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Chapter 1 — The Night It Felt Like Relief
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Avery didn’t cry in public.

She had rules about it—quiet rules that lived in her muscles like posture. You can feel the panic, you can swallow the panic, you can keep moving until you’re alone. You can do the bathroom-stall thing if you have to. You can call your sister with your voice steadied into something that sounds like “fine.”

But you don’t put your grief on a table between a stranger’s drink and their opinion of you.

Tonight, though, the rules were thin.

She sat at the far end of the bar with her hands around a sweating glass of soda water she hadn’t asked for. The bartender had brought it anyway, like he’d looked at her face and decided she wasn’t here to get drunk—she was here to survive the next hour without falling apart in her car.

Her phone lit up again on the counter. One new message, then two, then the little bubble that meant someone was typing.

Avery didn’t open it.

Her head felt packed with cotton. The world sounded slightly too loud: the laugh at the corner table that kept spiking, the sports commentators on the TV who sounded like they hated silence, the ice machine crunching behind the bar. Even the neon sign in the window looked aggressive, like it had an opinion about her life.

The place wasn’t fancy. A neighborhood spot in Austin with sticky wooden tables and a chalkboard menu that never changed. Her friend Mila had called it “a forgiving bar,” which Avery had laughed at earlier in the year, before she understood what forgiveness looked like in a room.

The stool beside her scraped.

“Is this seat taken?” a man asked.

Avery looked up automatically—polite reflex, the kind that made her nod even when she didn’t want company. He didn’t look like the men who tried to talk to women at bars for sport. He looked...tired. Like he was in a suit because he’d had to be, not because he liked it. His tie was loosened, collar open. Dark hair that had been neat hours ago and now wasn’t.

His eyes flicked to her phone—just a glance, quick, not nosy. Then back to her face.

“No,” she said. Her voice sounded normal. She didn’t trust it.

He sat down slowly, as if he was trying not to spook her.

Avery waited for the line. For the attempt at charm that would make her wish she’d lied and said yes, the seat was taken. But he didn’t say anything else. He just looked at the bar in front of him like it might offer instructions.

The bartender appeared. “What can I get you?”

The man paused, then said, “Water. And...whatever beer is the least effort.”

The bartender snorted. “I’ve never heard someone order a beer like that.”

“It’s been a day,” the man said, and his voice held that flat, careful tone people used when the details were too sharp to share.

The bartender set a water in front of him and walked away.

The man took a sip and stared at it like it didn’t taste like anything but at least it was something he could swallow.

Avery tried to return to her own corner of the world, to her untouched soda water and the quiet violence of her phone lighting up. She pressed her thumb to the edge of the screen without unlocking it, as if touch alone could contain the situation.

The man beside her glanced at her again. “You don’t have to answer it,” he said softly.

Avery’s mouth tightened. “I know.”

“Sorry.” He lifted one hand, palm out. “Not my business.”

“It’s fine,” she said, because she always said that.

He nodded once, like he didn’t believe her but wasn’t going to argue.

She noticed his hands. Long fingers. A faint bruise on one knuckle. No ring. A watch that looked expensive but scratched, like he wore it without caring what it said about him.

He kept his shoulders squared as if the shape of him mattered, even when he was clearly exhausted.

Avery hated that her brain was noticing details. It was what she did—catalog, interpret, anticipate. It kept her safe. It also kept her lonely.

His beer arrived. He didn’t toast her. He didn’t try to draw her into a conversation. He took one sip, then set it down as if the taste reminded him he didn’t actually want to be here.

Avery’s phone buzzed again, longer this time.

She flinched before she could stop herself.

The man’s gaze flicked to her face—just enough to register the flinch, not enough to turn it into an interrogation.

“Boyfriend?” he asked, then immediately looked away. “Sorry. You don’t have to answer.”

Avery let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. “Ex,” she said. The word felt like swallowing something dry.

The man nodded. “Fresh?”

“Fresh and...not mutual,” Avery said, and hated herself for saying that much.

He didn’t smile, like he thought her pain was entertainment. His expression just softened, almost imperceptibly. “That’s the worst kind.”

Avery stared at him. People didn’t usually say things like that. They said, You’ll be fine. Or, He doesn’t deserve you. Or they offered optimism like a bandage, bright and flimsy.

“Yeah,” she said. “It is.”

He held her gaze for a moment, then looked down at his beer. “I’m Ethan,” he said.

Avery’s instinct was to give him a fake name. She didn’t. She was too tired to build another version of herself.

“Avery.”

Ethan repeated it like he was testing the sound. “Avery.”

It felt strangely intimate to hear her name in a stranger’s mouth. It felt like being noticed in a way she wasn’t prepared for.

The bartender set a bowl of pretzels between them without asking, then wandered off.

Avery stared at the pretzels like they were a puzzle.

Ethan pushed the bowl closer to her. “You should eat,” he said.

Avery gave him a look. “Are you my doctor now?”

His mouth twitched. “No. I’m just a man who has discovered that hunger turns sadness into something louder.”

That landed too precisely.

Avery reached into the bowl and took one pretzel, more to prove she could than because she wanted it. The salt hit her tongue and reminded her she had a body, not just a mind.

Ethan watched her chew, then looked away again, giving her privacy even in the same space.

“Why are you here?” she asked, because it was easier than talking about why she was.

Ethan’s fingers tightened around his glass for half a second. “Because I didn’t want to go home.”

The simplicity of it made Avery’s chest ache.

She didn’t ask what home meant. She could hear, in his tone, that home wasn’t a comfort right now.

Her phone lit up again.

This time, she unlocked it.

Four missed calls. A string of messages.

Avery, please.  

Don’t do this.  

You’re being dramatic.  

Answer me.

Her throat went tight in that old, familiar way. The guilt tried to crawl up her ribs and settle in the space where self-respect was supposed to live.

Ethan didn’t lean in to read. He stared at his beer like he was giving her room to make a choice.

“He thinks,” Avery said quietly, “that my silence is something he can correct.”

Ethan’s gaze lifted to her face. “Is it?”

Avery almost laughed. Not because it was funny. Because it was rare to be asked something that straightforward.

She looked at the screen until the words blurred, then set the phone facedown on the bar.

“No,” she said.

Ethan nodded, like he’d expected that answer and was relieved for her.

“You’re not okay,” he said, and it wasn’t pity. It was fact.

Avery drew a slow breath. “I will be.”

The sentence sounded like a promise she’d made a thousand times. This time it felt heavier.

Ethan’s voice dropped. “You don’t have to earn being okay.”

Avery stared at him.

She didn’t know what to do with that kind of kindness—soft and unclaimed, not attached to a debt.

She looked away first, because it was safer.

Outside, cars passed under the streetlights. The world moved on. Avery stayed still on her stool, her phone silent for the first time in hours.

She realized, with a slow shock, that her silence didn’t feel like emptiness.

It felt like the beginning of a boundary.

And Ethan was sitting beside her like he understood what that cost.

Avery stared at the condensation ring her glass had left on the bar—perfect, damp, already fading at the edges.

She thought, absurdly, that the ring looked like proof of something that had existed for a moment and then disappeared.

That was what love had started to feel like lately. A mark. A ghost.

Ethan stood up slowly and slid cash under his beer glass. “I should go,” he said, voice gentle.

“You don’t have to,” Avery heard herself say.

Ethan paused, then looked at her with a kind of care that didn’t ask for anything. “Neither do you,” he replied.

The sentence hit Avery in the ribs because it wasn’t about him leaving. It was about her staying in places that made her small.

She watched Ethan walk toward the door, shoulders squared like he was used to carrying a lot quietly.

Before he pushed the door open, he glanced back once, not like a man collecting a victory—like a man making sure she was still breathing.

Then he left.

And Avery realized her boundary wasn’t a dramatic act.

It was a small, stubborn decision to stop answering to fear as if fear were love.
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Chapter 2 — The Version of Him That Stayed
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Avery left the bar with her phone still facedown in her purse.

Not because she was brave—because she didn’t trust herself. If she saw the screen light up, her body would do its old thing: tighten, apologize, negotiate herself into being smaller again.

Outside, the night air was warm and damp, smelling faintly of car exhaust and someone’s backyard grill. Austin always smelled like people were trying to make something good happen.

Ethan walked beside her without touching her. Close enough that she felt less exposed, far enough that he didn’t assume he belonged.

At the curb, Avery dug through her purse for her keys with fingers that wouldn’t cooperate.

“You okay to drive?” Ethan asked.

Avery’s laugh came out thin. “Probably. Unless my car decides to have a crisis too.”

Ethan’s mouth twitched again, that almost-smile he seemed to keep on a leash. “If you’re not, I can call you a ride.”

“I’m fine,” Avery said automatically.

Ethan didn’t argue. He just watched her, eyes steady, like he was waiting for her to tell the truth without being forced.

Avery hated how much she wanted to.

She opened her car door and slid into the driver’s seat. The interior smelled like vanilla air freshener and the ghost of the takeout she’d eaten two days ago. Proof that she was a person with habits, not just a mess.

Ethan stood outside her door, one hand resting on the roof of her car lightly, not possessive—more like anchoring himself.

“Thank you,” Avery said before she could stop herself.

Ethan blinked. “For what?”

“For not making me perform. For not telling me I’m crazy. For not turning my boundary into an argument.

Avery settled for the safest truth. “For...staying.”

Ethan’s gaze softened. “Yeah.”

He didn’t say anytime. He didn’t offer himself like a solution. That would’ve been too easy. Too suspicious.

Instead he stepped back, giving her room to leave.

Avery started the engine. The car shook once, then smoothed into a steady hum.

Ethan lifted a hand—not quite a wave, more like a small, awkward acknowledgement.

Avery drove away.

At the first red light, her phone buzzed inside her purse like a trapped insect.

Her pulse jumped anyway.

She turned the radio on to drown it out. A soft song played, something about forever. Avery reached out and changed the station before she could feel whatever the lyrics were trying to pull up from her chest.

She told herself she was in control.

She told herself she could block him and still be fine.

But her body didn’t know the difference between a buzzing phone and a threat. It responded the same: shoulders tight, breath shallow, mind sprinting.

When she got home, she didn’t turn the lights on right away. She stood in her dark apartment, keys still in her hand, listening to the building settle around her.

Her phone buzzed again.

Avery set her purse on the counter and didn’t open it.

She took her shoes off. She washed her face. She brushed her teeth. She moved through small, ordinary steps like she was proving to herself she still belonged in her own life.

In the bathroom mirror, she looked tired. Not ugly. Not broken. Just...used up.

She stared at her reflection for a long moment and whispered, “You don’t have to fix him.”

It was a sentence she’d said before in different forms. Not about him—about other men, other versions of the same pattern.

Still, she knew she meant it tonight.

When she finally pulled her phone out, her hands shook.

Ten messages. Two voicemails. The latest text sat at the bottom like a verdict.

If you don’t answer, I’m coming over.

Avery’s stomach dropped. She could picture him showing up with hurt disguised as anger, demanding a conversation he would win by outlasting her.

She stared at the words until her eyes started to sting.

Then she opened her contacts and hit Block.

Her thumb hovered for a beat.

Blocking someone always felt like crossing a line she’d been trained not to cross. Women weren’t supposed to be absolute. They were supposed to be reasonable. Available. Kind.

Avery pressed down anyway.

The screen went quiet.

No dramatic relief flooded her body. No peace. Just a new kind of silence—wide and unfamiliar, like stepping into an empty room after years of constant noise.

Avery stood there waiting for her body to celebrate.

Instead her hands kept shaking, adrenaline with nowhere to go. She realized she’d confused quiet with safety. Quiet was just the absence of immediate impact.

Safety, she was learning, was something you built—brick by brick—inside your own chest.

She set the phone on the counter and leaned forward, palms flat, breathing slowly.

There was a knock at the door.

Avery froze.

Her heart slammed hard enough she tasted it. Her mind raced through a list of options like it was trying to keep her alive.

Don’t answer.  

Call someone.  

Pretend you’re not home.  

Be brave. Be small. Be invisible.

The knock came again—two soft taps.

Not aggressive. Not demanding.

Avery gathered herself and walked to the door, moving like her body didn’t fully trust the floor.

She looked through the peephole.

Ethan stood in the hallway holding a paper bag.

Avery’s mouth went dry.

She opened the door a crack, chain still on. “Ethan?”

His eyes flicked over her face like he was taking inventory without trying to. “You left your card,” he said, holding up a business card between two fingers.

On the card: AVERY HAWTHORNE and the name of the nonprofit she worked for. Trauma advocacy. Crisis counseling. Helping people climb out of the worst days of their lives.

Of course she’d left it.

She would leave her identity behind in a fire if it meant someone could find her again.

“I—” Avery started.

Ethan lifted the paper bag slightly. “And you didn’t eat,” he said. “So I brought you tacos. If that’s weird, you can tell me it’s weird and I’ll leave. I’m not trying to—” He stopped, jaw working like he was editing himself. “I’m not trying to make you owe me.”

Avery stared at him.

The hallway light made his face look tired and honest. He didn’t look like a man playing hero. He looked like a man who had recognized pain and didn’t want to abandon it.

That should have been comforting.

It should have been.

Instead, something in Avery’s chest tightened—not fear of him, but fear of what her heart did around men who knew how to stay.

“You followed me,” she said quietly.

Ethan’s gaze held. “I made sure you got home. Then I realized your purse was open when you left the bar and your card fell out. I didn’t want...someone else to have your address.”

Avery’s throat went tight.

She could think of a hundred men who would use her address as leverage. Ethan had used it like responsibility.

“You don’t have to do that,” Avery whispered.

Ethan nodded once. “I know.”

He stood there, still holding the bag, letting her choose.

Avery looked at the tacos, then at him.

The chain on her door felt suddenly symbolic.

She didn’t know this man.

And yet he was the first person all night who hadn’t tried to pull her back into a version of herself that begged.

Avery unhooked the chain.

She opened the door.

“Five minutes,” she said, because giving kindness a time limit felt safer.

Ethan’s mouth twitched again, that almost-smile. “Okay.”

He stepped inside like he understood he was entering a fragile space.

And Avery realized, too late to stop it, that she was already paying attention to the version of him that stayed.

After Ethan left, the apartment felt too quiet in a new way.

Not the quiet that came after Evan—tense, radioactive, waiting for the next message to detonate. A softer quiet, like a room after someone closed the door gently instead of slamming it.

Avery stood at her counter and stared at the empty taco wrappers like they were proof of something she couldn’t explain.

Her phone sat on the counter, black screen, obedient silence. No buzzing. No threats. No demands. Just...space.

She tried to enjoy it.

Her body didn’t know how.

She caught herself glancing at the front door as if Ethan might knock again, then scolded herself for the thought.

Wanting someone to stay, even for five more minutes, didn’t make her stupid.

It made her human.

And that was the part Avery had always punished.

She went to her bedroom and changed into an oversized T-shirt, then stood there holding her purse like she didn’t know where to put it.

Finally, she tucked it into her closet, the way you hid a thing that had teeth.
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