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To the ones who know love is not gentle—

who have carried fire in their chests,

who have named their ghosts and still chosen to stay.

This book is for every heart that has learned

that ruin is not the end,

but the place where something new is born.

​

"We are not what we survived.

We are what we choose in the ruins—

and what we dared to love anyway."

​
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This book is not soft.

It contains explicit sexual content, themes of obsession, emotional trauma, and raw intimacy.

The love within these pages is sharp, consuming, and dangerous—it does not apologize for how it burns.

Reader discretion is advised: enter knowing some fires scorch, and some scars linger.
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​Chapter One: The Silence That Breaks Us
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The silence after my confession was louder than thunder.

He didn’t move. Didn’t speak. Didn’t even blink.

His eyes stayed locked on mine, unflinching, and for the first time, I wished he’d screamed. I wished he’d slammed his fist against the wall, cursed me, punished me, anything but this—this unbearable quiet that pressed against my ribs until I couldn’t breathe.

“I said it,” I whispered, my voice breaking. “I said the thing I swore I never would. Do you hear me?”

Nothing.

My chest rose too fast, panic sparking through me. His stillness terrified me more than his rage ever had. I reached for him, my trembling fingers brushing his arm.

“Please,” I begged. “Say something. Yell at me. Hate me. Just—don’t look at me like that.”

Finally, he exhaled. The sound was rough, guttural, dragging like it hurt him to even breathe in my presence. His hand closed around my wrist—not tender, not cruel, just heavy. He brought my hand to his chest, pressing it over his heart, but his voice was jagged when it came.

“You just told me I’m not enough.”

The words shattered me. Tears spilled fast, choking me. “No. That’s not what I meant. I didn’t—”

His head shook once, sharply. His eyes burned, but his jaw stayed clenched tight, as if holding back words too dangerous to release. “Then tell me what you meant. Make me believe I didn’t just hear my worst fucking fear out of your mouth.”

The sob tore out of me. “I told you there’s a part of me that still belongs to someone else. Not because I choose it. Not because I want it. But because trauma doesn’t disappear when you decide it should. He scarred me. He branded me. He still lives in the cracks I can’t close.”

The silence stretched sharp again. His grip on my wrist tightened.

“You think I don’t already know that?” His voice broke, harsh and low. “You think I haven’t seen it every time you flinch? Every time you look at me like you’re afraid I’ll leave? I knew.”

My lips trembled. “Then why—”

“Because knowing it and hearing you say it are two different things.” His forehead pressed against mine, hard enough to hurt. His voice was jagged steel. “You made it real. You made him real in this bed, in this moment, between us. Do you understand what you’ve done?”

Tears poured down my cheeks. “I had to. I couldn’t keep pretending.”

His breath shook, hot against my lips. “Then don’t. But don’t you ever tell me there’s a part of you that isn’t mine. Don’t you ever tell me you’ll let a ghost keep space inside you when I’m right here, flesh and blood, bleeding for you every goddamn day.”

I sobbed, my hands clinging to his shirt, desperate. “Then take it from me. Take the ghost. Take everything. I don’t want it anymore. I just don’t know how to cut it out.”

His eyes closed, his jaw trembling. His hands gripped my face, rough and tender all at once. “Then bleed for me. Let me hold the knife. I’ll carve him out of you, even if it kills me.”

The words gutted me, torn between devotion and destruction.

When his mouth slammed against mine, it wasn’t a kiss. It was war. Teeth and tongue and fury. His hands yanked me beneath him, tearing the sheet away, his body covering mine, his cock pressing hot and hard against my thigh.

“You’ll bleed for me tonight,” he growled, his voice ragged. “And when I’m done, you’ll remember—there’s no ghost. There’s only us.”

And as he thrust into me, brutal and consuming, I realized something with terror and relief all at once:

This wasn’t healing. This was survival.

And love like ours might not survive the silence it had just broken.
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​Chapter Two: Words We Can’t Take Back
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The silence didn’t end that night.

Even when he touched me. Even when his body claimed mine in fury instead of tenderness. Even when the fire in his eyes tore through me with the same hunger that had once felt like salvation—there was still something missing. Something unspoken. Something broken.

His silence was worse than his rage.

Worse than the punishments he dealt when I pushed too far.

Because in silence, I couldn’t read him. I couldn’t predict the shape of his hands, the weight of his breath, the storm behind his eyes. And that terrified me more than anything.

When morning came, the sheets were tangled and damp with sweat. His body was sprawled beside me, but he wasn’t asleep. I knew it before my eyes even opened. He never slept deeply after fights—just lay there, still as a predator in waiting.

I rolled toward him carefully, my chest aching, my throat raw.

“Say something,” I whispered, my voice cracking.

Nothing.

The sharpness of it hit harder than any blow. I sat up, clutching the sheet around my chest like it was armor, though we both knew it wasn’t. He’d stripped me bare, body and soul, long before this night.

“Please,” I begged. My hands trembled, not from fear, but from the weight of the truth I couldn’t take back. “Hate me, punish me, scream at me—just don’t stay quiet.”

His eyes opened slowly, like dragging knives through flesh.

“Why?” His voice was low, guttural. “So you can feel better about what you said?”

Tears burned the corners of my eyes. “No. Because I can’t stand this—this distance. You shutting me out like I don’t even exist.”

He sat up suddenly, the sheet falling from his hips, his body a line of tension and fury. He looked at me like he wanted to break me apart, and maybe he already had.

“You don’t get it, do you?” he growled. “You didn’t just say something. You cut me with it. You told me I’m not enough. That no matter what I do, no matter how I fuck you, no matter how I love you—I will never own every part of you.”

I sobbed, clutching the sheet tighter. “That’s not what I meant—”

“It doesn’t matter what you meant.” His hand shot out, gripping my chin hard enough to make me gasp. His eyes burned into mine. “It matters what you said. And you can’t take it back.”

My breath stuttered. His touch was harsh, but his voice was shaking. Beneath the fury, I heard it—fear.

My lips trembled. “Then tell me what to do. Tell me how to cut it out. Because I don’t want it. I don’t want him. I only want you.”

For a moment, something broke in his eyes. A fracture. A glimpse of the man who had once held me like I was his salvation instead of his battlefield. But it vanished as quickly as it came, swallowed by the storm.

“You bleed for him in your sleep,” he hissed. “You cry his name in your dreams. You think I don’t hear it? You think I don’t wake up every fucking night wondering if I’m enough to keep you here?”

My heart stopped. Shame clawed its way up my throat. “I—I can’t control that—”

“Then control this,” he snapped, dragging me forward, pressing my palm against his chest where his heart hammered wildly. “You’re mine. Every piece of you. Every scar, every ghost. Say it.”

Tears spilled down my cheeks. “I’m yours.”

“Louder.” His grip tightened, not on my body, but on my soul.

“I’m yours!” I cried, the words tearing out of me like blood.

His mouth crashed against mine, bruising and brutal, stealing the air from my lungs. It wasn’t a kiss—it was a claim, a punishment, a plea. His hands yanked the sheet away, leaving me naked in front of him, exposed in every way that mattered.

When he pushed me back against the mattress, his weight pinning me down, I didn’t resist. I couldn’t. Because no matter how jagged it was, no matter how much it cut me open—he was the only truth I had left.

And as his body drove into mine, as his teeth scraped my throat and his voice whispered broken devotion against my skin, I realized something terrifying.

We weren’t healing. We weren’t fixing what was cracked.

We were just learning how to survive inside the fracture.
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​Chapter Three: The Space Between Our Bodies
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The first thing I noticed was the space.

Not the kind between the walls or the windows, not the measured distance from the bed to the door. The space lived in the air itself, threaded through the quiet like wire. It hummed when he moved. It shivered when I breathed. It cut when I spoke.

He was already up, standing by the window with the curtain drawn back two inches like a wound. The ocean looked indifferent. Grey. A moving field of metal. He watched it the way he watched me now—sideways, like looking straight at either thing would make it too real.

I curled my knees to my chest, the sheet a loose knot around my hips. My throat felt scraped raw from a night spent swallowing words. The room smelled like salt and skin and the faint ash of last night’s fire. My body ached where he had held me, where he had pressed me down and asked me to say what we both needed to hear. I had said it. It hadn’t filled the space. It had only illuminated it.

“Coffee?” he asked, still watching the water.

I almost cried at the normalcy of it. At the way we were pretending to be human when a minute ago I had felt more ghost than girl.

“Yes,” I said. My voice cracked on the s.

He nodded once and left the room.

When the door shut, the silence grew teeth.

I slipped from the bed and wrapped myself in his shirt because cruelty has a sense of humor. The cotton was soft from a hundred washes. It carried his heat. I pressed my nose to the collarbone seam and inhaled like that would count as meal or prayer. It didn’t. The space stayed.

In the kitchen, he had put two mugs side by side as if our bodies still knew how to line up. He poured mine first. No sugar. No cream. The small grace of remembering. He didn’t meet my eyes when he slid it across the counter, and in the not-looking I found something like tenderness and something like punishment.

“Thank you,” I said.

A nod. His mouth a line that wanted to break.

We stood like that—two people and a terrible hush—until the kettle stilled and the clock found the minute with nowhere to be. Outside, a gull shrieked something that wasn’t our names but still felt accusatory.

“I’m going to shower,” I said.

He didn’t stop me. That hurt more than if he had grabbed my wrist.

The steaming water made my skin red and honest. I stood under it until my fingers pruned and the mirror fogged and every sound of the house drowned. I tried to find myself in the rhythm—water on tile, breath on glass, heart on ache—but every place I reached for came up empty. You can’t rinse out a confession. You can’t rinse out a ghost.

When I came out, the kitchen was clean. The mugs were washed and set upside down like modesty. The window over the sink was open, the wind lifting the curtain as if the house itself were sighing. He had left his keys on the counter. Not a door slam. Not the thrill of an exit. Just absence.

I found him outside, barefoot on the deck. The planks were cool in the kind of way that strips a body of lies. He leaned on the railing and didn’t turn when the door slid open behind me, but his jaw tightened. I could feel that from across the space.

“Are you leaving?” I asked, and hated how small I sounded.

“No.” He glanced at me, then away. “I’m here.”

There was a second in that answer that almost warmed me—almost. The way you can stand near a hearth and still be cold if you’re not allowed to step close. I crossed my arms, the shirt slipping against my thighs like a new secret. Wind tugged at my damp hair and made a knot at the nape of my neck. I wanted him to untangle it. I wanted him to make it worse.

“We can’t keep pretending this is air,” I said quietly. “It’s glass. I can’t breathe without cutting my mouth.”

His fingers flexed on the rail. “Good. Bleed with me.”

“Not like this.”

He made a sound that was not laughter. “How do you want it, then? Tell me the script you’ve got in your head and I’ll act the part. I’m good at that—performing the man you can carry without drowning.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Neither is waking to another man’s shadow on my skin.” He turned to face me fully now, the ocean throwing cold light at his shoulders. “You asked what I wanted last night. I want the space gone. I want the part of you that hides when you’re pressed against me. I want the calm in your eyes when you say my name and mean only me.”

“I do,” I said, my eyes burning. I stepped forward, only one pace, testing the floorboard, testing myself. “I do mean you.”

“Except when you don’t.”

The words landed where oxygen should have been. I put my palm to the railing beside his, not touching, just close enough to feel the heat from his hand. “Teach me, then. If there’s a way to make the space smaller, teach me.”

“What if the lesson hurts?”

“Then I’m already prepared.”

He closed his eyes for a beat so long I could have changed my mind, walked backward into the house, wrapped myself in the pretense of clothing and tasks. When he opened them, the fury had receded just enough to show the shore.

“Tonight,” he said. “We sleep. Apart.”

Every muscle in me flinched. “Why?”

“Because your body knows how to come when I call it. I need to know if your heart does.” His throat worked like the words were too large. “And I need to know if I can let you breathe without suffocating.”

“I don’t want distance.”

“I know.” A softer thing flickered across his face and was gone. “That’s why we need it.”

He went back inside without waiting for my answer. I stood there with the wind and the hot knot in my chest and wondered what it meant that the very thing I feared was the first thing he asked for. Maybe love isn’t only the closing of distance. Maybe love is not grabbing when your hands know how.

The day became a series of small obediences. Dishes stacked in quiet towers. The bed stripped and remade like penance. Laundry folded, then unfolded and folded again because touch without a body can only pretend to satisfy. I answered three emails I didn’t care about and deleted five drafts of a message to him, each one a different shape of apology, a different door I didn’t want him to choose.

He worked at the dining table with his jaw moving in a rhythm that had nothing to do with food. Papers. A laptop glow. A pen clicked open and closed, open and closed, like a wound practicing how to be a mouth. He didn’t ask me to come sit. I didn’t ask if he wanted tea. Bodies can become very proficient at not making sound.

Afternoon slid to that hour you can’t name. The sky thinned. The ocean went soft around the edges. He stood, stretched, and winced—just a flicker, like pain remembered where his body had carried mine. I felt it in my own hips like a ghost hand.

“Walk?” I asked before I could cage the want.

He studied me a beat longer than necessary. Then: “Shoes.”

We went down to the shore and let the wet sand claim our ankles. The air carried salt and the green rot of seaweed and the clean metal of distance. We didn’t touch. We matched steps like a fragile truce. Gulls rode the wind, laughing at a joke older than our language.

“I hate this,” I said after a while, because silence with him had begun to feel like cheating on the truth.

“I know,” he said.

“Do you?”

“Yes.” His voice gentled. “I’m not trying to punish you.”

I stopped. He took three more steps, realized I wasn’t beside him, and turned. The wind pushed his hair off his forehead. The light made his eyes look like dusk.

“It feels like punishment,” I said.

“It’s practice,” he said. “For staying.”

“Without you?”

“With me.” He closed the distance by one step, then two, and stopped close enough that I could feel the warmth of him through the wind. “If you can stand near me without trying to melt into my skin, then maybe we can build something that doesn’t collapse every time we’re forced to breathe alone.”

“It’s not that I don’t want to breathe alone,” I said. “It’s that breath without you feels like not-breath.”

He exhaled, ragged and fond and hurting. “You don’t know what that does to me.”

“I think I do,” I said, and I lifted my hand and held it near his face—near, not on. The restraint trembled all the way to my teeth. “Is this what you want? This almost?”

“For now,” he said, and he closed his eyes and leaned the smallest fraction forward, as if reaching that last inch would be an abdication of a difficult vow. “For now, I want us to prove we can hold ourselves.”

I let my hand fall. It felt like dropping a stone down a well and listening for the absence of a splash. He opened his eyes when the wind pressed a shiver out of me and looked like he might break and then didn’t. We finished the walk with our shadows touching instead of our bodies. Sometimes mercy looks cruel until you survive it.

Evening. The house made the sounds of settling—wood sighing, pipes speaking in their sleep, the ocean like a low hum under floorboards. He cooked nothing. I ate nothing. We met in the hallway like two errors and smiled like that counted.

“Goodnight,” he said.

The word skimmed my skin and left a welt. “Where?”

He jerked his chin toward the guest room. His mouth pulled to one side. “Just tonight.”

I nodded. I was so proud of the way I nodded, soft and adult and without the collapse I wanted to hand him. “Okay.”

He stepped aside so I could pass. The space between us widened to two feet, then three, then a lifetime. At the door, my hand misread the knob as lifeline and squeezed.

“Will you—” I started, then swallowed the plea ruthless and clean. “Sleep well.”

“You too,” he said, and I heard the syllables he didn’t say because sometimes love stakes a claim by not claiming.

In the guest room, the bed was too crisp, the lamp too bright. I turned it down to a pulse and lay on my back like something preparing for examination. Sleep didn’t come. Memory did. The good ones first, as if mercy had a sense of order, then the other kind—the word I had said and the silence that followed and the way I had seen something sever and then refuse to leave.

I flipped onto my side and pressed my knuckles to my mouth to keep from calling his name. The room answered like a church. I got up, stood at the window, stood at the door, stood a dozen times without going anywhere. Finally, a quiet I didn’t trust slid under the threshold, and I knew it wasn’t the house.

He stood in my doorway, shoulder propped against the frame, arms folded like he’d tied himself up to keep from reaching for me. The hallway light turned him into unkindness. I loved him so much I had to look away to survive it.

“I’m not good at this,” I confessed into the small space between us.

“I know,” he said.

“Neither are you.”

“I know,” he said again, and the corner of his mouth almost broke into a smile. “I keep wanting to fix it with my hands.”

“I keep wanting you to.”

We looked at each other a long time, like two people reading a book without turning the page. Then he breathed out something like surrender and crossed into the room. He didn’t touch me. He walked to the far side of the bed and sat with his back against the wall, one knee up, the other leg long and tense. I mirrored him, our bodies forming parentheses around a middle that felt like a word we hadn’t yet earned.

“Talk to me,” he said.

“What do you want to hear?”

“The truth that isn’t weaponized.”

I flinched. “Is that what I did?”

“Yes,” he said, and then gentled it with a small tilt of his head, “and no. You handed me a truth that was still bleeding. I picked it up with my bare hands and acted surprised when I bled too.”

“I don’t want to be a field medic to my own heart,” I said, and the laugh that broke out of me sounded like a sob trying to disguise itself.

His gaze softened. He reached across the space—not far, not enough to touch—and suspended his hand in the air until I met it, my palm up, his palm down, a breath apart. We held that almost-touch and it hurt and healed in equal measure.

“This,” he said quietly. “This is the kind of space I can live with.”

“Why?”

“Because I choose it,” he said. “Because I’m not being held away from you by a ghost or a wound. I’m holding back because I love you enough to not eat you alive.”

“I want to be eaten,” I said, and it was ridiculous and true and both of us smiled like two survivors recognizing each other in a mirror.

“Tomorrow,” he said, the smallest promise. “Maybe.”

We sat like that until muscles shook with the labor of restraint. The lamp hummed itself into sleep. The ocean kept breathing for us when we forgot. At some point, I slid down the wall until my shoulder found the mattress and then the pillow and then the idea of rest. He lowered with me, careful, deliberate, until we lay parallel on top of the covers, our hands still hovering in the air like a fragile bridge. When my eyes closed, I felt the lightest brush—his knuckles ghosting the back of my fingers, a touch so soft it could have been imagined.

I didn’t reach back. I let it be what it was. The smallest crossing.

In the dark, he spoke, a whisper built with splinters.

“I don’t want to hurt you to love you.”

“I don’t want to be hurt to feel loved,” I answered, surprised at how easily the words came, how long they must have been waiting.

“We were good at burning,” he said.

“We can be good at breathing,” I said.

Silence settled—less like glass, more like cloth. The space between our bodies didn’t vanish; it changed texture. It became something we could hold together instead of something that held us apart.

“Tomorrow,” he said again, softer.

“Tomorrow,” I agreed, and this time it didn’t feel like an evasion. It felt like a door.

I fell asleep to the sensation of warmth near my hand. When I woke in the grey hour, our palms were still not touching, but our fingers had drifted closer in the night—minute by minute, dream by dream—until the space between them was the width of a breath.

I looked at that small fact and let hope be the size it needed to be: not cathedral, not thunder—just an ember, steady and bright, refusing to die.

Tomorrow could be a bridge. Today, the space hadn’t destroyed us. Sometimes survival looks like this: the almost, the not-quite, the held-back, the held together.

I turned my head. He was watching me with eyes that no longer looked like winter. He didn’t smile. I didn’t either. We didn’t need to.

“Good morning,” he said.

“Good morning,” I said back, and I felt what the words were really trying to say:

We’re still here.

And for now, that was enough.
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​Chapter Four: The Scar That Speaks
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The morning felt almost ordinary.

Almost.

The ocean outside the window was less steel, more silver. The light softened the room, casting his shoulders in something close to forgiveness. We moved carefully, speaking only when we had to—“coffee,” “yes,” “thank you.” As though each word carried weight, fragile as glass.

I should have been relieved. We had survived a night in separate rooms, survived the silence without tearing each other open. But survival was not peace. It was the ache in my chest, the bruise on my ribs, the constant fear that if I shifted wrong, the bridge we built last night would collapse.

I pulled on a dress, loose and pale, hoping softness could disguise the fracture in my chest. My hair was damp still, tied back at the nape of my neck. He glanced at me once, then looked away—too quickly, too practiced. My body remembered his hands. My heart remembered his silence.

We sat at the small table by the window, coffee cooling between us, neither of us eating. His hand tapped against the edge of the mug like a clock that had lost its hour. The space was still here, quieter but no less sharp.

And then it happened.

The cup slipped from my hand. Not a dramatic shatter, just a clumsy stumble, porcelain against wood, hot liquid spilling across my skin.

I hissed and flinched. The burn was sharp, immediate, but that wasn’t what undid me. It was when the sleeve of my dress dragged back, revealing the line across my forearm—a scar, pale but unyielding, the kind no accident could explain away.

He saw it.

I felt the moment he did, like a blow to the chest.

His hand stilled. His breath hitched. His eyes locked on it with a force that made me want to fold in on myself.

“Where did that come from?” His voice was low, too steady. The kind of steadiness that comes before a storm.

I yanked the sleeve down, too late. “It’s nothing.”

“Don’t lie to me.” His jaw tightened, and his chair scraped back hard against the floor as he stood. “Don’t you dare lie to me.”

“It’s old,” I whispered, clutching my wrist against my chest. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”

His shadow loomed over me, taller, darker, furious, and broken in equal measure. “It matters to me.”

I closed my eyes, tears prickling. The scar pulsed against my skin, louder than my heartbeat. “It’s just a mark.”

“It’s a story.” His voice cracked, just barely. He reached for my arm, but stopped short, his hand trembling in the air. “And it’s a story I don’t know. That kills me.”

I shook my head, curling tighter. “Some stories aren’t meant to be told. Some scars are just reminders.”

His silence burned hotter than the spilled coffee. He sank to his knees in front of me, eye level now, fury dimming into something rawer, sharper. His voice dropped to a whisper.

“Reminders of what?”

The tears finally spilled. My throat ached as I forced the words out. “That I wasn’t always strong enough to fight back. That someone else left their mark, and I let them.”

His eyes closed, pained. He exhaled like the air was poison. “You didn’t let them. They took. That’s not the same.”

I turned my face away, ashamed, but he caught my chin, gently this time, nothing like last night’s fury. His thumb brushed my cheek, wiping away tears. “Look at me.”

I did, barely.

“You think scars make you weak?” His gaze dropped to my sleeve, to the line I’d tried to hide. “They make you mine. Proof that you’ve survived. Proof that you’re still here.”

The tenderness cut me deeper than anger ever could. My chest heaved. “And if the scars don’t stop speaking? If they keep reminding me of him?”

His hand pressed against my heart, firm but trembling. “Then I’ll speak louder.”

For a moment, everything in me broke. The scar screamed. My ghosts howled. But his voice was there, steady, desperate, cutting through the noise.

I leaned forward until my forehead pressed to his. My body shook. My breath stuttered. “I don’t want to be haunted forever.”

“You won’t be.” His hand slid around the back of my neck, anchoring me. “I’ll ruin every ghost if I have to. I’ll scar over every scar. But don’t you ever hide from me again.”

Something inside me loosened—painful, terrifying, but real. My lips trembled against his jaw. “I don’t know how.”

“I’ll teach you.” His voice was a vow, a threat, and a prayer all at once.

And in that moment, I almost believed him. Almost.

But when he kissed me, it wasn’t gentle. It was furious, hungry, a desperate attempt to silence the scar, to silence the ghost, to silence everything but us.

And I let him. Because sometimes the scar spoke too loudly, and the only answer I knew was fire.
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​Chapter Five: When He Won’t Touch Me
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He told me before the sun had fully committed to the sky.

“Today,” he said quietly, not looking at me, not looking anywhere, “I won’t touch you.”

The words were gentler than any blow and somehow landed like one anyway. The kitchen window was a square of pallid light; the ocean beyond it moved like a living bruise. My coffee cooled between my palms, a small heat I clung to as if it were permission.

“For how long?” I asked, though he’d already said.

“Just today.” He paused, swallowed. “I want to know what we are when my hands aren’t writing the ending for us.”

“What if I need you?” It sounded childish, and maybe I was—small, aching, all nerve endings.

“I’ll be here,” he said, and I believed him because the one thing he never abandoned was a room we both hurt in. “I’ll talk you through it. But I won’t touch you.”

I nodded as if agreement could be armor. It wasn’t. It was silk over a wound.

He moved around the space with careful choreography, placing plates, rinsing a cup, opening a drawer with his forearm so his hands wouldn’t risk brushing mine. The care of it undid me. Punishment is easy to hate. Mercy, when it denies what you want, is harder.

I tried to make breakfast and remembered halfway through slicing bread that knives have their own memory. My scar woke like a low alarm beneath my skin. I set the blade down and breathed until the room steadied, until the present remembered itself.

He watched, quietly. He did not reach for me. He said, “In,” and I inhaled. He said, “Out,” and I let go. The distance between us filled with his voice and the stubborn fact that it was enough to keep me from wreckage.

We ate standing up, as if chairs would trick the body into wanting. Maybe they would have. The toast was too crisp on one side and pale on the other, exactly like a day where the light can’t make up its mind. I chewed and tasted ash and salt and something I wanted to name hope but didn’t trust with language yet.

“Will you go into town?” he asked. “Or stay.”

“Stay,” I said, too fast. The house was the only place I could lose myself without getting lost. Besides, I didn’t want to carry this rule into streets and strangers, didn’t want to feel the ache of not-touching while the world held hands casually with itself.

He nodded, and we parted like tide from shore—sure we would meet again, unsure of who would be pulled harder by the moon.



There is a sound a body makes when it’s starving. Not the stomach; hunger has its own music under the skin. It is the hum behind the ribs, the knock in the knees, the way the mouth remembers a name and tries to say it with teeth and tongue and fails.

By noon, I had named the hum. It was his fingers on the small of my back, phantom and precise. It was his palm at the base of my throat, that heavy ring of pressure that said breathe here, live here, stay. I walked through the house and those ghosts moved with me—up the stairs, into the room with the linen curtains, to the desk where paper waited for what I could not say out loud.

I wrote, I miss your hands, and stared at it like it was a confession worthy of indictment. I crossed it out. I wrote, I’m trying, and circled it until it looked like a wound dressed in ink. I folded the page once, twice, made a small white animal of it, and slid it under the edge of a book he loved. Let the day find it, or not. Let him, or not. The rule didn’t forbid words; it only made them necessary.

In the afternoon, the wind worried the house and the house worried me. I tried to do small human things with a reverence I hadn’t earned—watered a plant as if it were a ritual, swept the kitchen floor as if absolution could be coaxed from dust. At the sink, I caught his reflection in the window—behind me, at the table, reading without moving his eyes. I don’t know how long he had been sitting there. I don’t know how long I had been pretending not to notice.

“You’re doing it,” he said softly. Not praise; a witnessing.

“Breathing?” I asked.

“Staying,” he said.

I turned. The chair creaked under him as he leaned back, not to increase the distance, but to share it. He held up his hands like a man surrendering. “It’s not easy for me either.”

“I know.”

“I keep cataloging places,” he admitted, eyes on my mouth and then away, as if the catalog might jump from thought to action. “Temples. Collarbone. Inside of your wrist. The hollow in your back where my hand fits like it was made there. It feels like a roll call for a body I’m not allowed to attend.”

My breath slipped. Honesty is a blade that also warms. “Same,” I said. “Except my list has a room for every way you keep me.”

A line carved itself between his brows, not anger—concentration. “Tell me one,” he said.

“Your hand at my spine when I’m about to run,” I said, and felt heat climb my throat. “How you press, not to stop me, but to remind me there’s a road behind me that leads to us.”

He closed his eyes like prayer. When he opened them, something in the air gentled. “Okay,” he said. “Okay.”

We made tea and didn’t drink it. We stood near a window and watched a gull bully a smaller gull and neither of us called it a metaphor. The afternoon stretched and then snapped back, elastic and unforgiving. At some point he found the paper I had left under the book and didn’t comment, just tucked the small white animal in his pocket like a good-luck wound. The gesture landed where my hunger lived and soothed it without satisfying it.
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