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Chapter 1: The Girl Next Door 

[image: ]


The sidewalk in Brianna Alverine’s childhood neighborhood was cracked in a way she could map with her eyes closed.

There was a long split near the storm drain where ants disappeared in and out like secrets. A shallow dip in front of Mrs. Kettering’s fence where rainwater always gathered and reflected the sky. A patch beneath the jacaranda tree where the concrete had lifted just enough to trip people who weren’t paying attention.

Brianna learned early where to step.

Every morning, just after seven, she left her house with her backpack tugging slightly at one shoulder and the smell of her mother’s coffee still clinging to her clothes. The air was usually cool, carrying the sound of radios, gates creaking open, dogs barking at nothing. It was the kind of morning that repeated itself so often it stopped feeling like time was moving.

She never had to check if Devon Cross would be there.

He always was.

Sometimes he waited on his front steps, elbows on his knees, shoelaces half-tied, staring down the street like he was guarding it. Other mornings, he came jogging out of his house late, backpack slung crookedly, hair still damp from a rushed shower. When that happened, Brianna slowed her steps without thinking, pretending to retie her shoe or inspect the ground.

They fell into pace beside each other without greeting.

“Morning,” one of them would eventually say, or not say at all.

That was how it started—how it always was. Not with excitement or anticipation, but with the quiet assumption that the other would be there. Like the sidewalk itself. Like the jacaranda tree. Like the sky.

Devon walked on her left. He always had. Even when they were too young to understand things like protection or habit, his body naturally placed itself between her and the road. When trucks passed too fast, his shoulder shifted closer without touching. When bikes came barreling down the sidewalk, he stepped half a pace ahead.

Brianna noticed these things without assigning meaning to them. Devon did things. That was all.

Sometimes they talked. Sometimes they didn’t.

On mornings when Brianna’s thoughts were loud—tests, unfinished homework, her mother’s tired eyes—Devon filled the space with observations that didn’t ask anything of her.

“They fixed the Ketterings’ fence,” he said once, nodding toward the fresh paint.

“Oh,” Brianna replied. She hadn’t noticed.

Another time, after a storm, he stopped abruptly and crouched near the storm drain.

“They’re gone,” he said.

“Who?” she asked, peering down.

“The ants.”

She leaned closer, squinting. “Maybe they moved.”

“Or drowned,” Devon said solemnly.

She laughed, sharp and brief, then covered her mouth like she’d been too loud. Devon watched her smile fade back into something smaller. He didn’t comment. He simply stood and resumed walking, matching her pace.

By the time they reached school, the rhythm of the morning had settled into them. They split at the gates, heading toward different buildings, never promising to meet again the next day.

They didn’t need to.

When they were eight, Brianna tripped on the lifted concrete under the jacaranda tree.

It happened fast. Her foot caught, her weight tipped forward, and the world tilted. She scraped both palms and one knee before she could catch herself. The sting bloomed white-hot.

Devon was already there by the time she looked up.

He crouched in front of her, backpack sliding off his shoulder, his face tight with concentration. “Don’t move,” he said.

“I’m fine,” Brianna insisted, though her throat was already burning.

Devon didn’t argue. He took her wrist gently, turning her hand palm-up. Blood welled along the scrape, dirt ground into skin.

“You’re bleeding,” he said.

“That’s normal.”

Devon stared at it like it was a personal failure.

He reached into his backpack and pulled out a packet of tissues, peeling them open with careful fingers. Without asking, he pressed them lightly against her palm.

Brianna hissed. “Ow.”

“Sorry,” he said immediately, easing the pressure. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” she said, too quickly.

He looked up then, eyes wide and serious. “Are you sure?”

She nodded, swallowing. “Yeah.”

Devon studied her for another second, as if checking for cracks beneath her answer. Then he stood and offered his hand. Brianna took it without hesitation, letting him pull her to her feet.

He walked closer to her after that. Close enough that their sleeves brushed when they moved.

They arrived at school late. Mrs. Hammond frowned at them, then sighed.

“Again?” she said.

Brianna opened her mouth to apologize, but Devon spoke first.

“She fell,” he said simply.

Mrs. Hammond’s gaze softened. “All right. Take her to the nurse.”

Devon did, sitting outside the office while Brianna got a bandage on her knee. He didn’t look relieved when she came out. He just stood, slung his backpack on, and walked her back to class.

At lunch, he slid half his sandwich onto her tray without comment.

She ate it without protest.

Their houses were close enough that they heard each other’s lives through the walls.

Brianna knew when Devon’s father came home late by the thud of the front door and the muted argument that followed. Devon knew when Brianna’s mother was anxious by the way she cleaned late into the night, the vacuum humming past midnight.

Sometimes Devon knocked on Brianna’s window after dinner, holding up a comic book or a flashlight.

“You coming?” he’d ask.

They’d sit on the curb, legs dangling into the street, reading silently side by side. When mosquitoes bit, Devon swatted them away from her skin before she noticed.

Brianna accepted these gestures the way she accepted gravity.

They were constants. Unquestioned.

When Brianna’s father disappeared for the first time—just a weekend, then a week—she didn’t tell Devon right away. She continued walking to school beside him, continued listening to his observations, continued laughing at the right moments.

Devon noticed anyway.

“You’re quieter,” he said one morning.

“I’m always quiet.”

He frowned slightly. “You didn’t laugh at the ant thing.”

She shrugged. “It wasn’t funny.”

They walked another block in silence.

“Do you want to talk?” Devon asked, not looking at her.

Brianna hesitated. The words sat heavy in her chest. “Not really.”

“Okay,” he said.

He didn’t push. He didn’t pry. He didn’t withdraw.

He simply stayed.

That afternoon, she found him sitting on her front steps when she got home.

“My mom made too much soup,” he said, holding up a container. “She said to bring it over.”

Brianna stared at it, then at him. Her throat tightened. “Okay.”

They ate soup in her kitchen while her mother hovered and thanked Devon too many times. Devon listened politely, answering when spoken to, glancing at Brianna whenever her mother’s voice wavered.

Later, when Devon left, Brianna followed him to the door.

“Thanks,” she said.

“For what?”

“For... coming.”

He nodded once. “Anytime.”

She believed him without question.

As they grew older, the sidewalk stayed the same while everything else shifted.

Brianna learned how to carry herself smaller when her mother was tired. Devon learned how to go quiet when his house felt too loud. Their walks to school grew longer as their strides lengthened. Their conversations became less about ants and fences and more about homework, teachers, what they wanted to be.

“I think I’ll work with kids,” Brianna said once, kicking a pebble ahead of her.

“Why?” Devon asked.

“They’re honest,” she said after a moment. “And they need people to stay.”

Devon absorbed that quietly.

“I don’t know what I want,” he admitted later.

“That’s okay,” Brianna said. “You’re good at... things.”

He smiled faintly. “That’s not very specific.”

“You’ll figure it out,” she said, like it was a fact.

He believed her.

On days when Brianna stayed home sick, Devon noticed the absence immediately. He walked slower, glanced at her front door, frowned. After school, he stopped by with notes from class and whatever snack he’d saved.

“You didn’t miss much,” he’d say.

She always smiled at him like he’d brought something precious.

People noticed them together before they noticed anyone else.

Teachers seated them side by side without asking. Neighbors commented on how inseparable they were. Classmates teased them lightly, asking when they’d start dating.

Brianna laughed those comments off easily.

“Ew,” she said. “He’s like my brother.”

Devon smiled and said nothing.

The words didn’t sting the way people might expect. They simply settled into him, heavy but familiar. He carried them without complaint.

What mattered was this: when Brianna reached the corner where their paths split, she always paused.

“See you tomorrow,” she said.

“Yeah,” Devon replied.

And she always came back.

One evening, as the sun dipped low and painted the sidewalk gold, Brianna sat beside Devon on the curb, legs tucked close. She leaned her head briefly against his shoulder, distracted, absentminded.

Devon froze for half a second—just long enough to notice.

Then he relaxed, letting her weight rest against him.

They didn’t speak.

The jacaranda tree rustled overhead. The cracked concrete cooled beneath them. A car passed, music thumping faintly.

For Brianna, it was nothing more than comfort. For Devon, it was everything he never named.

But in that moment, it was just two kids on a sidewalk that had always known them.

And would continue to.
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ONE AFTERNOON, THEY were sitting at the library table, textbooks spread out between them. Brianna was supposed to be studying for a history test, but she’d been staring at the same page for ten minutes.

“You’re not reading,” Devon said.

“I am,” she replied automatically.

He watched her eyes flick across the page without focus. “You’ve been on that paragraph since we got here.”

She frowned, glancing down. “Oh.”

He reached into his bag and slid a granola bar across the table toward her.

“What’s that for?” she asked.

“You didn’t eat lunch.”

She blinked. “I did.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Yes, I—” She stopped, searching her memory. Then she sighed. “Okay. Maybe I didn’t.”

Devon didn’t smile. He just nudged the granola bar closer. “Eat.”

She did, unwrapping it slowly, chewing with the distracted obedience of someone used to being reminded. Devon returned to his work, pretending not to watch the way her shoulders eased once she’d eaten half of it.

He didn’t tell her that he’d started carrying snacks because of her. He didn’t tell her that her habits had quietly rearranged his.

There was a way Brianna laughed when she wasn’t trying to be polite.

It was sudden and unrestrained, slipping out before she could catch it. Devon learned to recognize the difference—the polite smile she used with teachers and neighbors, the softer laugh she offered when she wanted to keep things calm.

But the real laugh came from her chest. It surprised her every time.

Devon lived for those moments, though he never named them as such.

Once, during a school assembly, the speaker mispronounced a word so badly it bordered on parody. The room stayed silent, respectful. Brianna pressed her lips together, shoulders shaking.

Devon leaned closer. “Don’t,” he whispered.

She lost the battle immediately.

Her laughter burst out, loud and bright in the hush. Heads turned. A teacher frowned.

Brianna clapped a hand over her mouth, eyes wide with horror.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, mortified.

Devon shook his head, biting back his own grin. “Worth it.”

She glanced at him, relief flickering across her face. That look—shared mischief, unspoken understanding—settled deep inside him.

Devon learned Brianna in fragments.

He learned that she preferred sitting on the floor to sitting on couches. That she drank her tea too hot and burned her tongue regularly. That she always volunteered for extra tasks, even when she was exhausted.

He learned that she didn’t like being asked if she was okay.

“Are you okay?” he asked once, when she went unusually quiet during a walk home.

She hesitated. “Yeah.”

“You sure?”

She stopped walking. “Why does everyone ask that?”

Devon faltered. “I was just—”

“I know,” she said quickly, softening. “I just don’t... I don’t want to talk about it.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

And he meant it.

Instead of asking, he adapted. He walked closer on those days. He slowed his steps. He stayed longer when she invited him inside, even if they didn’t talk.

He learned that Brianna needed presence more than words.

There were days when Devon noticed things that scared him, quietly.

Like the faint bruises on her arm that she dismissed as clumsiness. Or the way she flinched when someone raised their voice unexpectedly. Or how carefully she framed stories about people who hurt her, as if protecting them from judgment.

Devon never pressed. He never demanded explanation.

But he remembered.

He remembered every detail she brushed aside. Stored them away like evidence he hoped he’d never need.

As they grew older, people began to change around them. Friends drifted, interests shifted, relationships formed and dissolved.

Devon stayed.

It wasn’t something he decided. It was something that happened the way breathing happened.

When Brianna got her first boyfriend, Devon noticed the shift immediately. The way she mentioned his name cautiously at first, as if testing the sound. The way she glanced at Devon afterward, waiting for his reaction.

“That’s great,” Devon said honestly.

She smiled, relieved. “You think so?”

“Yeah.”

He meant it. He wanted her happy. He just didn’t realize how much watching her chase happiness would cost him.

He watched her leave earlier for dates, watched her come back later with a tired smile. He listened when she talked—when she wanted to talk—and stayed quiet when she didn’t.

He learned how to read her moods from the sound of her footsteps.

On nights when she knocked softly on his window instead of loudly, he knew something was wrong.

“You can come in,” he said one evening, sliding the window open.

She climbed in without a word, sitting on his bed, hands folded tightly in her lap.

Devon waited.

After a long moment, she said, “I don’t think he likes me very much.”

Devon’s chest tightened. “Why do you think that?”

She shrugged. “He doesn’t listen. He forgets things. It’s fine.”

“It doesn’t sound fine.”

She smiled weakly. “It’s probably me.”

Devon hated that sentence. He hated how easily it came to her.

“It’s not,” he said, voice steady.

She looked up at him then, eyes searching his face. “You don’t know that.”

“I do,” he replied.

She held his gaze for a moment longer, then nodded. “Okay.”

She leaned against his shoulder like she always had. Devon stayed still, grounding himself in the familiarity of her weight.

He didn’t tell her that love wasn’t supposed to make her feel invisible. He didn’t tell her that he’d never forget the way she liked her tea or how she needed reminders to eat.

He didn’t tell her anything.

Devon’s feelings didn’t arrive like a revelation. They didn’t announce themselves.

They accumulated.

They built themselves into routine, into instinct, into the way his body reacted before his mind caught up.

When Brianna was late, he felt it. When she was hurt, he carried it. When she smiled, something inside him loosened.

He loved her the way he loved gravity—by trusting it to be there.

And because it felt so normal, he never questioned it.

There was a moment—small, almost forgettable—that Devon returned to often.

They were walking home after a long day, the sky heavy with clouds. Brianna was tired, dragging her feet.

“You okay?” Devon asked before he could stop himself.

She shot him a look. “You promised.”

“Sorry,” he said quickly.

She sighed. “I’m just... tired of being strong.”

The words landed harder than she intended.

Devon stopped walking.

She turned back, startled. “What?”

“You don’t have to be strong with me,” he said.

She stared at him, something unreadable crossing her face. Then she laughed softly, dismissive. “You always say that.”

“Because it’s true.”

She studied him for a moment, then nodded. “Okay.”

She leaned into him again, and they resumed walking.

Devon didn’t know what she’d taken from that exchange. He only knew that he’d meant every word.

Devon loved Brianna in the way people love quietly, believing silence is safer than risk.

He loved her by noticing when she needed him before she asked. By staying when others drifted. By choosing her comfort over his clarity.

He loved her without confession, without expectation, without demand.

And because Brianna never questioned his presence, never feared his leaving, never imagined he wanted more—

Devon never imagined asking for it.
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FOR AS LONG AS BRIANNA could remember, Devon Cross had been there.

When Brianna thought about Devon, she didn’t think about beginnings. She thought about continuity.

She couldn’t remember the first time they walked to school together. She couldn’t remember deciding that he would sit beside her at lunch or that his house would be the one she ran to when her own felt too heavy. Those things had just happened. They had always been happening.

Devon was not someone she questioned.

He was someone she relied on.

When Brianna was young, she learned quickly that stability was something you assembled yourself.

Her mother tried. She really did. Margaret Alverine held their home together with tired hands and careful smiles, sewing hems late into the night, apologizing for things that weren’t her fault. Brianna learned to read the tension in her shoulders, the way her breath changed when bills arrived in the mail.

Her father came and went like weather. Sometimes sunny and charming, sometimes absent for weeks, leaving only apologies and promises behind. Brianna learned not to ask where he went. She learned not to expect explanations.

What she did expect was Devon.

When her father failed to come home for dinner, Devon was there with a comic book and a flashlight. When her mother cried quietly in the kitchen, Devon sat with Brianna on the front steps, saying nothing, letting the night pass.

Brianna never told Devon everything. She didn’t need to.

He didn’t ask questions that required answers.

There were places Brianna felt safe. Devon’s house was one of them.

It smelled like soap and old books and something warm she couldn’t name. Devon’s mother greeted her kindly but didn’t hover. Devon’s father was distant but predictable. Their home held its shape.

Brianna liked sitting on Devon’s bed with her back against the wall, knees drawn up, flipping through magazines or sketching absentmindedly. Devon sprawled on the floor or leaned against the desk, close enough to talk, far enough to breathe.

They filled silence easily.

Sometimes they talked about nothing. Sometimes they talked about everything.

“Do you think people can choose who they love?” Brianna asked once, staring at the ceiling.

Devon considered the question seriously. “I think... maybe you choose what you do about it.”

She nodded. “That makes sense.”

She didn’t think about the weight of the question. She didn’t think about why she’d asked.

With Devon, curiosity didn’t feel dangerous.

As Brianna grew older, people around her started pairing off, breaking apart, experimenting with affection like it was a rite of passage. Brianna watched it all with a mixture of interest and caution.

When she started dating, she told Devon about it the way she told him about new classes or schedule changes. Casual. Informational.

“I met someone,” she said one afternoon, kicking her shoes off in his room.

Devon looked up from his sketchpad. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. He’s... nice.”

Devon smiled. “That’s good.”

She smiled back, relieved by the simplicity of his reaction. No judgment. No protectiveness that made her feel small. Just support.

Brianna liked that Devon never made her feel like she had to choose between him and someone else.

She assumed that meant he didn’t feel threatened.

She never thought to ask why he wouldn’t.

Devon was the person Brianna went to when things ended.

Not immediately. Not in the heat of the moment. Brianna liked to process alone first, to make sure she wasn’t overreacting, to see if the hurt would settle if she ignored it long enough.

But when it didn’t—when disappointment hardened into something heavier—she found herself at Devon’s window or his door, standing there with tired eyes.

He never asked why she stayed so long. He never asked what happened if she didn’t want to say.

“You hungry?” he’d ask instead.

She usually was.

They ate leftovers or instant noodles, sitting side by side, knees almost touching. Sometimes Brianna talked. Sometimes she didn’t.

Devon listened either way.

She never wondered if she was taking too much from him.

Devon never made her feel like she was.

Brianna trusted Devon with the parts of herself she didn’t like to examine too closely.

The exhaustion. The quiet resentment she felt toward people who left. The guilt she carried for wanting more than stability but fearing what more might cost her.

She trusted him because he didn’t react.

He didn’t rush to reassure her with empty optimism. He didn’t tell her she was wrong for feeling the way she did. He didn’t try to fix her.

He stayed.

For Brianna, that was love.

Not romantic love. Not the kind that demanded declarations or gestures or promises. It was something older. Something steadier.

It was the kind of love that didn’t ask to be named.

There were moments—rare ones—when people made her question the shape of her connection with Devon.

“You two are basically married,” someone joked once.

Brianna laughed. “Don’t be weird.”

Devon smiled politely.

Later, when they were alone, Brianna rolled her eyes. “People are strange.”

Devon nodded. “They like labels.”

She shrugged. “We don’t need one.”

“No,” he agreed.

That was the end of it, as far as Brianna was concerned.

If Brianna had been asked to describe Devon, she would have struggled.

Not because she didn’t know him—but because he was so woven into her life that separating him into traits felt unnatural.

He was calm. He was reliable. He was thoughtful in quiet ways.

He was the person who walked on the outside of the sidewalk. The person who remembered her favorite snacks. The person who showed up when she didn’t know how to ask.

He was safety.

And safety, to Brianna, was not romantic.

Safety was essential. It was foundational. It was the ground beneath her feet.

You didn’t fall in love with the ground. You trusted it.

One evening, after a particularly hard breakup, Brianna sat beside Devon on the curb outside her house. The air was heavy, pressing down on her chest.

“I don’t think I’m very good at love,” she said quietly.

Devon didn’t answer right away.

She continued, voice low. “I keep choosing wrong. Or maybe... I keep expecting too much.”

Devon leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “I don’t think wanting to be treated well is too much.”

She smiled sadly. “You always say things like that.”

“Because they’re true.”

She rested her head against his shoulder without thinking. It felt natural. Familiar. Like exhaling.

Devon stiffened for a fraction of a second—so brief she didn’t notice—then relaxed.

They stayed like that, watching the sky darken.

Brianna felt calm.

She didn’t feel confused. She didn’t feel conflicted. She didn’t feel pulled in two directions.

She felt anchored.

Brianna never worried that Devon would leave.

That thought didn’t even register as a possibility. Devon was part of the landscape of her life. You didn’t worry about the sidewalk disappearing overnight.

When Devon talked about the future, Brianna listened with interest but no fear.

“I might open my own studio someday,” he said once.

“That’d be amazing,” she replied easily.

“You think so?”

“Yeah. You’d be great at it.”

She pictured him doing exactly that—successful, steady, fulfilled. She never pictured herself absent from his life.

It didn’t occur to her that she might need to.

If Brianna examined her feelings honestly—which she rarely did—she would have recognized how deeply she loved Devon.

But love, to her, was not automatically romantic.

Love was care. Love was loyalty. Love was consistency.

Love was knowing exactly where someone would be in the morning and finding comfort in that knowledge.

Romance, on the other hand, felt volatile. Unpredictable. Temporary.

Romance hurt.

Devon didn’t.

So Brianna placed him carefully outside that category, not out of denial, but out of preservation.

She couldn’t afford to lose him.

On a quiet afternoon, years after they first began walking side by side, Brianna and Devon stood at the corner where their paths diverged.

“I’ll see you later,” she said.

“Yeah,” Devon replied.

She hesitated for a moment, then reached out and squeezed his hand briefly.

“Thanks,” she added.

“For what?”

“For... always.”

Devon looked at her, something unreadable flickering across his face. Then he smiled.

“Anytime.”

Brianna turned and walked away, confident and unburdened.

She didn’t look back.

Because she never felt the need to.

Devon was not someone she feared losing.

He was the safest place she knew.
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Chapter 2: Brianna and the Wrong Men
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Brianna’s first boyfriend was kind in the way boys learned to be when they were trying.

He held doors open. He remembered her birthday. He told her she was easy to talk to, like it was a compliment he’d practiced in front of a mirror.

Brianna believed him.

She believed him because she wanted to believe that love could be gentle without being fragile. She wanted something that fit into her life without rearranging it completely. Something that didn’t ask her to choose between comfort and connection.

Devon met him one afternoon when the boy walked Brianna home.

“This is Devon,” Brianna said easily, like she was introducing a piece of furniture. “We grew up together.”

The boy smiled, shook Devon’s hand, asked how long they’d known each other.

“Forever,” Brianna answered before Devon could.

The boy laughed. “That’s dangerous.”

Brianna laughed too, dismissive. “He’s harmless.”

Devon smiled politely.

He didn’t correct her.

The relationship lasted six months.

It ended quietly, the way most things in Brianna’s life did. No shouting. No accusations. Just a gradual thinning of attention until the space between them felt louder than any argument.

“He just... stopped showing up,” Brianna told Devon one evening, sitting on his bed with her knees pulled in.

Devon nodded. “That happens.”

She frowned. “It shouldn’t.”

“No,” he agreed. “It shouldn’t.”

She waited, like she expected him to add something else. When he didn’t, she sighed.

“I don’t know why I thought it’d be different.”

Devon watched her carefully. “What made you think that?”

She shrugged. “He seemed nice.”

Devon didn’t say what he was thinking—that nice wasn’t the same as steady. That consistency wasn’t something people performed; it was something they embodied.

He didn’t want to sound like he was measuring himself against someone else.

So he stayed quiet.

The second man came later, after Brianna learned how to hope more cautiously.

This one was charming. Attentive in public. Quick with words that felt like affection. He liked the way Brianna listened. He liked how she didn’t interrupt. He liked how she made space for him.

Brianna liked that he noticed her.

She didn’t notice—at first—that his noticing only happened when it benefited him.

Devon noticed immediately.

The way Brianna checked her phone too often. The way she apologized when she didn’t need to. The way she started cancelling plans at the last minute, voice tight with rehearsed excuses.

“You don’t have to come over if you’re tired,” Devon said once.

She smiled too quickly. “I’m not tired.”

“You look tired.”

“I’m fine,” she insisted.

Devon didn’t argue. He just watched.

When it ended—because it always did—it ended badly.

Brianna showed up at Devon’s door with a split lip and eyes that wouldn’t meet his.

“I fell,” she said.

Devon didn’t respond immediately.

She filled the silence herself. “I’m clumsy.”

Devon stepped aside to let her in.

They sat on the couch. Devon handed her a glass of water. He waited.

Finally, quietly, he said, “Did he hurt you?”

Brianna’s fingers tightened around the glass. “He didn’t mean to.”

Devon’s jaw clenched.

She rushed on. “It was an accident. I shouldn’t have—”

Devon held up a hand. Not to stop her. To steady her.

“You don’t have to explain,” he said.

Her shoulders sagged. Relief and shame tangled together on her face.

Devon didn’t ask questions. He didn’t demand details. He didn’t suggest reporting or revenge or confrontation.

He stayed up with her until her breathing evened out, until her hands stopped shaking, until she could sleep.

The next morning, she thanked him like he’d done her a favor, not like he’d witnessed something he’d never forget.

After that, Brianna learned to love in fragments.

She learned to accept affection in doses small enough to manage. She learned how to excuse absence, how to translate indifference into misunderstanding, how to shoulder blame that wasn’t hers.

Each relationship followed a familiar arc.

At the beginning, men were attentive, drawn to her warmth, her emotional availability, the way she made them feel understood. They praised her patience. Her kindness. Her ability to adapt.

Then, slowly, they took those things for granted.

They canceled plans. They forgot important dates. They grew defensive when she asked for consistency instead of excitement.

“You’re too sensitive,” one said.

“You expect too much,” another told her.

Brianna internalized these critiques carefully, filing them away like instructions.

Don’t ask so often. Don’t need so much. Don’t make it hard.

She adjusted herself accordingly.

Devon watched from the periphery, helpless and silent.

Devon was never introduced as competition.

Brianna talked about him openly, casually, as if transparency alone ensured innocence.

“Devon and I are watching a movie tonight,” she’d say.

Or, “Devon’s picking me up later.”

Men reacted in different ways.

Some laughed it off. Some made jokes. Some grew quiet, watchful.

“Are you sure there’s nothing going on there?” one asked once.

Brianna scoffed. “Of course not. He’s family.”

The word settled easily on her tongue.

Family was safe. Family was non-threatening. Family didn’t complicate desire.

Devon accepted the label with practiced ease.

He learned how to occupy space without intruding. How to be present without being suspicious. How to care without being claimed.

It cost him more than Brianna ever knew.

There was a pattern to the aftermaths.

Brianna never arrived broken. She arrived tired.

She arrived with her edges dulled, her optimism folded in on itself. She arrived quieter than before, more careful with her words.

Devon adapted each time, adjusting his presence to match her needs.

If she wanted distraction, he provided it. If she wanted silence, he honored it. If she wanted reassurance, he gave it without making it about himself.

He learned to love her in ways that didn’t interfere with her choices.

Brianna never noticed how often Devon stayed home when she went out. How rarely he dated. How he oriented his life around availability rather than pursuit.

She didn’t notice because he never asked her to.

By her mid-twenties, Brianna started to believe there was something inherently flawed in her romantic instincts.

“I think I’m bad at choosing,” she said once, sitting across from Devon at a diner, stirring her coffee long after it cooled.

Devon studied her face. “Why?”

She sighed. “It’s always the same. They start off caring, and then... they get tired of me. Or I get tired of trying.”

“That doesn’t mean you’re bad at choosing,” Devon said carefully.

“What does it mean then?”

He hesitated. He wanted to say: It means you keep choosing people who don’t know how to stay. It means you mistake intensity for commitment. It means you accept less because you’re afraid of being too much.

Instead, he said, “It means you haven’t met the right person.”

Brianna smiled faintly. “That’s what everyone says.”

“It’s still true,” Devon replied.

She reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “You’re always so optimistic.”

Devon didn’t correct her.

Brianna didn’t notice how easily she leaned on Devon after every disappointment.

How naturally she recalibrated her emotional center around him. How she used his steadiness as a way to survive instability elsewhere.

To her, Devon was not a replacement for romance.

He was relief.

He was the place she returned to when love became exhausting.

And because he never asked her to choose him instead, she never considered that she already had.

Each failed relationship reinforced the same quiet conclusion.

Love was unpredictable. Love was effortful. Love demanded vigilance.

Devon was none of those things.

Devon was rest.

So Brianna continued forward, hopeful but cautious, searching for something that felt as safe as Devon without realizing the contradiction she was living inside.

And Devon continued watching her fall into the same patterns, knowing exactly where they led—and choosing, every time, not to interfere.

Because loving Brianna had never meant saving her from pain.

It meant being there when it came.

By the time Brianna told Devon, “I think I’m done trying for a while,” he nodded like he’d been expecting it.

“That’s okay,” he said.

She looked relieved. “You don’t think I’m giving up?”

“I think you’re tired,” Devon replied.

She smiled, grateful. “You always understand.”

Devon looked away.

Understanding was easy.

Enduring was harder.

But he did it anyway.
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DEVON LEARNED TO RECOGNIZE the signs.

She came over later at night instead of in the afternoon. She spoke more carefully, as if every sentence had to justify its existence. She apologized too often—for taking up space, for needing things, for feeling anything at all.

The first time she cried in front of him, it startled them both.

They were sitting on the floor of his room, backs against the bed, sharing takeout from cardboard boxes. The television played something neither of them was watching. Brianna had been quiet all evening, her answers short, her smile fragile.

“You don’t have to stay,” she said suddenly.

Devon turned toward her. “Why would I leave?”

She shrugged, picking at the edge of the box. “You probably have better things to do.”

Devon frowned. “I’m here because I want to be.”

She nodded, but her eyes filled anyway, tears spilling over before she could stop them. She turned her face away quickly, embarrassed.

Devon didn’t touch her right away. He waited—long enough to give her space, short enough that she didn’t feel abandoned.

“It’s okay,” he said quietly.

That did it.

Brianna’s shoulders shook, her breath hitching as she tried and failed to contain it. Devon shifted closer, pressing his shoulder against hers. He didn’t pull her in. He didn’t demand she look at him.

He just stayed.

“I don’t know why this keeps happening,” she whispered, voice breaking. “I try so hard. I do everything right.”

Devon’s chest ached. “I know.”

“I make myself smaller,” she continued. “I don’t ask for much. I don’t complain. And it’s still not enough.”

Devon closed his eyes briefly, steadying himself. “You shouldn’t have to make yourself smaller.”

She laughed weakly through tears. “Everyone says that.”

“I mean it,” he said.

She leaned into him then, finally, her forehead resting against his shoulder. Devon wrapped an arm around her without thinking, careful and firm, like muscle memory had taken over.

They stayed like that until her breathing slowed.

Afterward, she wiped her eyes and laughed awkwardly. “Sorry. That was... a lot.”

Devon shook his head. “You don’t have to apologize.”

She hesitated. “You won’t think I’m... difficult?”

“No,” he said immediately.

She studied his face, searching for something. When she didn’t find it, she relaxed.

That was the pattern.

She tested. He stayed.

Devon never asked for details unless she offered them.

He learned fragments instead—passed casually, like information she didn’t think mattered.

“He doesn’t like it when I go out with friends,” she said once, almost joking.

“That’s not great,” Devon replied carefully.

“It’s fine,” she insisted. “He just worries.”

Another time: “He says I’m too emotional.”

Devon paused. “How does that make you feel?”

She shrugged. “Maybe he’s right.”

Devon learned when to push and when to let silence speak. Most of the time, silence was safer.

But there were moments when the damage was visible in ways Brianna couldn’t hide.

Like the night she showed up with bruises she tried to explain away.

Or the morning she flinched when Devon raised his voice—only to call out across the house to ask if she wanted coffee.

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly.

Devon froze. “For what?”

“I don’t know,” she replied, equally confused.

Devon swallowed. “You didn’t do anything.”

She nodded, but the habit remained.

Devon became her point of recalibration.

After each breakup, Brianna unconsciously returned to him to remember who she was before she adjusted herself for someone else. She talked more freely with him. She laughed louder. She ate without guilt when he put food in front of her.

Devon noticed how quickly she softened again in his presence.

“You’re different with me,” he said once, before he could stop himself.

She looked up from where she was folding laundry on his bed. “Different how?”

He hesitated, choosing his words. “You’re... lighter.”

She smiled. “That’s because I don’t have to impress you.”

The sentence settled heavily between them.

Devon nodded, forcing a smile. “You don’t.”

She went back to folding, unaware of what she’d revealed.

There were nights when Brianna called Devon instead of coming over.

Those were the hardest.

Devon learned to wake at the sound of his phone vibrating, heart already bracing itself. He answered quietly, always.

“Hey,” he said.

Sometimes she cried. Sometimes she just breathed on the other end of the line.

Devon listened.

“I don’t think he likes me,” she said once, voice small.

Devon leaned back against the wall, staring at the ceiling. “Why do you think that?”

“He says I’m too much,” she whispered.

Devon closed his eyes. “You’re not.”

There was a pause. “You always say that.”

“Because it’s true.”

Another pause. “What if you’re just biased?”

Devon exhaled slowly. “I’m not.”

She didn’t argue.

Devon stayed on the line until she fell asleep, phone pressed to her ear. He didn’t hang up right away. He waited, listening to her breathing, making sure it stayed steady.

He never told her he did that.

Over time, the men changed, but the damage looked the same.

Brianna grew more adept at hiding it. She learned how to smooth over discomfort with humor, how to reframe neglect as independence, how to absorb disappointment without letting it show.

Devon watched her become better at surviving and worse at asking for help.

One evening, after another relationship ended, Brianna sat across from him at the kitchen table, fingers wrapped around a mug she hadn’t touched.

“I think something’s wrong with me,” she said flatly.

Devon looked up. “Why?”

“I keep ending up here,” she said, gesturing vaguely. “Back where I started.”

“Being here isn’t a bad thing,” Devon said carefully.

She shook her head. “I don’t mean here. I mean... disappointed. Tired. Empty.”

Devon pushed his chair back slightly, angling toward her. “You’re not empty.”

She laughed without humor. “You don’t know that.”

“I do,” he said.

She stared at him, eyes searching. “How?”

Devon faltered. There were so many answers, none of which he could give.

Because I see you. Because you still care even when it costs you. Because you show up even when you’re hurt.

Instead, he said, “Because you keep trying.”

She frowned. “Is that a good thing?”

“It is,” he replied. “Even when it doesn’t feel like it.”

She absorbed that quietly.

Devon never framed himself as the alternative.

He didn’t say, I would treat you better. He didn’t say, You don’t have to keep looking. He didn’t position himself as the answer to her pain.

He believed—foolishly, perhaps—that if Brianna ever wanted him, it would have to be because she saw him clearly, not because she was exhausted.

So he stayed where he always had been.

Steady. Available. Unclaimed.

After one particularly bad breakup, Brianna stayed at Devon’s place for three days.

Not officially. She just... didn’t leave.

She slept on his couch, curled inward, restless. Devon brought her water in the middle of the night when he heard her moving. He left the bathroom light on for her, door cracked open.

In the mornings, he made breakfast and set a plate in front of her without comment.

“You don’t have to do all this,” she said once.

“I know,” he replied.

She watched him for a moment. “Then why do you?”

Devon met her gaze. “Because I want to.”

The simplicity of the answer quieted her.

On the third day, she sat up straighter, more like herself. She showered. She folded the blanket she’d been using.

“I think I’m okay now,” she said.

Devon nodded. “Okay.”

She hesitated, then hugged him—quick and tight.

“Thank you,” she murmured.

He hugged her back, careful not to linger.

Brianna didn’t realize how much she depended on Devon to heal.

To her, healing was something she did alone. Quietly. With dignity.

But Devon was always there in the background, holding the environment steady while she rebuilt herself. He was the one who reminded her to eat, to sleep, to laugh again.

He was the one who stayed constant while everything else changed.

She never saw this as imbalance.

She saw it as friendship.

By the time Brianna said, “I think I attract the wrong men,” it sounded less like frustration and more like acceptance.

Devon frowned. “I don’t think you attract the wrong men.”

She tilted her head. “Then what?”

“I think you stay with them too long,” he said gently.

She considered that. “Because I’m patient?”

“Because you’re hopeful,” Devon replied.

She smiled faintly. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”

“It’s not,” he said. “It just... costs you.”

She looked down at her hands. “Everything costs something.”

Devon didn’t argue.

He just wondered how much more she could afford to lose.

Each time Brianna healed, she emerged a little more guarded.

Not bitter. Not closed off.

Just careful.

She told Devon once, half-joking, “I think I’m better at breakups than relationships.”

Devon smiled. “You’re good at surviving.”

She laughed. “That’s not the same thing.”

“No,” he agreed. “It’s not.”

But he didn’t say the rest—that surviving wasn’t supposed to be her full-time occupation.

Devon carried every version of Brianna with him.

The hopeful one. The hurt one. The quiet one. The one who pretended she was fine.

He loved her through all of them without distinction.

And Brianna, unaware of the weight she placed on him, continued to return to the same place after every storm.

Because Devon never asked her to be anything but herself.
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SHE SLEPT A LITTLE more. She laughed a little louder. She reintroduced color into her wardrobe. She started saying yes again—to invitations, to new routines, to the possibility that this time might be different.

Devon always noticed the shift before she named it.

She stopped coming over every night. She stopped lingering in silence. She began talking about plans that didn’t include him—not pointedly, not with distance, but with a lightness that signaled readiness.

“I’m thinking of taking a class,” she said once, scrolling through her phone. “Just for fun.”

“That’s good,” Devon replied.

“Yeah,” she said. “I think I need something new.”

Devon nodded. He understood what new meant.

Healing, for Brianna, was a private process.

She didn’t process out loud. She didn’t dissect what went wrong or interrogate her choices for too long. She took what she could carry forward and left the rest behind, like debris after a storm.

Devon watched her learn how to smile again without forcing it.

Watched her reclaim small pleasures—long walks, late-night baking, music played too loudly. Watched her remind herself that she was still capable of joy.

He admired her resilience even as it exhausted him.

“You’re better,” he said one afternoon, sitting across from her at the kitchen table.

She looked up. “Am I?”

“Yeah,” he said. “You seem lighter.”

She smiled. “I guess I am.”

There was a pause. “I think I’m ready to try again.”

The words landed with familiar weight.

Devon kept his expression neutral. “That’s good.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

“I am,” he said, truthfully. “You deserve to be happy.”

She studied him for a moment, then smiled, satisfied. “I knew you’d say that.”

When Brianna started dating again, she didn’t announce it like a milestone. She mentioned it casually, in passing, as if it were just another detail in her life.

“I met someone,” she said while helping Devon clean up after dinner.

Devon handed her a towel. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. It’s nothing serious,” she added quickly.

He nodded. “Okay.”

She watched his face, then relaxed when she saw no sign of concern.

She liked that Devon didn’t make things complicated. That he didn’t ask probing questions or offer unsolicited advice. It made starting over feel easier.

Devon learned to recalibrate himself each time.

He learned to expect absences again. To accept canceled plans. To adjust his availability without resentment. He learned how to make space for her happiness without stepping into it.

He never told her how familiar this cycle had become.

The men changed, but the pattern didn’t.

There was always a period of optimism. Brianna glowed during those weeks—eyes brighter, voice lighter, steps quicker. She talked about small details with cautious excitement.

“He listens,” she said once. “Really listens.”

“That’s important,” Devon replied.

“And he’s consistent,” she added, like she didn’t quite trust the word yet.

Devon smiled faintly. “That’s good.”

He didn’t tell her that consistency was not a special trait. He didn’t want to dampen her hope.

He watched her fall into the rhythm of new affection, watched her test boundaries carefully, watched her offer herself again with restrained faith.

And he waited.

Devon never resented the men themselves.

He resented the inevitability.

Because eventually, something always shifted.

The messages grew less frequent. The excuses more creative. The affection conditional.

Brianna noticed, of course. She always did. She just didn’t react right away.

She gave people time. She gave them the benefit of the doubt. She gave them pieces of herself she couldn’t afford to lose.

Devon saw the warning signs before she admitted them.

“You’ve been quiet,” he said once, during a walk.

She shrugged. “Just tired.”

“From what?”

She hesitated. “Trying to figure out if I’m imagining things.”

Devon stopped walking. “Do you want my opinion?”

She looked at him warily. “Will you be honest?”

“Yes.”

She exhaled. “Then... maybe not yet.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

He waited.

When the end came, it rarely surprised her.

Brianna always framed it as mutual understanding, even when it wasn’t. She used words like different priorities and bad timing and it just didn’t work out.

Devon listened without interrupting.

“I think I did everything right this time,” she said once, sitting beside him on the couch.

Devon leaned back. “You probably did.”

“Then why does it still feel like a failure?”

Devon considered that. “Because you wanted it to last.”

She nodded, eyes unfocused. “Yeah.”

They sat in silence.

Brianna didn’t cry this time. She just looked tired.

Devon wanted to reach for her, to pull her into the familiar comfort of his presence. But he hesitated. She wasn’t broken right now. She was rebuilding.

He didn’t want to interrupt the process.

Brianna healed faster each time.

Not because it hurt less—but because she learned what to do with the hurt.

She didn’t dwell as long. She didn’t question herself as deeply. She stopped asking what she could have done differently and started asking what she needed next.

Devon watched her grow more self-sufficient, more composed.

“You’re really okay,” he said once, surprised.

She smiled. “I told you.”

He smiled back. “I just didn’t expect it so soon.”

She shrugged. “I’m used to it.”

That sentence stayed with him longer than he wanted.

There were moments when Devon wondered if Brianna stayed broken longer when she was alone.

If his presence accelerated her healing in ways that cost her something else.

He wondered if she leaned on him so naturally that she never learned to sit with the emptiness long enough to recognize what it was trying to tell her.

He never voiced these thoughts.

He didn’t want to remove himself from her life to test a theory.

Every time Brianna healed, she moved forward.

And every time she moved forward, she moved away.

Not deliberately. Not cruelly.

Just naturally.

She filled her time with new people, new commitments, new hopes. She didn’t disappear from Devon’s life—but she stopped orbiting him so closely.

Devon adjusted, as he always did.

He reminded himself that this was good. That her independence was healthy. That her happiness mattered more than his proximity.

He believed these things.

They just didn’t make it easier.

One evening, after Brianna had been single for a while, she sat across from Devon at a café, stirring her drink.

“I think I’m finally getting better at this,” she said.

“At what?”

“At letting go,” she replied. “At not clinging to things that don’t work.”

Devon nodded. “That’s growth.”

She smiled. “You sound like a therapist.”

He smiled back. “Occupational hazard.”

She hesitated. “You don’t think I give up too easily now?”

Devon shook his head. “I think you know when to leave.”

She seemed relieved. “That’s what I thought.”

She took a sip of her drink, then added casually, “I met someone interesting yesterday.”

Devon felt the familiar tightening in his chest.

“Oh?” he said.

“Yeah. We talked for hours. It felt... easy.”

Devon forced a smile. “That’s good.”

She watched him, then laughed softly. “You always say that.”

“Because it is.”

She reached across the table and squeezed his hand briefly. “Thank you for always being happy for me.”

Devon held her gaze. “Always.”

She believed him.

Brianna never questioned why Devon never moved on the way she did.

She assumed he was selective. Or busy. Or content.

She didn’t see the way his life narrowed around availability. The way he built his days around being there for her without demanding anything in return.

She didn’t see it because he never asked her to.

Devon became very good at living in the background.

As the years passed, the cycle repeated often enough to feel like a rhythm.

Brianna tried. She got hurt. She healed. She tried again.

Devon watched.

He learned to recognize the moment she was ready to leave behind the last disappointment—not by her words, but by her posture. By the way she sat up straighter, spoke more decisively, looked forward instead of inward.

He knew when she was about to move on before she did.

And every time, he told himself the same thing.

This time might be different.

Not because he believed the man would be better.

But because he hoped Brianna would eventually stop needing him as her landing place.

There was a night—quiet, unremarkable—when Brianna hugged Devon goodbye at her door and said, “I’m really okay now.”

Devon nodded. “I know.”

She smiled, content. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” he said.

She left.

Devon stood there longer than necessary, staring at the closed door.

He realized then that Brianna’s resilience—the thing he admired most about her—was also the thing that kept her just out of reach.

She didn’t stay broken long enough to need saving.

She didn’t stay still long enough to notice who stayed.

Brianna continued forward, hopeful and determined, carrying her lessons with her.

Devon remained where he always had been.

Not waiting, exactly.

Just present.

Because loving Brianna had never been about winning or losing.

It had been about constancy.

And even as she healed and left and healed again, Devon stayed close enough to catch her if she fell—knowing, with quiet certainty, that she never would for long.

And knowing, just as clearly, that she would never stay.
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Chapter 3: Devon’s Marriage
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Devon didn’t wake up one morning and decide to get married.

There was no moment of clarity. No rush of certainty. No feeling that settled in his chest and said, This is it.

What came instead was pressure—quiet, persistent, reasonable pressure. The kind that didn’t feel cruel because it never raised its voice. The kind that wore you down by sounding sensible.

He was twenty-seven when the conversations started.

Not directly at first. They arrived sideways, disguised as concern.

His mother mentioned stability more often. His father asked about his plans with increasing frequency. Friends began to pair off, conversations shifting toward mortgages and children and timelines.

Devon listened. He nodded. He said things like maybe and we’ll see and I’m not in a rush.

But time, it turned out, didn’t care whether he was.

He met her through mutual friends.

She was kind. Responsible. Practical. She asked him about his work and listened when he explained his ideas. She didn’t demand intensity. She didn’t ask for emotional vulnerability he didn’t know how to offer.

She fit.

That was the word everyone used.

“She’s a good match,” his mother said after meeting her once.

“She seems steady,” a friend commented.

Devon agreed.

Steady felt important.

He had spent so long being the steady one for others that choosing someone who required less from him felt... manageable.

Their relationship unfolded without drama.

They went on dates. They shared meals. They talked about surface things—work, plans, logistics. She admired his reliability. He appreciated her independence.

There was affection. There was comfort.

There was no urgency.

Devon noticed the absence of longing but didn’t name it as loss.

He told himself that love didn’t have to be overwhelming to be real.

Brianna knew early.

He didn’t tell her outright. He didn’t sit her down or announce anything. He simply mentioned her name one afternoon while they were sorting through old boxes in his studio space.

“I’m seeing someone,” he said casually.

Brianna looked up from the pile of sketchbooks she’d been flipping through. “Oh?”

“Yeah.”

She smiled immediately. “That’s great.”

He watched her carefully, searching for something—hesitation, surprise, discomfort.

There was none.

“What’s she like?” Brianna asked.

Devon hesitated, then answered honestly. “She’s... easy to be around.”

Brianna laughed. “That’s important.”

He nodded. “I think so.”

She went back to the box, unbothered. “I’m happy for you.”

The relief that washed through him was immediate and sharp.

If Brianna was fine with it, then it was fine.

As the relationship progressed, Devon felt himself being guided rather than pulled.

Questions about the future came framed as logistics, not desire.

“What do you think about kids?” she asked one evening.

“I think... someday,” he replied.

“Not now,” she agreed. “But eventually.”

They aligned easily in conversation. Their visions overlapped in neat, practical ways.

It felt like checking boxes rather than building something.

Devon told himself that was maturity.

The proposal wasn’t romantic.

It happened after dinner, in their shared apartment, while they were discussing lease renewal options. Devon listened to her outline pros and cons, nodding absently.

“You know,” she said thoughtfully, “it would make more sense financially if we planned long-term.”

Devon looked at her. “You mean...?”

She met his gaze calmly. “Marriage.”

The word landed between them, solid and unavoidable.

Devon didn’t feel panic.

He felt tired.

Not physically. Emotionally.

Tired of uncertainty. Tired of answering questions about where his life was going. Tired of existing in a holding pattern.

He thought of Brianna then—not in longing, but in habit. In the way she was always there, unchanged, constant. He thought of how she never asked him for more than he could give.

He thought of how he had never asked her for anything either.

“Okay,” he said.

She smiled, relieved. “Okay?”

“Okay,” he repeated.

They didn’t celebrate immediately. They went to bed.

Devon lay awake longer than usual, staring at the ceiling, telling himself that calm was better than chaos. That safety was better than risk.

That some doors were meant to stay closed.

When he told Brianna, he did it carefully.

They were sitting on the front steps of her house, evening settling in around them. It felt familiar enough to soften the words.

“I’m getting married,” he said.

Brianna turned to him, eyes widening. “What?”

He smiled faintly. “Yeah.”

“That’s—” She paused, then grinned. “That’s amazing.”

Her reaction was immediate and unguarded.

“You’re serious?” she asked.

He nodded. “We’ve talked about it. It makes sense.”

Brianna reached out and squeezed his arm. “I’m really happy for you.”

He studied her face, waiting for some flicker of hesitation.

There was none.

“You deserve that,” she added.

Something in his chest tightened—not painfully, just enough to notice.

“Thanks,” he said.

She leaned back, looking up at the sky. “Wow. You’re really doing it.”

He followed her gaze. “Yeah.”

“Do you want kids?” she asked.

“Eventually.”

She smiled. “You’ll be a great dad.”

The ease with which she said it both comforted and unsettled him.

If she could imagine his future so clearly without herself in it, then this was the right decision.

Devon moved forward because nothing stopped him.

There was no resistance. No obstacle. No voice loud enough to challenge the path laid out in front of him.

He planned a wedding because it was expected. He nodded through discussions about venues and guest lists. He chose a ring based on practicality, not symbolism.

It all felt distant, like he was observing his own life from slightly outside himself.

Brianna helped without hesitation.

She offered opinions when asked, laughed at his discomfort during fittings, teased him gently when he looked overwhelmed.

“You okay?” she asked once, noticing his quiet mood.

“Yeah,” he said automatically.

She smiled. “You’re just nervous.”

He nodded, accepting the explanation.

She had no reason to doubt him.

Devon told himself he was choosing stability.

He told himself that love could grow from shared responsibility. That affection could deepen over time.

He told himself that what he felt for Brianna—whatever it was—belonged in the past. Or in a category that didn’t require action.

He never framed his decision as loss.

He framed it as adulthood.

On nights when doubt crept in, it didn’t arrive as regret.

It arrived as silence.

He would lie awake beside his fiancée, listening to her steady breathing, and think about how little of himself she asked for. How little he gave.

He thought about how Brianna knew him in ways no one else did—not because he told her everything, but because she paid attention.

He reminded himself that familiarity wasn’t the same as destiny.

He reminded himself that comfort could be built with effort.

And effort, he believed, was something he could sustain.

The closer the wedding came, the more people congratulated him.

Devon learned how to accept praise for a decision he still felt detached from.

“You’re doing the right thing,” someone said.

“She’s lucky to have you,” another added.

Devon smiled politely.

He didn’t feel lucky.

He felt resolved.

On the night he signed the final paperwork, Devon sat alone in his studio long after midnight. Sketches littered the desk. The space smelled like ink and dust and old coffee.

He stared at a blank page for a long time.

He thought about calling Brianna.

He didn’t.

He told himself that if he needed reassurance, it should come from the life he was choosing—not the one he was closing the door on.

He turned off the lights and went home.

Devon didn’t marry for passion.

He married for structure.

For predictability.

For the promise that if he followed the rules, did the responsible thing, built a life the way he was supposed to—

Everything would settle.

And if something inside him remained unresolved, unnamed, unfinished—

He would learn to live with that too.

Because Devon Cross had always been good at endurance.

And this, he believed, was simply another version of it.
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THEY WERE IN HIS KITCHEN, late afternoon light slanting through the narrow window above the sink. Devon was rinsing a mug, sleeves rolled up, movements unhurried. Brianna sat at the small table with her legs tucked beneath her, scrolling absently through her phone, half-listening to the hum of the refrigerator and the distant sound of traffic outside.

“I talked to my mom today,” Devon said, like it was an afterthought.

“Oh?” Brianna glanced up. “How is she?”

“She’s... fine.” He set the mug in the rack, wiped his hands on a towel. “Busy.”

Brianna smiled. “She’s always busy.”

“Yeah.” A pause. Then, carefully: “She asked if I’d set a date yet.”

Brianna blinked once. The word didn’t immediately land. “A date for...?”

Devon turned
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