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CHAPTER ONE

Ten kilometers and I still don't know what I'm going to say to him. Which is hilarious, really, considering I've had approximately six hundred and thirty-seven imaginary conversations with Jared during my training runs over the past month. You'd think by now I'd have my script down cold.

My quads are singing—that good kind of burn that means I actually showed up for myself this morning. My heart rate is coming down from the tempo effort, but I can still feel it doing its victory lap in my chest. There's salt on my lips, the April sun is warm on my cooling skin, and honestly? I'm fantastic. Like I could run another ten K just for fun.

Note to self: this is probably not the energy to bring into a relationship talk.

The Annex smells like a Pinterest board this morning. Cherry blossoms everywhere, petals drifting across the sidewalk in that aggressively romantic way that nature does when you're about to break up with someone. Everything is blooming, everything is beginning, and I'm about to have The Talk with my boyfriend in our usual coffee shop like some kind of rom-com cliché. Except this is the part where the girl chooses herself instead of the guy, so maybe it's more of an anti-rom-com? A rom-com deconstruction?

I really need to stop listening to romance audiobooks while I run.

I see him through the window before he sees me, and oh boy, here we go.

Jared is already at our usual table—because of course he is, punctuality is his love language—his messy blond hair catching the morning light in a way that would be unfair if I weren't about to dump him. That square jaw is set in what I've come to recognize as his "we need to talk" expression, complete with the little furrow between his eyebrows that means he's been mentally rehearsing this conversation too.

Great minds think alike. Doomed relationships run on parallel tracks.

My stomach does this complicated flip that has nothing to do with my tempo run and everything to do with the fact that I'm pretty sure we're about to have the same fight we've been having for six months, except this time I might actually have the guts to end it.

Might. The jury's still out.

Maybe today will be different, I think, because apparently I'm an optimist and an idiot. Maybe he'll ask about my splits. Maybe he'll want to know if I nailed my pace. Maybe he'll actually pretend to care about London for five whole minutes.

But let's be real—I've been running this same loop for months now, and the route never changes. I could map it on my Garmin: Start at "Why do you have to train so much?" Take a left at "Other couples spend time together." Straight through "Don't you want a family someday?" And finish strong at "I just don't understand why this matters so much to you."

Personal best: twenty-three minutes of circular arguing. I'm very proud.

I pause outside the coffee shop to stretch my calves against the brick wall, which is definitely about my IT band and not at all about buying myself another thirty seconds of freedom. Out here, I'm just a runner—sweaty, strong, uncomplicated. In there, I'm a girlfriend who has Opinions and Priorities that apparently make me difficult.

My ponytail swings as I bend forward, and I feel that familiar pull in my hamstrings that means I pushed harder than my training plan called for. Oops. My running tights are plastered to my legs, my tank top is showing approximately seventy percent sports bra, and I'm definitely going to scandalize at least one elderly patron. But this is my body—lean and sculpted and strong and mine—and I've earned every muscle, every line, every capability.

Also, I look hot. Let's not pretend I don't know it.

I catch my reflection in the window: flushed cheeks, blonde wisps escaping my ponytail, the athletic frame I've built mile by literal mile. And there, hilariously incongruous against all that utilitarian badassery, my hands. Long fingers, carefully manicured nails painted a soft coral that somehow survived this morning's run. My one vanity. My one concession to the fact that I do, occasionally, remember I'm a woman and not just a very efficient running machine.

Balance, I think smugly, admiring my nails. I can be both. Jared looks up then, and our eyes meet through the glass.

He smiles, but it's his "I'm about to say something you won't like" smile, which is different from his "I'm genuinely happy to see you" smile. I've learned to tell the difference. That earnest, all-American face that made me swipe right two years ago now looks tired. Worried. Like he's been up since dawn composing his opening statement.

Join the club, buddy. I've been workshopping my breakup speech since kilometer three.

My heart rate picks up again, and this time it's definitely not from exertion.

The door chimes as I push it open—because apparently this moment needs a soundtrack—and suddenly I'm trading fresh spring air for the warm, close atmosphere of the coffee shop. Espresso and baked goods replace cherry blossoms. The space feels smaller than it should, like someone turned down the oxygen. I'm aware of other patrons glancing up: a couple of guys at the counter whose eyes track my legs (hi, boys), a woman with a laptop who gives me that quick up-down assessment that women do (yes, I know I'm sweaty, no, I don't care). But I'm not really seeing them. My focus is narrowing the way it does in the final mile of a race, when everything else falls away except the finish line.

Except Jared isn't the finish line. Lately, he's become that guy who stands in the middle of the running path on his phone, completely oblivious to the fact that people are trying to get past him.

Okay, that's mean. He loves you. He's a good guy.

I know he is. That's the whole problem, isn't it? This would be so much easier if he were terrible.

I weave between tables with the easy efficiency of someone who knows exactly how much space she occupies and how to navigate tight quarters without breaking stride. My ponytail swings with each step. The tightness of my running clothes against my skin suddenly feels very revealing, like I'm walking into this conversation without armor.

Although honestly, if I can't win a breakup conversation while looking this good, I deserve whatever I get.

Jared stands as I approach—because he's nothing if not a gentleman, which is both endearing and slightly annoying—and his casual jeans and soft gray Henley make him look comfortable, settled, stationary. Everything I'm not. We're like a before-and-after ad, except I'm not sure which one of us is supposed to be the improvement.

"Hey," he says, and there's so much weight in that one syllable that I briefly consider turning around and running back out the door. I could probably make it to the lake before he caught up. I'm faster than I look.

"Hey yourself." I aim for breezy and flirty—the version of myself that's easier to be, the one who doesn't have to have Serious Conversations about Feelings and Futures. My voice comes out breathless, which works, actually. Let him think it's from the run.

I slide into the chair across from him, and the moment I sit down, I feel it: the shift from motion to stillness, from freedom to confinement, from runner to girlfriend. My legs are still humming with residual energy, practically vibrating with the need to move. But here I am, sitting, waiting, about to have a conversation I've been literally trying to outrun for weeks.

Spoiler alert: you can't outrun your problems. I've tried. Extensively

"Good run?" he asks, and I hear what he's really asking: Was it worth it? Was it worth leaving me in bed at five-thirty this morning? Was it worth choosing the road over me, again?

"Ten K tempo," I say, flexing my fingers against the table. My coral nails catch the light, and a small surge of satisfaction hits me. See? I can be both things. Athlete and woman. Runner and girlfriend.

Except apparently I can't, because here we are. "Felt strong."

He nods, but his eyes don't light up. He doesn't ask my pace. He never does.

And just like that, I know. Today isn't going to be different at all. Well, shit.

There's already a latte waiting for me.

Oat milk, no sugar, the foam art forming a delicate leaf because Jared always tips well and the baristas love him. It's sitting exactly where I always sit, at our usual corner table by the window where the morning light filters through those cherry blossoms in a way that makes everything look too good to be true—which, spoiler alert, it is.

Thoughtful, I think, wrapping my hands around the cup. The ceramic is warm against my palms, and my pulse spikes—not from exertion this time, but from the small earthquake building in my chest—my nails dig into the napkin sitting under the cup. Or is it presumptuous? Can it be both?

"Thanks for ordering," I say, aiming for grateful girlfriend and probably landing somewhere closer to hostage reading a script.

"I know your usual." He says it like it means something. Like knowing my coffee order is the same as knowing me.

Buddy, if you think I can be summarized by oat milk and no sugar, we have bigger problems than my training schedule.

But I don't say that. Instead, I take a sip—it's exactly what I expected, because Jared doesn't do anything halfway—and try to remember how we used to sit here on Sunday mornings and it felt easy. Before London. Before the training plan that took over my life. Before every conversation became a negotiation about time and priorities and futures.

"So," he says, and there it is. That edge. That careful, measured tone that means he's been planning this. "Ten K tempo. That's... what, race pace?"

"Threshold pace, actually." I'm already defensive and we're thirty seconds in. New personal record. "Little faster than race pace.

Builds lactate tolerance."

His jaw does this tiny clench thing. "Right. Lactate tolerance."

The way he says it—like I just explained quantum physics in Klingon—makes my shoulders tighten. I force them down, force a smile. "It's a real thing, I promise. Very scientific. There are charts."

"I'm sure there are."

Oh, we're doing this. We're doing the thing where he pretends to be interested but actually he's just waiting for his turn to tell me why I'm wrong about my own life.

I take another sip of coffee, buying time, watching the morning light play across his face. He's handsome—objectively, empirically handsome—with that square jaw and those blue eyes and that messy blond hair that somehow always looks intentionally tousled. Two years ago, that face promised something. Now it just promises the same argument we had three weeks ago, and the three weeks before that.

"You okay?" he asks, and I can hear him trying. Really trying. "About London, I mean. It's coming up soon, right?"

"Soon? Jared, it is literally this week" My whole body lights up just saying it. Five days until I toe the line at the London Marathon. Five days until I run one of the Abbott World Marathon Majors. Five days until I prove that all of this—the early mornings, the meal prep, the ice baths, the foam rolling, the everything—was worth it. "April twenty-third. I'm registered, flights are booked, hotel is—"

"That marathon thing is expensive." And there it is.

Not "your marathon." Not "the London Marathon." Not even "your race." Just "that marathon thing" like it's a hobby I picked up at a craft fair and won't shut up about.

Deep breath, Cecilia. Use your words. Be an adult.

"It's not a thing, Jared. It's the London Marathon. It's one of the six World Marathon Majors. It's—"

"I know what it is." He's leaning forward now, elbows on the table, and I can see the frustration he's been holding back starting to leak through. "Trust me, I know. I've heard about it every single day for the past four months."

"I saw the bill for the new suitcase you ordered." His voice drops, takes on that edge that means he's been sitting with this, building it up. "four hundred and thirty dollars for luggage you're going to use for less than a week. And that's just the suitcase—that doesn't even count the shoes, the compression gear, the—"

"It's an investment in my performance—"

"It's an investment in running away, Cecilia. And I'm watching you spend money we could be using for other things to do it."

"Six months," I correct, because apparently I'm an idiot who can't help herself. "The training cycle is twenty weeks, so technically—"

"Six months." He says it like an accusation. "Six months of you leaving before dawn. Six months of meal-prepped chicken and sweet potatoes. Six months of 'sorry, I can't, I have a long run' every single weekend."

I wrap both hands around my latte, anchoring myself. The warmth seeps into my palms, and I focus on my nails against the white ceramic because it's easier than looking at his face. "I explained the training plan. You said you understood."

"I said I'd try to understand. There's a difference."

Is there? Because from where I'm sitting, it feels like you said whatever you needed to say to get me to shut up about it.

But I don't say that either. Instead, I try for humor, because humor has always been my defense mechanism of choice. "Come on, it's not that bad. I'm very pleasant at five-thirty in the morning.

Practically a ray of sunshine."

"Cecilia." He doesn't laugh. Doesn't even smile. "I'm being serious."

"So am I. I'm a delight. Ask anyone." I'm still trying, still hoping I can joke us out of this spiral. "Well, don't ask anyone at five-thirty in the morning. Ask them at like, nine. After coffee. I'm much better after coffee."

"This isn't funny."

"I know." And I do know. I can feel it in the way he's looking at me, in the set of his shoulders, in the careful control of his voice. "I'm sorry. I just—"

"You just what? You just can't help yourself? You just have to make everything into a joke?"

When the alternative is having the same fight we've had seventeen times already? Yeah, actually, I do.

The coffee shop hums around us—the hiss of the espresso machine, the murmur of other conversations, someone's laptop clicking in the corner. Through the window, I can see cherry blossoms drifting past, and the spring sunshine is so pretty it's almost offensive. Everything outside is beginning, blooming, becoming. Everything at this table is ending.

"I'm trying to explain," I say, and I hate how small my voice sounds. "The training is intense right now, yes, but it's temporary. After London, I can ease back, we can—"

"And then what? Boston? New York? Tokyo?" He's not yelling—Jared never yells—but his voice has that tight quality that's somehow worse. "There's always another race, Cecilia. Always another goal. You can't see past it. When does it end??"

When I'm done. When I've proven what I need to prove. When I've become who I'm supposed to be.

"It's not about it ending," I try. "It's about—"

"It's about you choosing running over everything else. Over us."

And there it is. The thing we've been circling for months, finally said out loud.

I look down at my hands, at my coral nails wrapped around a coffee cup in a coffee shop where we used to be happy. My legs are still warm from the run, my heart rate finally back to normal, and I can still taste salt on my lips. I feel strong and capable and alive, and somehow that makes this worse.

Because he's right, isn't he? I am choosing running. Every morning at five-thirty, I'm choosing it. Every weekend, every meal, every moment I spend thinking about pace and splits and training zones instead of us.

I'm choosing it because it's mine. Because when I run, I know exactly who I am.

"I'm not choosing running over us," I say quietly. "I just run." "That's the same thing, Cee."

And maybe it is. Maybe that's the whole problem.

He still hasn't asked about my time this morning. Hasn't asked if I hit my pace, if my legs felt good, if I'm on track for my goal. He never does.

The latte is cooling in my hands, and the morning light is shifting, and somewhere outside, the world is still blooming.

But in here, at our usual table, something is already dying.

The silence stretches between us like the final kilometer of a race—the part where your body is screaming and your mind is bargaining and you know, you know, that something has to give.

Jared leans back in his chair, and I watch him do that thing where he runs his hand through his hair. It used to be endearing. Now it just looks like a tell, like he's about to say something he's rehearsed.

"I talked to my mom last week," he says.

Oh good. We're bringing in the relatives. This is going great. "She asked when we're going to get serious. About the future."

My heart rate spikes—not the good kind, not the runner's high kind,

but the kind that comes with fight or flight. Adrenaline floods my system, and suddenly I'm too warm, the coffee shop air too close, my running tights clinging to my legs like they're trying to hold me in place.

"We are serious," I say, but even I can hear how hollow it sounds.

"Are we?" He leans forward again, and there's something in his eyes I haven't seen before. Something harder. "Because from where I'm sitting, you're serious about one thing, and it's not us."

The espresso machine hisses behind the counter, and someone laughs at a table across the room, and the whole world just keeps spinning like we're not sitting here watching something die in real time.

"That's not fair."

"Isn't it?" His voice is still controlled, still measured, but there's an edge now that cuts. "When was the last time we had a weekend together? When was the last time you said yes to dinner with my friends, or a trip, or anything that wasn't scheduled around your training?"

Three months ago. It was three months ago, and you spent the whole time checking your phone and talking about work, and I spent the whole time thinking about the long run I was missing.

But I don't say that. Instead, I watch my hands wrap tighter around the cup, my coral nails bright against the white ceramic, and I notice they're not shaking. They should be shaking. This should feel like an earthquake. But my hands are steady, and that tells me something I'm not ready to hear yet.

"I'm training for the London Marathon," I say, and I hate how defensive I sound. "It's temporary. After London—"

"After London, there'll be something else." He cuts me off, and it's the first time he's ever done that. Jared doesn't interrupt. Jared is patient and kind and understanding. Except apparently, he's not anymore. "There's always something else with you. Another race, another goal, another reason why we have to wait."

"Wait for what?"

And there it is. The question I shouldn't have asked.

He reaches across the table, takes my hand. His palm is warm and dry and familiar, and I can feel the calluses from his weekend golf games. Two years of holding this hand. Two years of thinking this was what I wanted.

"I want to marry you, Cee."

The words should make me smile.

The words should make me happy. They should make my heart soar, should make me squeeze his hand back and say yes and forget about everything else. That's what happens in the movies, right? The grand gesture, the declaration, the happily ever after.

But all I feel is trapped. "Jared—"

"I want to marry you," he says again, and his grip tightens. "I want us to buy a house. I want to start a family. I want a life that doesn't revolve around training schedules and race calendars and whether or not you can eat carbs after six p.m."

My mouth tastes bitter, like the coffee has turned to ash on my tongue. I can feel my breathing shift—not panicked, but controlled. The way I breathe during tempo runs, during threshold pace, when my body is screaming but my mind stays calm and counts the rhythm. In for three, out for three. In for three, out for three.

"I want those things too," I say, and it's not entirely a lie. I do want them. Someday. Eventually. Just not—

"Then stop running."

Small death number two.

The coffee shop keeps humming around us. Someone orders a cappuccino. The cherry blossoms outside drift past the window, pink and painfully indifferent to the fact that my entire future just got reduced to two words.

Stop running.

"You can't ask me to do that." My voice is quiet, but there's something in it now. Something sharp. Something that sounds like the beginning of no.

"I'm not asking you to stop forever. Just... take a break. After London, just stop for a while. Focus on us. On building something real."

As opposed to what? The fake thing I've been building every morning at five-thirty? The imaginary thing that's taken me from a 2:32 marathon to a 2:20? The pretend thing that makes me feel more myself than anything else in my life?

"Running is real," I say, and my hands are still steady. Still not shaking. "It's the most real thing I have."

His face does something complicated—hurt and anger and resignation all at once. "More real than us?"

And I should say no. I should say of course not, don't be ridiculous, you're the most important thing in my life. I should say whatever I need to say to make this okay, to smooth this over, to buy myself time to figure out how to be both things at once—the runner and the girlfriend, the athlete and the future wife, the woman who knows who she is and the woman who fits into someone else's life.

But I'm so tired of trying to be both.

"I don't know," I say, and it's the most honest thing I've said all morning.

He pulls his hand back like I've burned him. And just like that, it's over.

"Then I guess that's my answer." 

His voice is flat now, empty. "I can't keep doing this, Cecilia. I can't keep coming in second to a hobby."

"It's not a hobby." The sharpness in my voice surprises both of us. "It's not a hobby, Jared. It's who I am. It's what I do. It's—"

"It's an obsession." He stands up, and suddenly he's looming over the table, over me, and I have to tilt my head back to look at him. "And I'm done competing with it."

The spring light catches his face, and he looks like a stranger. Or maybe I'm finally seeing him clearly. Maybe we've both been strangers for months, just going through the motions, pretending we're still the people who swiped right two years ago.

"So what are you saying?" I ask, even though I know. Even though I've known since I saw him through the window, since I felt that weight in my chest, since I started counting down the kilometers until I had to face this.

"I'm saying choose." His jaw is set, his eyes are hard, and this is it. This is the moment. "The marathon or me. London or us. Running or a future."

As if those things are mutually exclusive. As if I can't be a runner and a person. As if wanting to be fast means I can't also want to be loved.

But that's not what he's saying, is it? He's saying I can be loved—just not as I am. I can have a future—just not the one I'm building. I can have him—just not if I also have myself.

The espresso machine hisses again, and someone's laptop clicks, and the world keeps turning, and I can feel something crystallizing inside me. Something clear and sharp and inevitable.

I've been waiting for this. Maybe I've even wanted it. Permission to stop pretending. Permission to choose the thing I've been choosing all along.

"Okay," I say quietly. He blinks. "Okay?"

"Okay." I stand up, and my legs are still warm from the run, and my body feels strong and capable and mine. "I choose running."

The words hang in the air between us, and I can feel them settling into reality. My legs are shaking now—not from the 10K, not from fatigue, but from something else entirely. Adrenaline. Fear. Relief.

Holy shit. I just said that out loud.

Jared stares at me like I've spoken a language he doesn't understand. His mouth opens, closes. Opens again.

"You're not serious."

"I am." And the strange thing is, I've never been more serious in my life. My hands find the edge of the table, steadying myself, and I can feel the weight of my phone in my jacket pocket. I'll need to call my mother. I'll need to—

"Cecilia." His voice cracks on my name, and for a second I see the Jared I fell for two years ago. The one who laughed at my terrible jokes and held my hand through bad movies and made me feel like maybe I could be both things at once. "You can't be serious. You're choosing a race over us?"

"I'm choosing myself." The words come out sharper than I intended, but they're true. They're the truest thing I've said in months. "I'm choosing the thing that makes me feel like myself."

We’re both on our feet now, facing each other across this tiny table with its ring of coffee stains and crumpled napkins. The couple at the next table has gone quiet. I can feel their eyes on us.

"This is insane." His voice is rising now, losing that careful control. "You're throwing away two years for what? For the chance to run

26.2 miles? For a time that doesn't even matter?"

It matters to me.

But I don't say that. Instead, I watch him, really watch him, and I see

it—the shock. He didn't think I'd actually do it. He thought I'd back down, apologize, compromise. He thought the ultimatum would work because it always has before. Every time he's pushed, I've bent.

Not this time.

"Are you for real?" He says it like he is looking at a ghost, like he doesn’t know who I am.

And something inside me just... settles. Like a runner finding their pace, like the moment in a race when you stop fighting your body and just let it do what it knows how to do.

"I am." My voice is quiet, but it doesn't shake. "I chose months ago, Jared. I just didn't want to admit it."

The truth of it hits me as I say it. All those mornings I woke up at five-thirty and felt more alive than I ever did lying next to him. All those long runs where I felt more myself than I did at dinner parties with his friends. All those tempo workouts where I pushed harder than I ever pushed for us.

I've been choosing running over him for months. I just kept pretending I wasn't.

"Then I guess we're done." The words come out soft, final, My nail touches the table like the click of a stopwatch at the end of a race.

His face does something complicated—hurt and anger and disbelief all tangled together. "You don't mean that."

Don't I?

For a second—just a second—the pull hits me. The urge to take it back. To say I'm sorry, I didn't mean it, let's talk about this, maybe we can figure something out. The habit of two years, the muscle memory of being the one who compromises, who bends, who makes it work.

But then I remember this morning. The way the air felt in my lungs. The rhythm of my feet on pavement. The salt on my lips and the burn in my legs and the absolute clarity of knowing exactly what my body could do. How completely, entirely myself I am.

And I know.

I know the way I know my pace by feel, the way I know when I'm about to hit the wall, the way I know the difference between good pain and bad pain. I know this is right.

"I do mean it." My hands are shaking, but my voice isn't. "I'm going to London. I'm running that marathon. And I'm sorry, but I'm not sorry enough to give it up."

The chair scrapes against the floor as I step back from the table—too loud, the sound cutting through the coffee shop chatter like a gunshot. Everyone's looking now. The barista, the laptop people, the couple who were pretending not to listen. I can feel their eyes on me, on us, on this moment that's too big and too raw for a Sunday morning in a coffee shop that smells like espresso and burnt sugar.

Jared just stands there, frozen, like he's waiting for me to change my mind. Like he still thinks this is negotiable.

"Cecilia, wait." His voice is different now—smaller, uncertain. "Just... think about this. Really think about it. Don't make a decision you'll regret."

And that's when the tears threaten, hot and sharp behind my eyes. But I won't let them fall. Not here. Not now. Not when I'm still in my running tights and my body is still warm from the 10K and I can still feel that freedom in my legs.

"I have thought about it." My throat is tight, but the words come out clear. "Every day for months, Jared. Every morning when I chose to get up and run instead of staying in bed with you. Every weekend when I chose a long run over brunch with your friends. Every single time you asked me to skip a workout and I said no."

I can feel my ponytail swinging as I shake my head, and my body is already moving, already turning toward the door. My legs want to run. They want to sprint out of here, away from this conversation, away from the weight of his disappointment and the eyes of strangers and the life I'm walking away from.

"I've been choosing this for months," I say again, quieter now. "I just didn't have the guts to say it out loud."

He doesn't follow me. Doesn't reach for my hand or call my name again or make one last attempt to change my mind. He just stands there by our table, by the window with the cherry blossoms drifting past, and watches me walk away.
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