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To the ones who have loved in whispers—

those who held their dreams close,

fearing the world might break them if it knew.

To the ones who built entire futures in quiet corners of their hearts,

and watched them shatter without warning.

Who learned how to gather the pieces,

not to make them whole again,

but to carry them forward as proof that love was once here.

To the ones who stayed long after the last goodnight,

who kept showing up even when their hands were empty,

and who discovered that sometimes the bravest thing you can do

is let go of the version of love that can’t hold you anymore.

And to the ones who tried again—

with hearts stitched together,

with voices that no longer shook when they spoke their truth,

with the courage to believe that some beginnings

are worth every ending that came before.

This is for you.

For the nights you thought would break you,

the mornings you didn’t want to wake up to,

and the moments—small, unremarkable to anyone else—

where you chose to stay soft,

even when the world told you to turn to stone.
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Some truths are too loud to say out loud.

Some dreams are too fragile to name.

And sometimes, the only way to keep both

is to hold them in the quiet,

between the heartbeats we dare to share.
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This is not the kind of love story that begins and ends with a clean line.

It doesn’t arrive on schedule, wearing a perfect smile and speaking in clichés.

It doesn’t leave neatly either.

This is the kind of love that slips in through the quiet moments—

in glances you almost miss,

in conversations that start out harmless and end up changing you.

The kind that makes you feel seen in a way you didn’t know you needed,

and then tests every fragile truth you’ve built about yourself.

It’s about the way we carry our dreams in secret,

because saying them out loud feels like asking too much.

It’s about the words we swallow when the fear of breaking something good

outweighs the need to be heard.

It’s about how love can be both a sanctuary and a storm—

how it can hold you steady one day,

and undo you completely the next.

If you’ve ever loved quietly,

if you’ve ever held on long after you knew you should let go,

if you’ve ever stood in the wreckage of something beautiful and wondered

how you’ll find the courage to try again—

this story is for you.

Because love, in all its whispered promises and shattered edges,

is still worth telling.

And maybe, just maybe, worth living for again.
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Every book is built on more than words. It’s built on the people who hold you steady when you’re not sure you can keep going, the ones who remind you why you started, and the ones who believe in the story even before you can see the ending.

To my readers, thank you for opening your hearts to these pages. Every message, every shared moment, every time you told me “I felt this”—you’ve given this story a life far beyond my own.

To my friends and family — thank you for your patience, your love, and your gentle nudges when I disappeared into the world of these characters. You’ve been my grounding and my safe place.

To the ones who have lived a version of this story in their own lives — your courage to love again, even after the breaking, is a kind of magic. This book is, in part, a love letter to you.
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There are loves that arrive like music—bold, certain, impossible to ignore.

They burst through the door with all the confidence of a melody you’ve known your whole life, even if you can’t remember the words. They are full of noise and color and urgency, filling every corner until there’s no space left for anything else.

And then there are the other kinds.

The quiet ones.

The ones that sneak in on tiptoe, not to hide, but to listen first.

The ones that don’t demand your attention, but earn it—moment by moment, glance by glance—until one day you look up and realize they’ve been building a home in you when you weren’t watching.

This is a story about both.

It’s about what happens when the music fades and the quiet takes its place.

It’s about the beauty in being seen without performance, the weight of the truths we hesitate to speak, and the unsteady courage it takes to hold love without crushing it in our fists.

It is also a story about absence. About the space that opens between two people who used to stand so close they could feel each other breathe. About how silence can be heavy enough to crack the strongest walls—and how it can also be the only thing keeping those walls from collapsing entirely.

You will meet two people here.

They are not perfect. They do not have all the right words.

They will fall in love slowly, then all at once.

They will misunderstand each other in the small, ordinary ways that chip away at foundations.

They will fight. They will falter.

And yet, they will carry each other inside them like a second heartbeat, long after they’ve convinced themselves they’ve let go.

This is not a fairy tale.

It will not hand you tidy resolutions or paint love as something effortless.

But it will show you the moments that matter—the ones too small for photographs, too fleeting to replay, and yet powerful enough to change everything.

If you have ever loved quietly, this story may sound familiar.

If you have ever broken loudly, it may feel like looking in a mirror.

And if you have ever stood in the middle of both, wondering which one will define you, then you already know the truth that lives here:

Some dreams are spoken only in whispers.

Some hearts shatter without a sound.

And the rarest kind of love is the one that learns to survive both.
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And so, we begin here—

in the stillness before the first word,

in the space where possibility hums just under the surface,

in the moment when two strangers’ paths lean toward each other without knowing it yet.

The air is ordinary, but the kind of ordinary that hides extraordinary well.

One will be restless, ready to leave the night behind.

The other will be trying not to look like they’re waiting for something they can’t name.

Before the glass is empty, before the napkin slides across the table,

before they realize what this will cost them—

there will be a look,

a laugh,

a pause too brief for anyone else to notice,

and the smallest choice that will change the rest of their lives.

The world will keep spinning.

The music will keep playing.

And somewhere, in the dim glow of a bar they didn’t want to be in,

a love story will take its first, quiet breath.

Some people arrive like a sunrise—soft, inevitable, the kind of light that shows you dust floating in the air and makes even the mess look holy. He wasn’t like that.

He was the first thunder after a long, dry summer. He was the scent of rain before the rain. He was the question I’d been too careful to ask out loud.

I didn’t fall at once. I leaned. I tilted. I said yes to a conversation and then yes again to a laugh, and then to the way his attention felt like warm hands at the small of my back, guiding me through a room I’d been stumbling in for years. I told myself I was only borrowing this feeling. That I knew better.

But you don’t borrow storms. They take what they take. They leave what they leave.

If I had known the shape of the breaking—how a heart can split without a sound—I would still have stepped forward. I would still have lifted my face to the rain.

Because for a while, he made the world sound like a secret told just to me.
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​Chapter One: The Night We First Spoke
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(His POV)

I didn’t plan on staying long. Nights like this weren’t mine anymore — too much noise, too much pretense, too many strangers leaning in like they’d been waiting for this moment their whole lives when in truth, they’d forget your name by morning.

The bar was a rectangle of dim light and sound that had nowhere to go but up. Music pounded from speakers that had seen better years, the bass vibrating in the soles of my shoes. I could taste the tang of cheap beer and something citrus in the air. The place smelled like what it was — sweat, liquor, and people pretending not to be lonely.

I was on my second beer, leaning against the end of the counter, wondering why I’d let a friend talk me into coming, when I saw her.

Not “saw her” in the casual way you see anyone when you scan a room. This was different. She sat at the far end of the bar, the kind of posture that told you she didn’t belong here, or maybe she’d just outgrown the need to perform for strangers. Her body was angled slightly away from the group of women she’d come with, like she was there, but not with them.

She had a glass in front of her, something pale and sharp-looking. Her fingers curved around it in a loose grip, her gaze fixed on the swirl of ice like it might answer a question she hadn’t asked out loud. Her hair caught the light when she shifted — dark, with the kind of shine that makes you wonder how it would feel between your fingers.

And then she laughed.

It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t even the kind of laugh that turned heads. But it pulled at me — low, unguarded, the kind that sounds like it escaped before she could stop it. Like a private sound I wasn’t supposed to hear.

I pushed off the bar without thinking. One minute I was leaning against it, the next I was weaving through a maze of bodies, drawn toward her like the only steady light in a storm.

She noticed me before I spoke, her eyes lifting in that deliberate way — the kind of look you give someone when you’re deciding if they’re worth your time. They were lighter than I expected, the color shifting somewhere between gray and green, like the sea deciding what mood it wanted to be in.

I nodded toward her drink. “Is it terrible?”

She glanced at the glass, then back at me. Her lips tilted, just slightly. “Worse. It’s almost good.”

I let out a soft laugh. “Tragic.”

That earned me the smallest real smile, like she was rationing them. Up close, I saw a small scar under her jaw, pale against her skin. I wanted to know the story, and the ten before it.

“What’s it supposed to be?” I asked.

“Something with gin. And regret.” She tilted the glass in a mock toast before setting it back down.

Her voice had this low, deliberate cadence — not slow exactly, but careful. Like she didn’t waste words.

We didn’t dive into names right away. We talked about the weather, which sounded ridiculous in a place like this, but it worked. The heatwave breaking tomorrow. The smell of rain hitting dry pavement. The fact that both of us liked the smell more than the rain itself.

“Do you come here often?” I asked, half teasing, half curious.

Her mouth twitched. “No. I don’t usually...” She stopped herself, glanced away for a moment, then finished, “...say yes to nights like this.”

I could’ve told her the same.

The noise blurred into a dull hum as we talked. She told me about a plant she’d bought three times and managed to kill three times. I told her I worked with my hands, repairing old buildings, restoring the kind of things most people would tear down.

“Do you fix people too?” she asked, the question light but the look in her eyes not.

I shook my head, smiling faintly. “I’m better with hinges.”

Her laugh this time was softer, closer. I could feel it.

The minutes slipped. I didn’t ask for her number right away. I didn’t want it to feel like a transaction. I wanted to stay in the space where it felt like we were the only ones here.

Her friends eventually noticed her absence and began gathering their things. One called her name over the music. She glanced toward them, then back at me.

“Stay,” I said.

It came out quieter than I intended. Not a command. Not even a request. More like an instinct.

She studied me for a heartbeat. “Ten minutes,” she said.

And in those ten minutes, we didn’t talk about anything big. But the space between our words got shorter. Our pauses felt loaded. She touched the rim of her glass while I traced a circle on the condensation of my beer bottle. Every now and then our eyes met and lingered.

When she finally stood, she scribbled something on a napkin and slid it toward me. The handwriting was neat, angled, like she’d learned to write with care.

I picked it up, running my thumb over the ink. Seven numbers, and the faintest smear where her hand had brushed the corner.

She left with her friends, disappearing into the night. I didn’t watch her walk away — not fully. I didn’t need to.

I looked down at the napkin again, memorizing every digit. Some men pray with beads. I had seven numbers and a smear of ink, and it felt like the start of something I didn’t yet have a name for.
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​Chapter Two: A Stranger Who Felt Like Home
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(Her POV)

I hadn’t wanted to go out.

The day had been long in the way that only workdays can be — hours spilling over one another until they felt heavier than they should. I wanted quiet. My couch. A book I’d been pretending to read for weeks. Instead, I let my friends talk me into this. “You never say yes anymore,” they’d said, as if that was a crime.

Maybe it was. Or maybe it was self-preservation.

The bar was crowded and loud, a hundred conversations fighting over the same scraps of air. My friends claimed a corner table, ordering drinks that promised to be sweeter than they were. I chose something that sounded interesting — gin, lemon, elderflower — but the first sip told me it was going to sit unfinished.

I’d turned slightly away from the group without thinking, giving myself a pocket of solitude in the chaos. My fingers wrapped around the cool glass, tracing the line of condensation, watching ice cubes shift and clink. I was considering whether I could leave without being called dramatic when he appeared.

I noticed him before he spoke. He moved differently from most men here — not weaving through the crowd like he was on a hunt, but walking like he already knew where he was going. Broad shoulders, worn leather jacket, the kind of steady gaze you feel before you see.

He stopped just far enough away to give me the choice of letting him closer. I did.

“Is it terrible?” he asked, nodding at my drink.

I glanced at it, then back at him, my lips pulling into something between a smile and a smirk. “Worse. It’s almost good.”

His answering laugh was low, easy. “Tragic.”

That word. That voice. They worked together in a way I didn’t expect. I caught myself studying him — the faint line near his temple, the shadow along his jaw, the way his eyes held mine like they were used to holding on.

“It’s supposed to be gin, lemon, and elderflower,” I said. “Turns out it’s mostly regret.”

He smiled like he got it — not just the joke, but the part under it.

We didn’t exchange names. Not yet. We talked about the weather like it was the most important subject in the world. About the heatwave, the smell of rain before the rain, the way dry pavement seems to sigh when it finally gets wet.

“Do you come here often?” he asked.

“No.” I paused, letting my eyes wander to the exit before returning to his face. “I don’t usually say yes to nights like this.”

He nodded, like that made sense to him. Like he understood more than the words.

Somehow, the noise around us softened. I told him about the plant I kept buying and killing, like maybe the fourth one would forgive me. He told me he fixed things for a living — old buildings, furniture, things people wanted to throw away until someone reminded them they still had value.

“Do you fix people, too?” I asked.

“I’m better with hinges,” he said, and I laughed before I could stop myself.

My friends called my name from across the room, breaking whatever we’d just started building. I hesitated, not wanting to leave, not wanting to give the moment an ending yet.

“Stay,” he said.

Not like an order. Not even a plea. Just a word, as if he’d already accepted I might not.

“Ten minutes,” I told him.

And for those ten minutes, we sat in that strange pocket of intimacy that sometimes appears between strangers — the kind where your body forgets you’ve just met. Our words weren’t grand, but they were ours. I noticed the way his hand turned the neck of his beer bottle absently, the way he listened without rushing to speak.

When I finally stood to leave, I reached for the napkin on the table and scribbled my number in neat, practiced lines. My handwriting always tilts a little to the right — a habit from school I never broke. I slid it toward him without looking up.

Our fingers didn’t touch. I wasn’t sure yet if I wanted them to.

I left with my friends, the night air wrapping around me like cool silk. Streetlights reflected in puddles that hadn’t been there when we arrived.

By the time I got home, the number I’d given him felt like a tether. I placed my phone on the counter, telling myself I wouldn’t check it every five minutes. That I wasn’t waiting for anything.

It buzzed at 12:11.

For the record, that drink was lying to you.

I smiled — really smiled — for the first time that day. My thumbs hovered before I typed: I prefer truth that burns a little.

Noted, he replied. Truth: I’d like to see you when the music isn’t shouting.

I should’ve thought about it longer. I should’ve run it through my list of questions: Is this safe? Is this smart? But instead, I answered what my chest already knew.

Saturday. Somewhere we can hear the ending of our sentences.

He sent an address — a small café I knew by name but not by heart. The kind of place with chalkboard menus and mismatched chairs.

I set the phone down, turned off the kitchen light, and leaned against the counter for a long moment.

A stranger had felt like home tonight.

And I wasn’t sure yet if that was beautiful or dangerous.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter Three: Laughter in the Rain
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(His POV)

I’ve never been the kind of man who gets nervous before seeing someone. Not really. But that morning, I caught myself double-checking the way my shirt fit across my shoulders and telling myself it was because the forecast said rain and I didn’t want to be uncomfortable.

It was a lie.

She’d said Saturday. I’d been counting the hours like a teenager. The café I picked wasn’t fancy, but it was honest — good coffee, decent food, and just enough space between tables to make the world feel far away. I’d worked jobs in this neighborhood years ago, and the place had always felt like a pocket of calm in the middle of the city’s noise.

It started raining on my way there, the kind of rain I like — steady and cool, without the drama of thunder. By the time I got to the café, the scent of wet pavement and fresh coffee mixed in the air, and I thought about how that might be my favorite combination.

I was early. Always early. I claimed a table near the window, the one under a plant that looked like it was either thriving or dying, depending on the light. My fingers tapped against the mug when my coffee came, not out of impatience but to keep my hands busy.

When she walked in, the whole room shifted.

Navy coat, hair tucked under the collar, and a black umbrella in her hand — the kind that wasn’t cheap, the kind you choose. She shook it gently before closing it, rain sliding off in silver lines. The coat had a sheen from the damp, and her cheeks were flushed from the cold.

I stood halfway as she approached, not sure if we were at the standing-to-greet stage yet, but wanting to.

“You beat the weather,” I said.

She glanced toward the window. “Only because I made an appointment with it.”

Her voice was exactly how I remembered — calm, deliberate, with the kind of tone that makes you lean in. She shrugged off her coat, draping it over the chair, and sat across from me.

The server appeared, took her order, and left us in the kind of silence that isn’t uncomfortable, just waiting to be filled.

I told her about the warehouse I was working on — the windows that refused to sit straight in their frames, the roof that leaked in a different spot every time it rained. She listened, chin resting on one hand, asking questions that made me explain things I didn’t expect to explain.

“You like fixing things,” she said, not as a question.

“Most of the time.” I wrapped my hands around my mug. “It’s... satisfying. Bringing something back to life.”

“Do you always win?” she asked.

“No.” I shook my head. “Sometimes the damage is too deep. But even then, I try to make it better than it was before.”

Something flickered in her expression at that — quick, there and gone.

Her coffee arrived, and she held it between her palms like she needed the heat. Outside, the rain softened against the windows, streaking the glass in crooked lines. We sat there for a while, letting the conversation wander — childhood stories, favorite meals, cities we almost moved to. She told me about the time she tried to bake bread and ended up with something her neighbor’s dog wouldn’t eat.

I laughed — not a polite laugh, but a real one, the kind that caught in my chest. She joined in, shaking her head.

When we left, the rain had slowed to a drizzle, the sky still heavy with it. She popped open her umbrella, and we started walking. The street smelled clean, the air cool against my skin. Our steps matched without trying.

She told me about her grandmother’s kitchen — the warm smell of sugar and cinnamon, the old radio that played static between stations. I told her about my dad’s truck, the one that broke down more than it ran, and how I learned to fix an engine before I could drive.

Somewhere along the way, her hand brushed mine. Not by accident. Not quite on purpose either. A question without a mark at the end.

We stopped under the awning of a little bookstore — one of those hidden spots you only find if you’re looking for it. The kind of place that smells like paper and rain even when it’s dry. She looked in the window, her reflection blending with the display of old hardcovers.

“Do you ever feel like you’re late to your own life?” she asked softly, still watching the glass.

“Sometimes,” I said. “Sometimes I feel like I’m early. Like I’m standing in an empty room, setting out chairs, hoping the right people show up.”

That made her turn her head toward me, slow and deliberate. Her eyes searched mine for something — I don’t know what — but whatever it was, it kept her looking.

I wanted to kiss her. Right there, in the rain, in front of the books neither of us was buying. But it wasn’t the moment yet. I could feel it in the way she shifted her weight, in the way she kept one hand on the umbrella handle like it was anchoring her.

So I didn’t.

Instead, we walked a little more, not rushing. The rain picked up again, tapping against her umbrella in a steady rhythm. When we reached the corner where we’d part ways, she closed the umbrella and shook it out again.

“Thanks for the coffee,” she said.

“Thanks for showing up,” I replied.

Her smile this time wasn’t small. It was quiet, but it reached her eyes.

I watched her walk away for a moment before turning toward home. When I got there, I hung my jacket and felt the damp patch on my sleeve where her umbrella had brushed me. I didn’t change right away. I liked carrying that piece of the day a little longer.
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​Chapter Four: Whispers in the Dark
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(Her POV)

Night has a different sound in my apartment.

The building hums in small, practical ways—plumbing click, refrigerator sigh, a neighbor’s laugh stitched into the hallway carpet. The city does its low animal breathing outside: buses shouldering the curb, a siren that forgets to be urgent by the time it reaches my block, rain touching the windows with the soft attitude of someone who knows they’re welcome. I used to find all of it lonely. Lately, it feels like the world is clearing its throat so I can finally say something.

I take my shower later than usual, the kind where you turn the heat a fraction higher than you should and stand still until your day slides off. Steam frizzes the edges of the mirror. I wipe a circle, then another, and study the face that looks back. There is a specific brightness that shows up in your eyes when you are letting yourself hope. I can’t decide if I want to invite it closer or send it to bed without dinner.

I put on the soft T-shirt I’ve worn enough to make it honest and climb under the covers with a book I won’t read. I turn one page and put it back down. The room is dim except for the small pool of light the lamp spills over the nightstand. I put my phone face down, then flip it up again, like a coin I can’t decide on.

At 12:07, my screen wakes: a photo of two shoes side by side, damp on a mat, laces loosened the way you do when you’ve been eager to get somewhere. His message underneath: Evidence of a good walk.

My mouth does that inconvenient curve it’s been practicing. I take a picture of my tea steeping in a glass mug. It’s already gone lukewarm, the color turning from pale to serious, amber spreading like a decision you can’t take back. Evidence of trying to sleep, I type.

The typing dots appear and vanish, appear again. Tell me something you don’t say during daylight hours, he writes.

I stare at the ceiling—at the shadow of the ceiling fan, at the faint smear where the painter missed a spot and tried to pretend the light wouldn’t notice. I have a small museum inside me where I keep the kind of answers that cost. I unlock a door.

I collect endings, I write. Last texts, last looks, the last half of arguments. I save them like I’ll learn the trick if I study enough. It doesn’t work. But I keep trying.

I watch the dots blink for a long moment, long enough to feel a small, old panic rise. Then: I fix broken doors, and he sends back. If I trace the crack, if I learn where the pressure traveled, I can sometimes stop it from splitting again. People aren’t wood. But I still look for the grain.

I pull my knees up and let the blanket fall where it wants. Do you ever try to fix what shouldn’t be repaired? I ask. Like some things need to stay broken so we stop touching the sharp edges?

A beat. Sometimes. Sometimes I think repair is a way of delaying grief. Sometimes it’s a way of surviving it.

There is something in that sentence that eases a knot I didn’t know was mine. I turn to the window. The rain is steady, not dramatic, not lazy, just a metronome for the street. I turn off the lamp and let the phone light cut the room into a softer geometry.

He asks about the scar under my jaw. I make a joke first—I lost a knife fight with a popsicle when I was eight—and then I tell the truth. “Dog, summer, I moved wrong and he moved fast,” I remember the smell of iodine and my mother’s voice saying you’re brave like it wasn’t a compliment but an instruction. I remember the way the world tilted for a week and then pretended it hadn’t. I send him three lines and backspace one of them, then send the shorter version. Vulnerability is a muscle I’m still warming up.

Send me a picture of the scar, he writes, then immediately follows with: Only if you want to. I like stories that have proof, but proof can be a lot to ask for at 12:24 a.m.

I angle the phone under the lamp, tip my chin, and capture the small pale crescent that looks like a smile that forgot what for. The photo makes it look daintier than it is. In my head, it’s larger, louder, a map pin for the first time I understood bodies can be both soft and sharp. I send it anyway.

He replies with a photo of his knuckles, scars like chalk lines drawn by a patient teacher. Dad’s truck, he texts. She wanted to be a boat. I wanted to be a saint. Both of us were wrong.

I laugh out loud, alone in my room, and it doesn’t echo. The laugh lands where it should and makes a home. Do you ever feel like you’re late to your own life? I write before I can stop myself.

Yes, he answers, no decorations. Then: Other days, I feel early. Like I’m setting out chairs in an empty room, hoping the right people show up. Today didn’t feel like either.

I watch the sentence breathe. I watch my chest match it. Today felt like arriving, I write, then wince at how earnest it sounds. I add: Which is ridiculous, because it was just coffee and a walk and a bookstore window and a stranger who laughs like he means it.

I don’t know if I’m a stranger anymore, he sends. But I won’t rush the promotion if you want to keep the mystery longer.

The honesty makes me brave. I don’t want fast, I write. I want true.

A small silence. I imagine him nodding even though I can’t see it. I can do true. It’s slower. It’s also louder, in different ways.

We trade smaller confessions then, like children taking turns with smooth stones. The thing we reach for first in the morning. The song we pretend not to know all the words to (mine) and the one he plays when he needs to stop thinking (his). The longest we’ve gone without telling someone we were hurting. The softest thing we own that we’d be embarrassed to show (his is a cardigan; mine is a blanket with a satin edge I bought in a thrift store when I was broke and homesick for a home I’d already outgrown).

What scares you? he asks, and I consider lying.

Being too much, I finally send. Or worse—being not enough and not realizing it until someone leaves me a syllabus of deficiencies on the kitchen table.

I exhale after the message goes, and the breath feels like a decision. I consider adding a smiling emoji to make it lighter, but decide against it. If we’re telling the truth, we should let it have its actual weight.

What scares you? I return, wanting the reciprocity to be real, not just polite.

There’s a longer gap. When his reply arrives, it feels like a door opening in a house I want to know. That I’ll love like a flood and the other person will be waiting for a drizzle, he writes. Or that I’ll turn a repair into a project and forget there’s a person under the problem.

I sit with that. The second part lodges in a tender place. I picture him sanding a doorframe smooth, eyes narrowed, shoulders tight, not noticing the way the room is watching him. I picture myself writing a list of the ways I could be easier and then burning it, and then rewriting it from memory.

Let’s make a small rule, I type. No projects. Only people.

Deal, he answers. If I try to fix you, tell me to put down the wrench.

If I start performing, tell me to sit down and breathe, I send.

You were already breathing today, he writes. It sounded good from my side of the table.

The heat that climbs my neck is ridiculous. I turn my face into the pillow and let it cool. The rain has gotten lazier, each drop more spaced than the last. Somewhere in the building, someone drops a pan. Someone else laugh and apologizes to no one.

He asks about my grandmother then, because I said her name this afternoon, and the way he listens isn’t a trick. I tell him about the kitchen with the radio that couldn’t find the station but tried anyway, about recipes with measurements like until it looks right, about the way she’d tap my wrist when I fussed, and say, life will add sugar when you’re not looking, don’t force it. He tells me about a teacher who put wood and nails in his hands and said, you don’t have to be good to start; you have to start to be good. We are two museums offering private tours. I want to linger at every display.

See me again before the week forgets us, he writes at 1:43.

I look at the calendar and its respectable squares. The part of me that enjoys order and asks for sign-offs holds up a hand and says, we should think about this. The rest of me looks out the window at the streetlight making a short gold ladder on the wet pavement and says, climb. I choose both kinds of caution at once by naming a day and insisting we use it well.

Wednesday, I type. Make the world quiet.

I can do quiet, he sends back almost immediately. I can also do loud. But I think you like the space between.

He isn’t wrong. The space between is where language has room to show up. It’s where you can hear what you’ve been saying to yourself all along.

Where? I ask, even though I’ve already pictured his answer: not flashy, not performative, something simple that knows itself.

He suggests a diner I haven’t loved yet but have always meant to. Terrible chairs, perfect light, he adds. Menu that thinks it’s a confession.

I’ll bring a pen, I write.

We pause there, not because there isn’t more to say, but because more would be different if we said it now. Night makes everything a little truer, and I want to keep some truth for the daylight to verify. I turn the lamp back on, take a last swallow of tepid tea, and think about the way he watched the rain draw lines on the window this afternoon like he was reading a language he knew by feel.

One more? he sends. Tell me something small about today you haven’t told anyone yet.

I think of the umbrella dripping onto his sleeve. I think of how he pretended not to notice and how I pretended not to, too, because the idea of wiping it away felt like touching his shoulder, and the idea of touching his shoulder felt like a bell I wasn’t ready to ring. I think of the crush of relief I felt when he stood halfway as I approached, the specific way respect sits in a spine.

When I walked in and you stood a little, I wanted to say “thank you” out loud, I typed. I didn’t. But I felt it.

You’re welcome, he writes. It wasn’t manners. It was recognition.

Recognition. The word sets itself down in my ribs like it paid rent. I place the phone on my chest and watch the screen dim and brighten with our pauses. I think of all the conversations I’ve had where I tried to be interesting instead of honest. I think of the way he says ordinary things in a way that makes them mean more and less at the same time—less performance, more presence.

My eyes are heavier than my will. I tell him good night, and he tells me something that feels simple and enormous. Sleep like you’re not waiting for permission, he writes.

I turn the phone over so the screen faces the table, then reach back and turn off the lamp. The room settles into its own idea of darkness. The rain gives up for now. Somewhere down the hall, a door closes with that soft apartment shh.

I close my eyes and try to do what he said. Sleep arrives slowly, then all at once, like some trains. In that small, wide moment before I cross over, a thought reaches a hand through the gap: I will have to learn how to tell the truth out loud and not apologize for it.

I don’t know yet that telling the truth out loud is the same thing that will make the breaking clean later, that clean breaks sometimes heal stronger than fractures that hide. I don’t know yet how loud silence can be when two people stop filling it with their best selves.

For now, there is only the cooling edge of the pillow, the after-image of his last message when I blink, the particular kind of peace that comes from being seen on a night no one was supposed to be looking.

Wednesday waits like a held note. I fall asleep with my phone still warm from the messages, the small crescent scar under my jaw bright as a comma.

Something has begun. It is quiet about it. It does not apologize. It whispers, and I answer.
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​Chapter Five: Dreams We Don’t Speak Aloud
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(His POV)

The diner I picked is the kind of place people drive past without noticing. It’s tucked between a hardware store that never seems to close and a laundromat whose neon “Open” sign has been flickering since before I could grow a beard. The building is squat, its paint a fading cream color, with a blue awning that sags a little in the middle like it’s tired but loyal.

I’ve been coming here for years. The coffee isn’t special, but it’s hot. The chairs are terrible—metal frames with plastic cushions that squeak if you shift your weight—but the light that pours in through the wide front windows is the kind that makes everything look a little more honest. You can see the dust floating in it if you sit still long enough. It’s a place that feels lived in. No rush, no polished edges. People come here to eat, talk, or sit in silence without anyone asking why.

I got here early. Again. Habit, not just for her, but I’d be lying if I said it didn’t have something to do with wanting to claim the table first. I chose the one near the corner, where the light falls just right, and you can see the door without looking like you’re waiting.

I ordered coffee to give my hands something to do. The mug was chipped on one side, a small crescent missing from the rim. I spun it so the crack faced away from me. There’s something about this place that makes me think of the work I do—old things, imperfect, but still worth keeping.

When she walked in, it was like the sound in the room dropped a notch. Not because she was loud or dramatic—she wasn’t. It was the opposite. She walked in like she already belonged here, and something in me rearranged to make space for that.

She was wearing a soft gray sweater, sleeves pushed to her elbows, a simple chain around her neck that caught the light when she moved. Her hair was loose today, falling over one shoulder. There was no rush in the way she took off her coat, folded it over the back of the chair, and sat across from me. She smiled—not wide, but enough to let me know she was glad she came.

“Terrible chairs, perfect light,” she said, echoing my text from the other night.

“You’ll appreciate the honesty,” I replied.

The waitress appeared and took her order—coffee, black, with a side of whatever pie they had left. “Surprise me,” she told the waitress, and I liked that. The willingness to let someone else decide something small. It’s rare. Most people cling to control, even over the tiniest things.

We talked about the weather first—how the rain had finally stopped, how the air smelled different after two straight days of it. Then we drifted into the kind of conversation that has no obvious entry or exit points. She told me about the city she almost moved to two years ago, how she’d already pictured the apartment, the grocery store, the routes she’d walk, but then she stayed. I told her about the job I almost took out west, restoring an old theater, but turned down because something in my gut told me not to go.

“Do you ever imagine the lives you didn’t live?” she asked.

“All the time,” I said. “Some of them feel more real than what actually happened.”

She nodded like she understood, like maybe she had a few of her own she visited in quiet moments. She ran her finger along the rim of her coffee cup, eyes down. When she looked up again, there was something in her expression I couldn’t name. Not sadness exactly, but a kind of longing that didn’t seem attached to anything specific.
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