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I didn't believe in fate until I spilled coffee on a stranger's manuscript at 7:47 AM on a Tuesday that would split my life into before and after. The thing about Seattle in October is that the rain doesn't just fall—it negotiates. Drizzle or downpour? Why choose when you can have that maddening in-between that turns umbrellas inside out and makes mascara run in sad little rivers down your face? I'd given up on the umbrella three blocks ago, letting it die a dignified death in a trash can outside the coffee shop on Seventh Avenue, the one with the chipped green awning and the barista who always spelled my name "Mya" despite eighteen months of corrections. My phone buzzed for the fourteenth time that morning. Brad, my boss at Sterling & Associates Marketing, had discovered the exclamation point and was wielding it like a weapon. "Maya!!! Need the Henderson pitch deck in 20!!! Client meeting moved up!!!"I was already twenty-three minutes late, clutching my grandee Americano—extra shot, no room, like that would somehow caffeinate me into caring about selling luxury dog food to people who spent more on their pets than I made in a month. My other hand gripped my laptop bag, which had chosen this particular morning to develop a faulty zipper, causing half my life to threaten escape with every step. That’s when I collided with him. Not a gentle bump. A full-body collision that sent my coffee arcing through the air in what felt like cinematic slow motion—brown liquid suspended against grey sky, individual droplets catching the weak morning light before gravity remembered its job and sent everything crashing down. Onto his manuscript. White pages turned brown, ink bleeding, words dissolving into abstract expressionism. The pages were handwritten, which somehow made it worse. Hours of work, maybe days, saturating with my overpriced caffeine addiction. “Oh my God, I'm so sorry!" The words tumbled out as I dropped to my knees on the wet sidewalk, grabbing for napkins that didn't exist. My bag finally gave up its fight with the zipper, spilling its contents—lipstick, receipts, tampons, the romance novel I'd been pretending not to read on the bus—across the pavement. He was already kneeling, trying to salvage pages, his dark hair falling into his eyes. Long hair, almost to his shoulders, the kind that suggested he either had excellent taste or didn't own a mirror. His hands moved quickly, efficiently, stacking the ruined pages with a care that made my stomach twist with guilt. When he looked up, I forgot how to breathe properly. Not because he was classically handsome—though he was, in that angular, hadn't-slept-in-three-days, might write poetry at midnight kind of way. But because of his eyes. Dark, almost black, with this intensity that made me feel like he was seeing through me, past me, into some dimension where my current humiliation was just another scene in an ongoing tragedy. “It’s okay," he said, but his voice suggested it really wasn’t. I knelt beside him, our hands accidentally touching as we both reached for the same waterlogged page. The contact lasted less than a second, but something shifted. The air felt different. Charged. Like right before lightning strikes, and every hair on your body stands up in warning. “I’m Maya," I said, because apparently my brain had decided that was more important than apologizing again or offering to pay for... whatever I'd just destroyed. “Ethan." He smiled then, just slightly, and the rain seemed less cold. "And honestly, that chapter was shit anyway. You might have done me a favour. “Up close, I could see the fine lines around his eyes, the shadow of stubble along his jaw, the small scar above his left eyebrow. He smelled like cigarettes and coffee and something else—bergamot, maybe, or cedar. Something that made me want to lean closer. “You’re a writer?" I asked, helping him gather pages. “Trying to be." He held up the ruined notebook, water dripping from the corners. "Unsuccessfully, as of this morning. “I glanced at one of the less-destroyed pages. The handwriting was cramped, intense, words crossed out and rewritten in margins. I caught a fragment: "—and she left like she always left, taking the light with her, leaving him in a darkness so complete he couldn't remember what colours looked—""It's about loss," I said without thinking. His eyes snapped to mine, surprised. "How did you—""The way you write about darkness. About light leaving." I picked up my own scattered belongings, suddenly self-conscious. "I read a lot. “What kind of stuff? “I held up the romance novel that had escaped my bag, its cover featuring a shirtless man and a woman in a windswept dress. "The kind with happy endings, usually. “Do you believe in those? Happy endings? “The question felt weighted, like he was asking something else entirely. "I want to," I said honestly. "But I'm not sure I've seen enough evidence. “He studied me for a long moment, rain dripping off his hair, soaking through his jacket. A woman pushed past us, muttering about people blocking the sidewalk. A bus hissed to a stop, then pulled away. The city moved around us, but we stayed still. “I’m late for work," I said, not moving. “I’m late for... everything, apparently. “I really am sorry. About your manuscript. Can I—can I buy you another coffee? And maybe a new notebook? “He looked at me like he was deciding more than just coffee. Like he was standing at a crossroads, and I was somehow on both paths. “Only if you let me buy you breakfast," he said finally. "Fair trade. “I should have said no. I was already late, Brad was probably composing my termination email, and I'd learned the hard way that interesting men were usually interesting for terrible reasons. But something about Ethan—the intensity in his eyes, the careful way he'd tried to save his ruined words, the fact that he'd quoted darkness and light like they were characters in his story—made me want to know more. “Okay," I heard myself say. "Breakfast. “We ended up at a diner three blocks away, the kind with cracked red vinyl booths and a waitress named Deb who called everyone "hon" and had probably seen every kind of human drama unfold over her coffee pots. I texted Brad a lie about a family emergency, then silenced my phone. Ethan ordered scrambled eggs and wheat toast. I got pancakes, because if I was going to tank my career for a stranger, I might as well have carbs. We sat across from each other in a booth by the window, and for the first few minutes, neither of us spoke. “So," I said finally, drowning my pancakes in syrup. "What's your book about? Besides loss and darkness? “He ran his hand through his wet hair, leaving it sticking up at odd angles. "Honestly? I'm not entirely sure anymore. It started as one thing and became another. “What thing did it start as? “A memoir, I guess. About my sister. She died two years ago." He said it matter-of-factly, like he'd said it so many times the words had lost their edges. But I could see the pain underneath, sharp and fresh. “I’m so sorry. “Everyone is. Sorry, I mean. It's the thing people say because there's nothing else to say." He picked up his fork, put it down again. "She was the writer, actually. Elena. I just... I promised her I'd finish something. Write something real. But every time I try, it comes out wrong. “What would make it right? “He looked at me, really looked, and I felt exposed in a way that had nothing to do with my rain-soaked clothes or smudged makeup. "I don't know. Maybe nothing. Maybe some things aren't meant to be fixed or finished, just... endured. “That’s a sad way to look at writing. “It’s a sad subject. “Our food arrived. We ate in silence for a while, but it wasn't uncomfortable. It was the kind of silence that felt like its own conversation, full of things neither of us knew how to say yet. “Tell me something," Ethan said, pushing his eggs around his plate. "About you. Something real. “Like what? “Why are you having breakfast with a stranger instead of being at whatever job has your boss sending you increasingly frantic messages. “I’d turned my phone face down, but he must have seen the screen lighting up with notifications. "How do you know they're frantic? “You’ve checked three times in five minutes, and each time you look more guilty. “I work in marketing," I said. "Selling things people don't need to people who can afford them. Today I'm supposed to be pitching organic, sustainably-sourced, small-batch dog treats that cost forty dollars a bag. “And you hate it."I'm good at it. That's not the same as liking it." I took a bite of pancake, considering. "I wanted to be a painter. Went to art school, graduated with a BFA, and had sixty thousand dollars in debt. Turns out being an artist requires either talent or a trust fund, and I only had student loans. “So you sold out. “So I survived," I corrected. "There's a difference. “Is there? “The question hung between us. Outside, the rain had finally committed to being a downpour. Water streamed down the window, blurring the street beyond into impressionist streaks. “What about you?" I asked. "What do you do when you're not writing sad books about your sister? “I teach. High school English. Kids who'd rather be anywhere else, reading books they'll never think about again." He smiled without humour. "So I guess we're both selling out in our own ways. “Teaching isn't selling out. “It is when you're only doing it because writing doesn't pay the bills. When every day you're teaching kids about great writers while knowing you'll probably never be one." He leaned back in the booth. "Sorry. That's... I don't usually unload on strangers. “We’re not strangers anymore. We're people who've shared breakfast and confessed our professional failures. That's basically friendship. “Is that what this is? “The way he asked made my pulse quicken. "What else would it be? “He didn't answer, just looked at me with those impossible dark eyes while the rain drummed against the window and Deb refilled our coffee without asking, and somewhere in the kitchen someone dropped a plate that shattered with a sound like punctuation. We stayed for four hours. Somewhere around hour two, after we'd moved past professional disappointments and into childhood stories (him: raised by a single mom who worked nights, practically raised his sister himself; me: suburban Connecticut, parents who divorced when I was twelve and proceeded to compete for worst parent through a series of increasingly inappropriate partners), my phone died completely. No more Brad. No more emergency. Just this: sitting in a booth with someone I'd known for less than a morning but who somehow felt familiar in a way that should have been impossible. “I should go," I said around noon, though I didn't move."Probably."I've definitely been fired by now. “Almost certainly. “This was—" I stopped, not sure what word fit. Crazy? Reckless? The best morning I'd had in years?"Yeah," Ethan said, like he knew exactly what I couldn't articulate. "It was. “Outside the diner, the rain had softened to drizzle again. Ethan's ruined manuscript sat in a sad pile on the table behind us. We stood on the sidewalk, neither of us moving toward leaving. “Can I have your number?" he asked. I rattled it off, watched him type it into his phone with hands that were steadier than mine. “I’m going to text you," he said. "Tonight. Tomorrow. Until you get annoyed and block me."What if I don't get annoyed? “Then I guess we'll find out what happens next."He leaned in, and for a heart-stopping moment, I thought he was going to kiss me. Instead, he tucked a strand of wet hair behind my ear, his fingers lingering for just a second against my cheek. “Thanks for ruining my manuscript, Maya. “Thanks for breakfast, Ethan. “I walked away feeling like I'd left something important on that sidewalk, though I couldn't name what. When I got home—having indeed been fired via email, though Brad had the grace to make it about "restructuring" rather than "abandoning a major client presentation"—I found my phone plugged in and three texts waiting. Still thinking about those scrambled eggs. Or maybe it was the company. That’s a lie. It was definitely the company. Coffee tomorrow? I promise not to bring anything you can destroy. I stared at my phone for ten minutes, trying to talk myself out of responding. Ethan was clearly damaged. Damaged people damaged other people. I had enough problems without adding a brooding writer with a dead sister and a teaching job he hated to my list. But then I remembered the way he'd looked at me across that table. Like I was something worth paying attention to. Like my presence mattered. I typed: Only if you bring something I CAN destroy. Where's the fun otherwise? His response came immediately: You're dangerous. I like it.Dangerous is my middle name. Well, actually, it's Elizabeth, but dangerous sounds better. Maya Elizabeth. Pretty.What's yours?Ethan James. Boring.Nothing about you seems boring. There was a longer pause before his next text. When it came, it felt heavier somehow, like he'd thought carefully about each word.Be careful, Maya Elizabeth. I'm not good at this. At letting people in. I have a bad habit of pushing away anything good before it can leave on its own.I should have seen it as a warning. A red flag. A sign to walk away while I still could.Instead, I texted back: Then I guess we'll have to see if I'm stubborn enough to stay.Tomorrow. 7 AM. Same coffee shop?It's a date.Is it?I smiled at my phone, feeling reckless and alive in a way I hadn't in years. Guess we'll find out.That night, I couldn't sleep. I kept thinking about Ethan's hands trying to save his ruined pages. The way he'd talked about his sister like she was both a ghost and a compass. The intensity in his eyes suggested he felt everything too deeply, saw everything too clearly.At 2 AM, another text came through: I'm writing about you. About this morning. Is that weird?Depends. Am I a character or a person?Both. Neither. I don't know yet. Does it bother you?I thought about it. About being turned into words on a page. About existing in someone's story instead of just my own.No, I typed. Create away.You're not what I expected.What did you expect?Someone less... present. Most people are half-gone even when they're right in front of you. But you're entirely here. It's disconcerting.Should I be less present?God, no. Don't change anything.I fell asleep with my phone in my hand, his words glowing in the darkness, feeling like I'd just stepped off a cliff without checking if there was ground below.There wasn't.But I wouldn't know that for months yet. All I knew that night was that something had shifted. That the life I'd been sleepwalking through had suddenly snapped into focus. That a man I'd met twelve hours ago had somehow become the most interesting part of my day, my week, my carefully constructed existence.I should have been more careful.But careful people don't spill coffee on strangers' manuscripts.Careful people don't have breakfast that lasts for hours.Careful people don't fall in love in a single morning.I was never very good at being careful.
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Chapter 2 
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Ethan texted me at 6:47 AM: Running late. Blame the students who think essay deadlines are suggestions. I was already at the coffee shop, sitting in what had somehow become "our" corner, with two coffees on the table because I'd learned he took his black with two sugars —a combination that seemed to perfectly match his personality: dark but looking for sweetness. Take your time. I've got nowhere to be. Oh, wait, that's because I'm unemployed. How’s the job search? I’ve applied to seventeen positions and gotten four rejections. The other thirteen are apparently practicing their ghosting skills. Silver lining: more time for coffee dates with mysterious strangers? Are we still strangers after seeing each other every morning for a week? What else would we be? I typed and deleted three responses before settling on: Friends who are figuring it out as they go? His response took longer than usual. When it came, it felt significant: I'd like to be more than friends, Maya. My heart did something complicated. Before I could respond, he walked through the door, soaking wet despite the umbrella crumpled in his hand, his hair plastered to his face, looking like he'd run the whole way. He slid into the seat across from me, breathless. "I couldn't wait to see if you'd respond. “I was going to say yes. “To what? “More than friends. “His smile was devastating. "Yeah?"Yeah."We sat there grinning at each other like idiots while the barista rolled her eyes and a businessman at the next table muttered something about young people and public displays of affection, even though we weren't even touching. That changed thirty seconds later when Ethan reached across the table and took my hand. His palm was warm, slightly rough, his fingers longer than mine. He traced the lines on my palm like he was reading my future, or maybe writing it."I'm not good at this," he said quietly. "At being with someone. My last relationship ended badly. Actually, they've all ended badly, but the last one was... spectacular in its failure. “Tell me."He looked up from my palm. "You sure you want to know? “I want to know everything. “So he told me. About Rachel, his ex-girlfriend of three years. How they'd met in grad school, both studying literature, both dreaming of writing the great American novel. How they'd been good together until Elena died, and then he'd fallen apart in ways that pushed everyone away." I stopped writing," he said. "Stopped talking. I'd go days without leaving the apartment. She tried to help, but I couldn't—I wouldn't let her in. Eventually, she left. Packed her stuff while I was at work and was just... gone. “When was this? “Eight months ago. I haven't dated since. Haven't wanted to." He squeezed my hand. "Until you ruined my manuscript. “Best destruction I've ever committed. “Maya." He said my name like it was important. "I'm telling you this because I need you to know what you're getting into. I'm not easy. I have bad days. Days when I can't get out of bed, where the grief is so heavy I can barely breathe. Days where I'll push you away because that's what I do when things get too real."Okay."Okay?"Okay, as in, I hear you. I see you. And I'm not running." I leaned forward. "But you have to promise me something."What?"If you're going to push me away, at least tell me that's what you're doing. Don't just disappear and leave me wondering what I did wrong. “I can try. “That’s all I'm asking. Try."He brought my hand to his lips, pressed a kiss to my knuckles that sent electricity straight through me. "You're either very brave or very stupid. “Can’t it be both? “That became our pattern. Every morning before he went to teach, and I went to yet another job interview, we'd meet at the coffee shop. We'd talk about everything—books, childhood, dreams, fears, the meaninglessness of existence, whether pineapple belonged on pizza (him: absolutely not; me: you're wrong and I can prove it). Slowly, he started showing me pieces of his life. His apartment, a studio on Capitol Hill, with more books than furniture. His sister's photograph on the mantle—Elena smiling at the camera with the kind of joy that made her death feel even more impossible. His unfinished manuscripts, pages and pages of false starts and abandoned stories. “Why can't you finish anything?" I asked one afternoon, sitting cross-legged on his floor surrounded by printed pages. “Because finishing means it's real. It means I've actually written something about her death, and then it's not just in my head anymore. It exists." He sat beside me, picking up a page at random. "In my head, I can still change it. Make it better. Find the perfect words. But once it's finished—""It's permanent.""Yeah."I took the page from his hand, read the first paragraph. It was about a brother and sister at the ocean, building sandcastles that the tide would inevitably destroy. The writing was beautiful—lyrical but not pretentious, painful but not melodramatic. “Ethan, this is really good."It's incomplete. “Everything’s incomplete. Life is incomplete. That's the point." I held up the page. "You're so afraid of finishing something imperfect that you're not finishing anything at all. “When did you get so wise? “I’m unemployed. Gives me time to overthink everything. “He laughed, pulling me against his chest. We sat like that for a while, his heartbeat steady against my ear, surrounded by words he couldn't finish and futures neither of us could predict."Maya?"Yeah?"I think I'm falling in love with you. “My breath caught. We'd been seeing each other for three weeks. Three weeks of morning coffee and late-night texts and slowly orbiting closer to something that felt inevitable and terrifying. “You think? “No." He tilted my chin up so I was looking at him. "I know. I'm falling in love with you, and it scares the shit out of me because everyone I love leaves or dies or disappears, and I can't—" His voice cracked. "I can't lose you, too. “You won’t. “You can't promise that. “No," I admitted. "But I can promise I won't leave easily. I'm stubborn, remember? “He kissed me then, and it felt like falling and flying simultaneously. His hands in my hair, my fingers clutching his shirt, both of us desperate and gentle and completely present in a way that made the rest of the world fade to background noise. When we finally broke apart, both breathless, he rested his forehead against mine. “Stay tonight," he whispered."Okay."I mean, really stay. Not just tonight but... I want you here. In my space, in my life, in every part of this messy thing I call existing. “That’s a lot of pressure for a first sleepover. “Is this our first sleepover? “I pretended to think about it. "I guess technically we've been sleeping together every morning at the coffee shop. You drool on the table around 8:47 AM."I do not drool. “You absolutely do. It's very attractive. “He tickled me in retaliation, and we ended up wrestling on the floor, laughing until we were breathless, until laughter turned to kissing, kissing turned to touching, and suddenly we weren't laughing anymore. “Maya," he breathed against my neck. "Are you sure?"Yes."Because we can wait. We don't have to—"I silenced him with a kiss. "I'm sure. “We made love on his floor, surrounded by unfinished manuscripts and afternoon light streaming through dusty windows. He was gentle at first, almost hesitant, like I was something fragile. But I didn't want gentle. I wanted real. I wanted a present. I wanted everything. “Don’t hold back," I whispered. So he didn’t. Afterward, tangled in discarded clothes and each other, he traced patterns on my skin—circles, lines, words I couldn't quite read. “What are you writing? “Everything I can't say out loud. “Tell me one thing. “He was quiet for so long, I thought he wouldn't answer. Then: "You make me want to believe in happy endings again. “I turned to face him, memorizing every detail—the way his hair stuck up at odd angles, the small scar above his eyebrow, the vulnerability in his eyes that he rarely let anyone see. “Then let's write one," I said. He smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. "What if I don't know how? “Then we'll figure it out together. “You keep saying that. Together. “Because I mean it."What if I fuck this up? What if I push you away like I pushed everyone else away? “Then I'll push back. I told you—I'm stubborn. “He pulled me closer, burying his face in my hair. "Don't let me destroy this. Whatever this is. Promise you won't let me destroy it."I promise I'll fight for it. But Ethan, you have to fight too. “I will. I am." He kissed my shoulder. "You have no idea how hard I'm fighting right now. “But I could feel it—the tension in his body, the way he held me too tight, like he was already preparing for the loss. Like he was already grieving what we'd only just found. I should have paid more attention to that. Should have recognized it as foreshadowing. But I was too busy falling in love to see the warning signs.
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