a bruise that did not fade, a story retold in lowered voices and careful euphemisms. It did not matter that the wound had not been of her making. The stain would cling to her name long after the ink dried.

Her ex-husband had been the community’s golden son; she, the chosen match who arrived with quiet manners and an impeccable smile. On paper, they had looked perfect—two bright trajectories aimed at the same horizon. In practice, the alignment required her to bend, then bow, then vanish.

He had not broken her in one dramatic act. There had been no single moment to point to, no clear villainous scene. Instead, there was a thousand small adjustments, each one seemingly reasonable, each one carving away a fragment of her until the outline of her life no longer matched the woman inhabiting it.

Could you tone that down a little?

Don’t say that in front of them.

You’re overreacting.

Be the bigger person.

Be patient.

Be forgiving.

Be small.

Her silence was mistaken for serenity. Her restraint was misread as agreement. Her ability to endure became a convenient resource, something to be relied upon, stretched, exploited.

His affection had always been more polished than tender. In public, he draped it around her like a silk shawl: hand at the small of her back, compliments delivered with practiced charm, a smile designed not just for her, but for the audience around them. In private, the warmth cooled into something colder, more managerial. He adjusted her as if she were a setting to be calibrated—too intense, too emotional, too sensitive, too outspoken, too independent.

“You know how people talk,” he would say, eyes on his phone. “We can’t give them fuel.”

We.

As if her existence were a joint PR campaign.

More and more, her days had become a quiet performance: anticipating his moods, smoothing over his edges, folding her needs into increasingly narrow spaces. She spent her twenties learning the choreography: soften your tone, bend your logic, dilute your instinct. Let him be brilliant. Let him be right. Let him be comfortable.

She had not noticed when the performance became exile.

There had been moments—sharp flashes in otherwise blurred days—that now played back with cruel clarity: the time he dismissed her career ambitions as a “phase”; the way he’d corrected her gently—but publicly—when she spoke with too much conviction at a family dinner; the night he told her she was “too dramatic” after she cried over the loneliness she could no longer rationalize.

You’re lucky, she had been told.

He’s a good man.

He doesn’t drink.

He doesn’t cheat.

He provides.

He chose you.

Lucky. As if the bar for love was simply not being actively destroyed.

She had endured storms so long she had forgotten what calm felt like. Her nervous system had adjusted to the constant low simmer of tension, the careful calculations, the unspoken rules. Her body, once fluent in desire and curiosity and joy, had grown stiff with caution.

Some storms are not weather. Some storms are the home.

Leaving him was not an act of rebellion; it was an act of survival. The day she walked away—hands shaking, chest tight, suitcase packed with less than she owned but more than she could carry—she wasn’t mourning him. She was mourning the woman she had disassembled to keep him whole.

Her family had not understood.

Marriage is hard, they had said. You don’t leave over small things.

Be patient.

Be forgiving.

Be small.

And yet, beneath the grief, beneath the shame, beneath the ash and rubble of a life she no longer wanted, something was stirring—a flicker that refused to die.

Hunger.

Not for romance. Not for validation. Not for another person to orbit.

For herself.

Her body remembered fire. Not the fever of conflict, but the warmth of aliveness. Her intuition remembered truth. Not the twisted logic of gaslighting, but the clean, quiet certainty of her own knowing. Her spirit remembered shape—a shape that did not exist merely as an adornment to someone else’s story.

She moved slowly back to the counter and rested her fingers on the decree. The paper was cool under her touch. So much of her history reduced to a few paragraphs and a signature. It could have been a death certificate. It felt, despite everything, like a resurrection spell.

Outside, the city breathed in slow, steady rhythms: car horns dissolving into wet air, subway vibrations pulsing like a heartbeat beneath the streets, raindrops tapping the glass with patient insistence. Somewhere, people were laughing. Somewhere, someone was falling in love. Somewhere, someone was falling apart.

Life continued beyond her silence.

Something in her rose to meet it.

For a moment, she simply stood there—listening to the rain, feeling the quiet press of the night against the windows, sensing the delicate hinge of the moment. She could climb into bed, let the weight of the day flatten her, and drift into another night of numb exhaustion. Or she could let this fragile, electric thread inside her pull her somewhere else.

Her hand reached for her phone before her mind had fully formed the decision.

It was not loneliness that moved her fingers across the screen. It was instinct—the stubborn, deep-buried part of her that refused to accept that this was all her life would be: survival, decorum, muted days, tidy pain.

She opened the app store. Downloaded a dating app.

The icon bloomed onto her home screen, small and ridiculous and dangerous.

A laugh, low and incredulous, escaped her. She shook her head at herself.

“What are you doing?” she whispered to the empty room.

She knew exactly what she was doing.

Not searching for love. Not hunting for distraction. Not looking to heal through someone else’s hands.

She was cracking a forbidden door. Testing the lock. Checking whether the world still opened in her direction.

The app loaded. A parade of faces appeared—smiling, posed, curated. Men holding dogs, holding cocktails, holding fish. Men skiing, men at CrossFit, men in front of rented sports cars. Taglines about being “easygoing,” “laid-back,” “just as comfortable in a suit as in sweats.”

She swiped left. Again. Again.

None of them touched the place in her that had begun to wake. None of them reached beyond her cynicism. None of them pierced the thin film between boredom and curiosity.

Then—

She froze.

Alex.

There was nothing flashy in his photos. No group shots, no thirst traps, no overly-filtered sunsets. One picture: his profile in three-quarter shadow, the clean line of his jaw, steel-grey eyes that seemed to see past the lens and into the room behind it. Another: him in a dark shirt, sleeves rolled, attention focused somewhere off-camera, expression intent, almost severe, but softened by something in his mouth—a ghost of humor, or of sorrow. It was impossible to tell.

His bio was concise, almost austere.

Ukrainian.

CTO.

Humanitarian projects.

Whiskey. Cigars. Books.

Skeptical of small talk. Devoted to depth.
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