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  Dedication


To the people who love the imperfect version of us, and stay anyway. 
To the ones who taught me that “I’m here”can be a whole promise.
And to anyone who’s ever wished for one more morning—not to redo it perfectly, but to do it honestly.
-TJ
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  Chapter 1: The Signature


Mara signed her name like she was approving an expense report. Neat, angled, consistent. The kind of signature that never hinted at chaos. 
The lawyer’s office smelled faintly of lemon cleaner and old paper. Not comforting, exactly. Just sterile enough that Mara could pretend she was in a place where people made rational decisions and then walked out without bleeding.
“Take your time,” her attorney said, as if time was the problem. As if the last twelve months hadn’t been one long, slow exhale she couldn’t finish.
Mara nodded anyway. She was good at nodding. She was good at appearing calm when her ribs felt too tight and her hands went cold. She was good at being the version of herself that didn’t need anything.
The pen felt heavier than it should. That was ridiculous. It was a pen. A cheap ballpoint with the law firm’s name stamped in silver. She’d held heavier things. She’d carried suitcases through airports, hauled boxes up stairs, dragged groceries in one trip because asking for help was an admission of weakness and also, frankly, inefficient.
And yet the pen sat in her fingers like a weight she couldn’t outsmart.
Across the desk, the divorce packet waited, clipped and tabbed, polite about the fact that it was erasing a decade. The pages were so clean. The words were so unromantic. Dissolution. Distribution. Waiver. Each term a small, bureaucratic shrug.
She looked down at the final line. Mara Kline, formerly Mara Summers. The name she’d made choices under. The name she’d learned to wear like armor.
Her hand moved. Ink on paper. The stroke of her signature was smooth and practiced.
Nothing happened.
No cinematic gut-punch. No trembling tears. No sudden clarity. Just a quiet, blank space in her chest where she’d expected grief to live. Even relief felt far away, like it belonged to a different woman.
Her attorney slid the document toward her with the satisfied gentleness reserved for final outcomes. “All right. That’s it.”
That’s it. As if you could end a marriage with a sentence that belonged on a checklist.
Mara smiled, because that was what you did at the end of transactions. “Great,” she said. The word came out too bright. Like she was agreeing to a meeting time.
She gathered the folder, tucked it under her arm, and stood. Her knees didn’t wobble. Her voice didn’t crack. Her face did not collapse. In the reflection of the framed diploma behind the attorney, she looked… normal.
Normal was her specialty.
Outside, the city hit her with cold air and midday noise. Traffic hissed on wet pavement. A bus groaned at the curb. Somewhere nearby, a dog barked at nothing important. The world kept moving with the indifference of a machine that didn’t care what you’d just broken.
Mara stepped onto the sidewalk and adjusted her grip on the folder. The cardboard edge pressed into her palm. Real. Solid. Proof.
Her phone buzzed in her coat pocket. She pulled it out, expecting a work email. A calendar alert. Anything that would tell her the day still had tasks she could complete.
Instead, her music app lit up with a cheerful neon banner: CLOSURE PLAYLIST — NOW PLAYING.
Before she could stop it, a song exploded out of her speaker: something aggressively upbeat with a chorus that sounded like glitter being thrown at a funeral.
“Are you kidding me,” Mara muttered.
A woman passing by glanced at her with sympathy that felt invasive. Mara forced a laugh and jabbed at the screen to mute it, as if the problem was volume, not irony.
She stared at the paused track title for a beat. GOOD VIBES ONLY.
Mara almost threw the phone into traffic. She didn’t, because she was not the kind of person who destroyed property in public. She was the kind of person who smiled through it and went home and reorganized a drawer until the universe felt less out of order.
She shoved the phone back into her pocket and kept walking.
The cab ride was a blur of glass and gray streets. Mara watched the city slide by like she was watching someone else’s life through a window. She registered details because her brain loved details: the chipped paint on a crosswalk signal, the smear of lipstick on the cab’s plexiglass divider, the driver humming along to a radio station that kept insisting love songs were still relevant.
The folder sat in her lap. Her fingers traced the corner without thinking.
A memory flickered, uninvited, sharp enough to make her inhale.
Ethan, in their kitchen, laughing at something stupid on his phone. Not a big laugh. Not performance. Just that quiet, warm sound he made when he forgot to be careful. He’d been leaning against the counter, sleeves rolled up, hair falling into his eyes, and he’d looked at her like she was the best part of his day.
Mara’s throat tightened. She hated that it still could. She hated that her body remembered tenderness like it was muscle memory.
She swallowed hard and stared out the window until the buildings blurred.
Her apartment building rose up in familiar beige lines. The doorman nodded. “Afternoon, Ms. Kline.”
Ms. Kline. Not Mrs. Not attached. Not shared.
Mara returned the nod and rode the elevator up, the folder hugged to her chest like a shield. In the hallway, she fumbled her keys once, then again. Her hands weren’t shaking. They were just… less cooperative than usual.
Inside, the apartment was too quiet. She’d taken most of Ethan’s things months ago, when the separation became official. The remaining emptiness had been arranged, curated. The furniture spaced with intention. The counters cleared. The whole place felt like a showroom where no one actually lived.
Mara hung up her coat. She placed the folder on the kitchen table. It looked wrong there, like an object from a different genre.
She didn’t cry. She didn’t pace. She didn’t call a friend, because her friends had already taken turns saying the supportive lines and Mara had already taken turns saying she was fine.
She made tea. She ate a piece of toast she didn’t taste. She answered two emails. She opened her laptop and stared at a spreadsheet until the numbers stopped looking like numbers and started looking like a language she couldn’t speak.
By evening, her head felt too full and too empty at the same time.
She changed into pajamas and climbed into bed with her phone facedown, as if the world might text her something she couldn’t handle.
The ceiling above her was familiar. The cracks in the paint made a faint map. Mara had once joked that they looked like continents. Ethan had tilted his head and named them ridiculous things. The Land of Questionable Decisions. The Republic of Overthinking.
Mara closed her eyes. Her chest felt hollow, but exhaustion weighed on her limbs.
“At least it’s over,” she whispered into the dark. The sentence didn’t feel triumphant. It felt like surrender.
Sleep came like someone turning off a light.
When she woke, the first thing she noticed was the smell of coffee.
Not the stale, lonely coffee she made for herself out of habit. Fresh coffee. Warm. Real.
Then she heard it. A sound that didn’t belong in this version of her life.
Ethan humming in the kitchen.
Mara sat bolt upright, heart slamming against her ribs so hard it hurt.
The room was the same, but not. The light through the blinds angled differently. The air smelled like a morning, not a night. And on the nightstand, her phone lit up with a time that made no sense.
6:17 A.M.
Her mouth went dry. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood on feet that felt too steady for how unreal everything was.
Mara didn’t go straight home after the attorney’s office. That would have been too simple, too direct, like she was admitting the day mattered.
Instead she drifted three blocks and ducked into a small café she’d never visited, the kind with chalkboard menus and plants perched in windows like they’d been hired to look cheerful. She ordered tea she didn’t want because coffee felt like too much emotion for the moment, then sat near the back and opened the folder on the table.
The papers looked different under café lighting. Less official. More like a school assignment she’d finished and now had to live with.
Her phone buzzed again, and she flinched as if it might be Ethan’s name, as if the universe might be cruel enough to let him call her now. It was Camille instead.
Camille: Are you done?
Mara stared at the message, thumb hovering. She hadn’t told Camille the appointment time, but Camille had been there for the whole separation like a clock that never stopped ticking. Camille always knew.
Mara: Yes.
Camille: Do you want me to meet you, or do you want to pretend you’re an island and then text me at midnight?
Mara’s mouth tightened. Camille was too good at her.
Mara: I’m at a café. The one on 9th and Mercer.
Camille: On my way. Do not leave. I will find you.
Mara read that last line twice and felt something in her chest shift. Not relief, exactly. More like the faint recognition that she wasn’t the only person who knew her life had cracked open.
Ten minutes later Camille appeared at the table in a rush of winter air and dark curls, coat half-open, eyes scanning Mara’s face like she was checking for injuries.
Camille slid into the chair across from her. “Okay,” she said, breathless. “Tell me you feel something.”
Mara blinked. “That’s an invasive opening line.”
Camille pointed at the folder. “You just signed your divorce papers. This is not the time for your emotional minimalism.”
Mara stared down at her tea. “I feel… tired.”
Camille’s eyes narrowed. “Tired is a consequence. Not a feeling.”
Mara’s lips twitched despite herself. “Fine. I feel tired and also mildly offended.”
Camille sighed dramatically. “We’ll work with what we have.” She leaned forward. “Are you okay?”
Mara almost said fine, because it lived in her mouth like a reflex. But the café was warm and Camille smelled like cold air and vanilla lip balm, and the kindness in her gaze made lying feel like a betrayal.
“I don’t know,” Mara admitted. “I thought it would be… something. A moment. Like a door closing.”
“And?”
Mara stared at the paper clip on the folder. “It felt like paper.”
Camille’s expression softened. “That’s a moment too.”
Mara looked up. “Is it?”
Camille nodded. “Not everything is cinematic. Sometimes the biggest things happen and your body just goes, cool, noted, can we eat now?”
Mara huffed a laugh, but it cracked at the end.
Camille reached across the table and covered Mara’s hand with hers. Warm skin. Simple pressure. A tether.
“You did what you had to do,” Camille said quietly. “Even if it feels weird.”
Mara swallowed. “It doesn’t feel weird. It feels… empty.”
Camille’s gaze sharpened, careful. “Empty can be shock. Empty can be relief. Empty can be grief that hasn’t figured out how to show up yet.”
Mara’s throat tightened. “I don’t know which one it is.”
“Then we don’t name it today,” Camille said. “We just make sure you eat something.”
Camille flagged a server like she owned the place and ordered pastries for the table without asking Mara’s consent. Mara didn’t protest. It was easier to let Camille fill the space than to face it alone.
They talked about unimportant things for a while. Camille’s coworker who’d tried to microwave fish in the office. A new show Mara hadn’t watched. The absurdity of winter in the city. But under all of it, the day sat like a stone.
Finally Camille said, “Are you going to go home and be alone tonight?”
Mara hesitated. “Yes.”
Camille made a face. “Okay. I’m going to say this and you’re going to hate it.”
Mara lifted an eyebrow. “I can feel the hate loading.”
Camille pointed a finger at her. “Do not become a ghost in your own apartment. You are not allowed to vanish.”
Mara’s stomach clenched. “I’m not going to vanish.”
Camille’s eyes softened. “You already started, Mara. You’ve been disappearing for months.”
The words hit, sharp and accurate. Mara looked away, blinking fast.
Camille sighed. “I’m not scolding you. I’m just… worried. You keep doing everything alone. Like it’s a virtue.”
Mara stared at her tea. “It’s not a virtue. It’s just… easier.”
Camille gave her a look. “Easier is not the same as better.”
Mara didn’t answer. The truth was she didn’t know how to be a person who needed things. Her whole adulthood had been built on competence. On self-sufficiency. On not being the one who fell apart.
Camille squeezed her hand. “Come over tonight,” she said. “Or let me come over. Or let me sit in your living room and rearrange your pillows until you’re annoyed enough to feel alive.”
Mara let out a shaky laugh. “I’ll think about it.”
“That’s your way of saying no,” Camille said, unimpressed.
Mara offered a small, helpless shrug. “I just… I need quiet.”
Camille nodded, slowly. “Okay. Quiet. But text me when you get home. And text me when you lock your door. And text me if you start reorganizing your spice rack at 2 a.m. like a haunted Victorian widow.”
Mara stared. “That’s weirdly specific.”
Camille grinned. “I know you.”
They stood outside the café afterward, wind tugging at their coats. Camille hugged Mara tightly, no permission asked, like she was anchoring her.
Mara stood stiff for half a second, then let her arms come up around Camille’s back. The hug felt foreign and also necessary.
“Text me,” Camille said again, pulling back. “Seriously.”
“I will.”
Camille’s eyes narrowed. “Mara.”
Mara sighed. “I will.”
Camille nodded, satisfied, and walked away.
Mara watched her go, then turned toward her apartment with the folder tucked under her arm like it could keep her upright.
On the elevator ride up, she stared at her reflection in the mirrored panel. She looked composed. She looked like she had her life in order. And she knew, with a quiet fury, that it meant nothing. Appearances had never saved her.
In the hallway outside her door, she paused and pressed her forehead against the wood for one brief second, eyes closed. She thought about Ethan. About the last year. About all the ways they’d turned into strangers while still sharing a space.
She opened the door and stepped into the quiet apartment, and the silence greeted her like a familiar enemy.
Later, when her phone lay facedown on the bed, it buzzed once with another notification. Mara flipped it over and saw Camille’s message.
Camille: You’re not alone, even if you try to be.
Mara stared at the words until her eyes stung.
She typed: Thanks.
Then deleted it.
Then typed: Home. Door locked.
And sent it, because even if she couldn’t admit what she felt, she could at least admit where she was.
The room stayed quiet. The day stayed done.
Mara lay back and closed her eyes and tried to believe, just for a moment, that the story had ended cleanly.
Then she smelled coffee.
Then she heard Ethan humming.
And everything broke open again.
From the kitchen, Ethan’s hum shifted into a soft, familiar tune, the one he only sang when he thought he was alone.
Mara wrote one last entry before sleep, not because she believed notebooks could fix time, but because ink was the only way she could keep the truth from slipping through her fingers.
She listed what had mattered today, not as a checklist, but as proof: the moment Ethan met her gaze without flinching; the way her own voice stayed soft instead of sharp; the small, ordinary acts that felt like rebuilding a house plank by plank.
Then she wrote a promise to her future self, the version of her who might wake up confused again: if you feel the panic rising, do not reach for control first. Reach for connection. Ask. Wait. Listen. Let the silence be a bridge instead of a wall.
The words didn’t erase fear, but they gave it shape. And for Mara, shape meant something she could face.
Mara wrote one last entry before sleep, not because she believed notebooks could fix time, but because ink was the only way she could keep the truth from slipping through her fingers.
She listed what had mattered today, not as a checklist, but as proof: the moment Ethan met her gaze without flinching; the way her own voice stayed soft instead of sharp; the small, ordinary acts that felt like rebuilding a house plank by plank.
Then she wrote a promise to her future self, the version of her who might wake up confused again: if you feel the panic rising, do not reach for control first. Reach for connection. Ask. Wait. Listen. Let the silence be a bridge instead of a wall.
The words didn’t erase fear, but they gave it shape. And for Mara, shape meant something she could face.
Mara took one shaky step toward the doorway, and the world held its breath with her.






  
  Chapter 2: 6:17 A.M.


Same apartment. Same bedroom. Same morning light, thin and pale against the walls. 
Mara’s pulse refused to cooperate. It kept trying to become a siren. She pressed her palm to her chest like she could physically tell her heart to be professional about this.
In the kitchen, Ethan moved with the careless normalcy of a man who had no idea reality had collapsed.
He was at the counter, grinding coffee beans with the small hand grinder he insisted tasted better. He had an old T-shirt on, the gray one with faded print that Mara used to steal. His hair stuck up in the back. He hummed as he worked, shoulders loose.
Mara hovered in the doorway like she’d wandered into a stranger’s home and didn’t want to be caught.
Ethan glanced up. His eyes met hers, soft and familiar. “Morning,” he said, like it was the easiest word in the world.
Mara’s throat locked. The air felt thick, as if the apartment had been filled with water while she slept.
“Morning,” she managed. Her voice sounded normal. That was terrifying.
Ethan smiled and went back to the grinder. “Coffee’s almost ready. You want the mug you like or are we pretending you don’t have favorites again?”
Mara’s hands went cold. The mug she liked. The one with the chipped rim. The one he’d replaced twice and she’d still missed the original because she missed things irrationally and that had always annoyed her about herself.
She forced a small laugh. “I don’t have favorites.”
Ethan shot her a look over his shoulder. “Liar.”
The word should have been playful. It should have been nothing. Instead it landed with the weight of all the lies they’d told each other by omission.
Mara’s stomach rolled.
She needed space. She needed proof. She needed to confirm she hadn’t finally cracked under the pressure of being herself.
“I’m… going to the bathroom,” she said. “Quickly. For normal reasons.”
Ethan’s eyebrows lifted. “Should I… ask what I did in your dream?”
Mara froze. The line was so absurd and so perfectly timed it almost made her laugh for real. Almost.
“Nothing,” she said too fast. “You did nothing. Please keep doing nothing.”
Ethan stared at her for a beat, then nodded slowly as if she’d just issued an instruction manual. “Okay. Doing nothing. Copy that.”
Mara escaped to the bathroom and shut the door behind her like she was sealing a vault.
She leaned over the sink and stared into the mirror.
Her face looked like her face. No hallucination shimmer. No movie distortion. Just Mara, pale and wide-eyed, gripping porcelain like it might float her through this.
“Okay,” she whispered. “Okay. Either I’m dreaming or I’m dead or… something else.”
She turned on the faucet and splashed cold water on her cheeks. The shock was real. The cold was real. The way her skin prickled was real.
Dreams didn’t have this level of sensory commitment.
Mara grabbed her phone off the counter where she’d set it, hands fumbling. She unlocked it and stared at the date.
It was last year.
The year before the divorce. The year before the numb signing. The year before she learned how silence could fill a home until there was no oxygen left.
“No,” she breathed.
She opened her email app and scrolled until she found a thread with her boss. Timestamps. Last year. She opened her calendar. Last year. She even checked the photo roll, because if she was going to be insane, she wanted to be thorough. Pictures of them at a friend’s birthday. A shot of Ethan holding a ridiculous cake. Her own hand in the frame, ring catching light.
Mara’s throat closed. The ring. She looked down at her left hand.
It was there.
Gold band. Familiar weight. Her skin beneath it looked slightly paler, like it hadn’t spent a year learning what it felt like to be bare.
Mara pressed her thumb to the ring and took a sharp breath.
From the kitchen, Ethan called, “You alive in there?”
“Alive!” Mara shouted. “Very alive. Extremely alive.”
She stared at herself again. Her hair was messier than she allowed it to be in public. Her eyes were too bright. She looked like someone who had been given a second chance and didn’t know what to do with her hands.
If this was real, she needed to behave like it. She needed to not explode.
Mara practiced a smile. It looked like a hostage negotiation.
She practiced a calmer smile. It looked like she was about to sell someone a timeshare.
She exhaled and tried a neutral face. That was her brand. She could do neutral.
When she opened the bathroom door, the apartment smelled even more like coffee. Ethan was at the table now, two mugs set out, plates with eggs and toast. He had his phone in one hand, scrolling, expression relaxed.
Mara walked in like she was crossing a high wire.
Ethan looked up. “You’re acting weird,” he said. Not accusatory. Just factual.
Mara’s mouth opened and three responses competed.
I’m not weird. You’re weird. I divorced you in the future. Time is broken.
Instead she said, “I’m not weird. I’m… rehydrated.”
Ethan blinked. “Rehydrated.”
“Yes,” Mara said. “Water. I’m full of it.”
Ethan’s mouth twitched. “That tracks.”
Mara sat, fingers curling around her mug. The mug. The chipped rim. She took a sip and nearly cried because it tasted like a morning she’d lost.
Ethan ate a bite of toast and glanced at her over the rim of his mug. “You’ve been quiet lately,” he said casually. “Like… more than your normal ‘I’m thinking about work’ quiet.”
Mara’s stomach tightened. This. This was the beginning. Not the big fights. The small distance. The unspoken things.
She forced her tone light. “I’m fine.”
The words slipped out automatically, polished and reflexive.
Ethan’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. He nodded once. “Okay.”
That was the problem. He always accepted her walls because he didn’t want to make her feel trapped. And she always built walls because she didn’t want to feel exposed. And somewhere in the middle, they stopped living in the same room emotionally.
Mara’s fingers tightened on the mug. She tried to pivot, tried to be normal, tried to act like she hadn’t just discovered she was in a time loop with her husband alive in her life again.
“So,” she said too brightly, “your sister’s engagement dinner is coming up.”
Ethan smiled faintly. “In three days. You remembered.”
Mara swallowed. She remembered. Too much.
She heard herself speak before she could stop it, like her mouth had decided to play the greatest hits without her permission.
“You never think about anyone but yourself,” Mara said.
Silence slammed into the kitchen.
Ethan’s eyes widened slightly. His shoulders went still. His gaze sharpened in a way Mara recognized with sick clarity: bracing for impact.
Mara’s blood went cold. The first line. The classic fight. Word for word.
Her spoon clinked against the mug because her hand had started shaking.
Ethan set his toast down slowly. “What?” he said, voice careful. “Where did that come from?”
Mara didn’t eat after the fight line landed. Her appetite vanished like it had been frightened away.
Ethan sat back in his chair slowly, eyes fixed on her as if she’d suddenly become someone unfamiliar.
“Mara,” he said carefully, “did I do something? Because that came out of nowhere.”
Mara’s chest tightened. She wanted to rewind her own mouth. She wanted to shove the words back in like toothpaste. Instead she forced herself to take a slow breath, the kind therapists recommended and Mara had always dismissed as inefficient.
“I don’t know why I said that,” she admitted. Her voice sounded thin.
Ethan’s expression softened just a fraction. “Okay. Then… talk to me. What’s going on?”
Mara’s mind ran in circles, searching for a lie that would hold. The truth, the real truth, was a minefield: I signed divorce papers yesterday. I woke up in the past. I’m terrified. I don’t know if you’re real.
So she tried for something adjacent. “Work’s been a lot,” she said. “And I’m… stressed.”
Ethan nodded, cautious. “Okay. That makes sense. But that line wasn’t about work.”
Mara flinched. He was right. It had never been about work. Work was her excuse. Work was her shield. The real thing was fear, and the fear always turned into criticism because criticism felt safer than vulnerability.
“I’m sorry,” Mara said quickly. “I shouldn’t have said that.”
Ethan’s jaw tightened. “I’m not asking for a polished apology. I’m asking if you’re okay.”
Mara stared at her eggs, suddenly nauseated. “I’m fine,” she said automatically.
Ethan’s face changed. Not dramatic. Just a quiet dimming, like a light being turned down.
“Okay,” he said. He picked up his mug and took a sip, eyes fixed on the coffee instead of her.
The silence that followed wasn’t loud. It was careful. A silence designed to prevent explosions. Ethan’s specialty.
Mara’s stomach twisted with anger at herself. This was how it started. Not with screaming. With gentle retreats and unasked questions.
She pushed her plate away and stood. “I’m going to… get ready,” she said, too stiff.
Ethan looked up. “Okay.”
Mara retreated to the bedroom and shut the door. Her hands were shaking now, finally betraying her. She pressed her palm to the wall and tried to breathe.
You have to get a grip, she told herself. This is a second chance. You can’t waste it by accidentally reenacting the worst version of yourself before you’ve had coffee.
She changed clothes with mechanical efficiency. She brushed her teeth. She checked her email again like it might offer an explanation for time being wrong.
It didn’t.
When she came back out, Ethan was putting dishes in the sink. He moved quietly, deliberately, like he was giving her space without abandoning her.
Mara’s throat tightened. Ethan had always been like that. He’d learned to navigate her moods like they were weather. If she went cold, he stepped back. If she went sharp, he got quieter. He didn’t match her intensity. He just absorbed it until there was nothing left to absorb.
Mara hated that she’d made him an absorber.
In the elevator down, she watched their reflections in the mirrored wall. They stood a foot apart, close enough to be together, far enough to be separate.
Ethan glanced at her. “Do you want to talk about it later?” he asked.
Mara’s mouth opened. The reflex lie tried to climb out again.
Instead she forced out, “Maybe.”
Ethan nodded as if that was something. As if he could build a bridge out of maybe.
They went their separate ways at the subway entrance, Ethan heading toward his office, Mara toward hers. Ethan leaned in like he wanted to kiss her, then hesitated, reading her face. Mara’s chest squeezed with guilt.
“I’ll see you tonight,” Ethan said.
Mara nodded. “Tonight.”
At work, the world proceeded as if Mara hadn’t just been flung through time. Her coworkers talked about quarterly projections. Her boss asked about a presentation next week. Someone complained about the new printer.
Mara sat in meetings and nodded and took notes and smiled at the right moments. She was excellent at appearing normal. Inside, she felt like she was made of thin glass.
During lunch, she walked around the block twice, trying to force her brain to accept the date. She stopped at a newsstand and bought a newspaper, because if she saw the date printed in ink, maybe she’d believe it.
Last year’s date stared back at her from the front page.
Mara leaned against the brick wall beside the stand and closed her eyes. Cold air burned her lungs.
She took out her phone and opened her contacts. She hovered over her attorney’s number, fingers trembling.
If she called, what would happen? Would the attorney remember yesterday? Would Mara be the only one who remembered? Would she sound insane?
She didn’t call. She wasn’t ready to be seen as unstable. Competence was still her life raft, even in a reality that made no sense.
Instead she called Camille and left a voicemail that sounded like a normal check-in. “Hey. Just… call me when you can.”
Camille would call back and Mara would pretend nothing was wrong because Mara didn’t know how to ask for help without evidence.
By late afternoon, Mara felt like she’d been holding her breath for hours.
On the subway ride home, she watched couples hold hands and felt a hollow ache that was almost grief. She looked down at her ring again and again, pressing it like she could anchor herself with metal.
When she got home, Ethan was already there, sleeves rolled up, chopping vegetables. The sight of him in their kitchen hit her like a wave. Domestic. Familiar. A life she had already lost once.
Ethan looked up. “Hey,” he said, cautious but warm. “How was your day?”
Mara swallowed. “Fine,” she started, then stopped. She tried again. “Busy.”
Ethan nodded. “Mine too.”
Mara waited for him to mention the morning, to ask again, to push. He didn’t. He just kept chopping, the quiet between them folding itself into the room like a blanket.
Mara realized that if she didn’t change something, the loop would trap them in this exact pattern forever. Not screaming fights. Just the slow erosion of trust.
She set her bag down and walked into the kitchen.
“About this morning,” she said, voice tight.
Ethan’s knife paused. He didn’t look up. “Okay,” he said softly. “I’m listening.”
Mara’s heart pounded. The truth was still too big. But she could offer a smaller piece.
“I’m… scared,” Mara admitted. “Not of you. Just… scared. And when I’m scared, I get mean.”
Ethan finally looked up. His expression was careful, but something in his eyes softened.
“Okay,” he said. “Thank you for saying that.”
Mara’s throat tightened. “I’m sorry.”
Ethan nodded once. “Me too.”
Mara blinked. “You’re sorry?”
Ethan exhaled, the sound tired. “I don’t know what you’re scared of, and I’ve been… letting you handle it alone. I thought that’s what you wanted.”
Mara’s chest squeezed. “It is,” she whispered. “And it isn’t.”
Ethan’s gaze held hers. “We can figure it out,” he said. “If you let me.”
Mara felt something crack in her chest, small and painful.
She didn’t know how to let him. Not yet. But she knew she had to try.
Because the alternative was losing him again, one quiet retreat at a time.
Mara stared at him, horrified, as the old script rose up like it had been waiting for its cue.
Mara wrote one last entry before sleep, not because she believed notebooks could fix time, but because ink was the only way she could keep the truth from slipping through her fingers.
She listed what had mattered today, not as a checklist, but as proof: the moment Ethan met her gaze without flinching; the way her own voice stayed soft instead of sharp; the small, ordinary acts that felt like rebuilding a house plank by plank.
Then she wrote a promise to her future self, the version of her who might wake up confused again: if you feel the panic rising, do not reach for control first. Reach for connection. Ask. Wait. Listen. Let the silence be a bridge instead of a wall.
The words didn’t erase fear, but they gave it shape. And for Mara, shape meant something she could face.
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The words didn’t erase fear, but they gave it shape. And for Mara, shape meant something she could face.
And somewhere deep inside her, a clock started ticking.






  
  Chapter 3: The Avoidance Plan


By the time Mara woke up again to 6:17, she had a mission. 
It wasn’t a romantic mission. It wasn’t a spiritual mission. It was the kind of mission she understood: stop the disaster. Prevent the problem. Manage the variables until the outcome behaved.
She lay there for a minute, eyes open, listening to Ethan in the kitchen. The hum. The coffee grinder. The soft clink of a spoon against ceramic. Every sound was a reminder that she was back and she couldn’t waste it.
Her brain started listing triggers like a risk assessment.
Classic fight line: do not say it.Tone: do not sharpen.Facial expression: do not convey contempt. (How did one avoid conveying contempt at six in the morning? Mara did not know, but she would learn.)
Mara slid out of bed and went straight to the nightstand. She grabbed a sticky note and a pen, because if she was going to be trapped in a loop, she might as well be organized about it.
On the sticky note she wrote: DO NOT START THE FIGHT.
Then she underlined it so hard the paper nearly tore.
She stuck it to the edge of her phone so she’d have to see it every time she picked it up. Because, frankly, her own mouth couldn’t be trusted.
In the bathroom, she opened the notes app and began a list.
Operation: Do Not Ruin My Life (Again).
1) Smile like a normal person.2) Do not bring up the engagement dinner unless spoken to.3) Do not say the line.4) Compliment Ethan. (Once. Not weirdly.)5) Do not say “I’m fine” if asked how you are. (Say a different lie.)
She stared at number five and sighed. Progress was incremental.
She walked into the kitchen and kept her face carefully neutral.
Ethan looked up. “Morning,” he said, warm.
Mara activated her smile. It felt like she’d installed it backward.
“Morning!” she said, too bright.
Ethan’s eyebrows lifted. “Okay,” he said slowly. “Good energy.”
Mara nodded as if energy was a choice she’d made intentionally.
Breakfast proceeded like a hostage exchange. Mara complimented Ethan’s coffee. She complimented the eggs. She complimented the fact that he existed and was humming. She did it in carefully measured doses so it wouldn’t sound like she was writing a Yelp review for her husband.
Ethan watched her like he couldn’t decide whether to be amused or concerned.
“So,” he said at one point, “how are you? Really?”
Mara’s mouth opened, ready to deploy “fine.”
She saw the sticky note on her phone. DO NOT START THE FIGHT.
She pivoted. “I’m… functional,” she said.
Ethan blinked. “That’s not an emotion.”
“It’s the closest I’ve got before coffee,” Mara said, which was technically true and also safely vague.
Ethan huffed a laugh. “Fair.”
Mara exhaled. Humor. A win. She wrote it down mentally like a data point.
At work, Mara treated the day like a minefield.
She knew the triggers from the life she’d already lived: the call from her coworker that would spiral her into a late-night problem-solving frenzy; the email from a client that would demand more than it had a right to; the small, mundane moments where stress piled up until she had no softness left for Ethan.
So she avoided them.
She didn’t answer the call. She let it go to voicemail. She silenced her phone. She kept her face calm in meetings and acted like she wasn’t actively changing the course of her marriage like it was a project timeline.
It felt good, in a way. Competence was her drug. Doing things correctly made her feel safe.
By late afternoon, she’d convinced herself she was winning.
Then she got home and found Ethan in the living room, laptop open, shoulders slightly hunched.
He looked up and smiled. “Hey.”
Mara smiled back, careful. She put her bag down neatly. She hung up her coat. She moved through the apartment like she was trying not to disturb the air.
“What’s up?” she asked, too casual.
Ethan shrugged. “Nothing. Just… looking at some stuff.”
Mara’s instincts flared. She wanted to ask questions. She wanted to drill down, clarify, optimize. She wanted to solve whatever “stuff” he was looking at so the night could be smooth.
But her mission was to avoid the fight. Avoid the triggers. Keep everything calm.
So she didn’t ask.
She went into the kitchen and started making dinner. She chopped vegetables with precise efficiency. She aligned the cutting board. She wiped down the counter twice. She controlled everything she could control because that was how she loved.
Ethan stayed in the living room. The click of his keyboard was steady and distant.
They ate dinner with polite conversation about nothing important. Mara laughed at a joke Ethan made, but she laughed too fast, like she was rewarding him for being easy.
Ethan watched her again, eyes thoughtful.
After dinner, Mara loaded the dishwasher. She did it quietly, because noise felt like conflict. She arranged plates by size. She placed the silverware with obsessive symmetry.
Ethan leaned against the doorway. “You’re… really on top of things today,” he said.
Mara glanced at him. “I told you. I’m functional.”
Ethan’s mouth twitched, but his eyes didn’t smile.
There it was. The tension, mutating. Avoidance didn’t remove it. It just changed its shape.
When they went to bed, Mara lay stiffly on her side, facing away, pretending she was tired.
Ethan shifted behind her once, then stilled. He didn’t touch her. He didn’t press. He retreated, the way he always did when she went quiet.
Silence with teeth, Mara thought miserably. She’d created the exact thing she feared.
Her chest tightened. She wanted to roll over. She wanted to say something honest. She wanted to tell him she was scared and confused and trying, but the words felt too exposed. Too raw.
So she stayed still.
Eventually, Ethan’s breathing slowed. Sleep took him first.
Mara lay awake, listening to the space between them.
She thought, with a strange flicker of panic, that maybe the loop wasn’t triggered by fighting. Maybe it was triggered by the choice underneath it.
Control over honesty. Avoidance over connection.
Her eyes finally closed, exhaustion heavy.
“At least we didn’t fight,” she whispered into the dark.
It sounded like failure.
When she woke, the coffee smell hit her again.
And the clock said 6:17.
Mara stared at the ceiling, rage and despair tangling in her throat.
“Are you kidding me,” she whispered.
From the kitchen, Ethan hummed, oblivious.
Mara grabbed her phone. The sticky note glared at her.
DO NOT START THE FIGHT.
Mara decided the loop demanded action, not performance.
So after work, instead of slipping into the apartment and pretending the day had been normal, she stopped at the grocery store and bought ingredients Ethan liked. Not as a bribe. As a test. A choice she could measure.
She stood in the aisle staring at peanut butter for an absurd amount of time, because apparently time travel did not come with clarity about crunchy versus smooth. Ethan liked crunchy. Mara remembered that. She also remembered the way Ethan had once accused her of loving efficiency more than flavor.
Mara grabbed crunchy, then grabbed smooth too, just in case her memory was wrong. Time was unreliable. Mara refused to be.
When she got home, Ethan was already there, coat off, sleeves rolled up, leaning over the sink like he was rinsing something. He looked up when she entered.
“Hey,” he said. “You’re home early.”
Mara blinked. “I’m not.”
Ethan frowned. “It’s six.”
Mara checked her phone and felt her stomach drop. In the previous loops, she’d been stuck late at the office. Today, without answering the call, without letting work chew her up, she was early. A variable she’d changed.
“It’s fine,” she said quickly. “I mean, yes. I’m early. This is… intentional.”
Ethan’s mouth twitched. “Okay. Who are you and what have you done with my wife?”
Mara forced a laugh. “I’m trying something new.”
Ethan’s eyes softened at the phrase like it meant more than she intended. “Good,” he said quietly. “I like new.”
Mara set the grocery bags on the counter. Ethan peered inside. “Peanut butter,” he said, amused. “A bold move.”
Mara narrowed her eyes. “You can’t tease me for buying groceries.”
“I’m not teasing,” Ethan said. “I’m… surprised. In a good way.”
Mara’s chest tightened. She hated that buying peanut butter felt like a reconciliation gesture. How far they’d drifted that basic caretaking had started to feel rare.
They made dinner together. Mara chopped. Ethan cooked. They moved around each other with the careful politeness of people who once lived in sync and were trying to remember the rhythm.
At







