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I hadn’t planned on the bar.
I hadn’t planned on much of anything lately.
One week ago, I’d been sure of my life in a way that felt almost embarrassing now. A girlfriend I trusted. A routine that made sense. The quiet confidence of believing I knew where I stood. Then I found the messages—careless, undeniable, sitting in her phone like they belonged there. She didn’t even deny it. Just looked at me with something like relief, as if the lie had been exhausting her too.

I broke up with her that night. Packed a bag the next morning. Took the work trip I’d already had scheduled and told myself the timing was coincidence.

The hotel room didn’t agree.

It was too clean, too anonymous, like it didn’t care what kind of mess I’d brought into it. I dropped my bag by the door, loosened my tie, and stood there longer than I should have, staring at my reflection in the mirror. I looked the same. That was the unsettling part. Like nothing had happened. Like trust wasn’t something that could just disappear overnight.

I didn’t want to sit with it.

So I went downstairs.

The bar was dim and understated, all dark wood and low light, designed for people passing through—people who didn’t want questions. I took a stool and ordered a whiskey I didn’t usually drink, neat, no ice. Something simple. Something that burned a little going down.

That’s when I noticed him.

Not in a dramatic way. Just a shift in my awareness, like my body clocked him before my mind caught up. He was a few seats down, jacket open, sleeves rolled up, relaxed in a way that made me acutely aware of how tense I felt. When he looked at me, it wasn’t bold or invasive. Just steady. Present.

Our eyes held for a second longer than politeness required.

I looked away first, told myself it meant nothing. I was tired. Raw. Too open. That was all.

But my body didn’t buy it.

I noticed him anyway—the quiet confidence in the way he sat, the low timbre of his voice when he spoke to the bartender, the easy self-possession of someone in his early twenties who hadn’t yet learned to brace for disappointment. It stirred something in me I wasn’t ready to name. Not desire exactly. Not yet. Something closer to longing.

When he spoke to me, it was casual. Almost gentle.

“Rough day?”

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “Rough week.”

He nodded like he understood that kind of answer. Like he wasn’t going to ask for more unless I offered it. I took another sip of my drink, felt the warmth settle low in my stomach, and became suddenly aware of how close he was. How easy it would be to keep talking.

How easy it would be to let my guard down one more time.

I didn’t know yet where the night was going.
Only that I didn’t feel like being alone anymore.
He didn’t ask what happened.
That was the first thing that made me notice him differently.
Most people hear a rough week and rush in with questions, advice, sympathy they haven’t earned. He just nodded, like he understood the shape of that sentence and didn’t need the details to respect it.

“Traveling for work?” he asked.

“Yeah.” I turned slightly toward him, enough to be polite. Enough to feel the heat of his proximity. “Couple more days here for work. You?”

“Same.” His mouth curved, slow. “Different city every week lately.”

There was something in the way he spoke—unhurried, grounded—that made me want to keep answering. Like he wasn’t collecting information, just being present. I took another sip of my drink, felt the burn slide down, settle somewhere low and steady.

“I’m Ethan,” he said after a moment.

I told him my name. Hearing it out loud, in his voice, did something unexpected to me. Made it feel less attached to everything I’d just walked away from.

We talked about nothing at first. Flights. Hotel food. The strange intimacy of spending so much time in places that never ask you to stay. Somewhere along the way, our stools angled closer together. I didn’t remember doing it. Just noticed that my knee was almost touching his.

Almost.

“You don’t look like someone who enjoys bars like this,” he said.

I laughed quietly. “Is it that obvious?”

“A little.” His eyes dipped to my glass, then back up. “You’re drinking like it’s a means to an end.”

“And what end would that be?” I asked, before I could stop myself.

His gaze held mine, steady and unreadable. “Getting out of your head.”

The air between us shifted.

I swallowed. The question that followed sat heavy on my tongue, but the whiskey made me braver than I’d been all week. “Am I that transparent?”

“Only if you’re paying attention,” he said. “Most people don’t.”

It loosened my guard. I drifted closer without meaning to, aware of his quiet, steady presence next to me. The conversation slowed and deepened, pauses lingering until silence felt natural instead of strained.

At some point, I realized I was very aware of his body. Not in a crude way. In a way that surprised me. The width of his shoulders when he shifted. The warmth of his arm when he rested it on the bar. The way his attention stayed on me, undivided.

I should have clocked it then. The way my pulse picked up. The way my thoughts started drifting somewhere I didn’t usually let them go.

Instead, I told myself it was just chemistry. Just the night. Just the fact that I’d been hurt and was craving something uncomplicated.

He smiled at me again, softer this time. “You okay?”

I nodded, even though my body felt like it was leaning toward something I hadn’t named yet. “Yeah. I am.”

It was true.
And that was what scared me most.
***
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I hadn’t meant to tell him.

The words slipped out somewhere between my second drink and the way he kept looking at me like he actually wanted to hear the answer. Like whatever I said wouldn’t be used against me later.

“She cheated,” I said, staring into my glass instead of at him. “Found out a couple weeks ago. Messages. Plans. The whole thing.”

I waited for the familiar reactions—sympathy, anger on my behalf, the awkward that sucks, man. None of that came.

Instead, he was quiet.

“That’s rough,” he said finally. Not automatic. Measured. “Especially when you don’t see it coming.”

I nodded. “That’s the part that messed with me. I trusted her. Thought we were solid.” I let out a short laugh that didn’t hold much humor. “Guess I was wrong.”

He shifted on his stool, turning more fully toward me. Our knees brushed this time—definitely touched—and neither of us moved away.

“You weren’t wrong to trust,” he said. “She was wrong to break it.”

Something about the way he said it—steady, certain—made my chest tighten. I looked at him then, really looked. The calm in his expression wasn’t detachment. It was familiarity.

“Yeah?” I asked. “You sound like you’ve been there.”

He huffed softly. “Yeah. Not too long ago, actually.”

That got my attention.

“My partner,” he continued, eyes on the bar now. “Did the same thing. Different details, same ending.” He shrugged, but it didn’t quite land. “I’m gay. We’d been together a while. I thought we were... past that kind of thing.”

I didn’t know why that mattered so much—but it did. Not in a way that sent me running. In a way that grounded the conversation, deepened it.

“I’m sorry,” I said. And I meant it.

“Don’t be,” he replied. “It sucked. Still does, some days. But it also teaches you what you won’t accept again.”

He glanced at me then, eyes warm, assessing. The corner of his mouth tilted up—not sad, not heavy. Curious.

“You?” he added lightly. “You look like you’ll land on your feet.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”

“Absolutely.” His gaze drifted over me, slow enough that I felt it everywhere. Not leering. Appreciative. “Someone like you? You could pick up chicks wherever you go.”

The words hit harder than they should have.

I laughed, a little breathless. “That’s generous.”

“I’m serious,” he said. “You’ve got that thing. The quiet confidence. Even now—” His eyes flicked to mine, held. “—you’re still standing.”

Something shifted then. Not a line crossed. Just the awareness of one. The way his attention lingered. The way my body reacted before my brain decided how it felt about it.

I raised an eyebrow, tone teasing but not entirely playful. “What—are you flirting with me?”

He smiled—slow, deliberate, unapologetic.
“Maybe,” he said. “Or maybe I’m just telling the truth.”
The space between us felt charged now, humming with things neither of us had said yet. I took another sip of my drink, aware of my pulse, of his knee still pressed against mine.

For the first time all night, the thought crossed my mind—uninvited, unsettling, undeniable—that this wasn’t just about distraction.

And I didn’t push it away.

I should have laughed it off. Changed the subject. Created some distance.

I held his gaze, then let out a quiet breath. “Guess I’m just not used to it,” I said. “Never had a guy flirt with me before.”

That sent a ripple through me—low, slow, unsettling. I shifted on my stool, suddenly too aware of how close we were sitting. Of how his knee was still pressed against mine, warm and solid, like it belonged there.

“I’m straight,” I said automatically. Not defensive. Just... stated. Like a fact I’d carried around for years without examining too closely.

He smiled again, but this time there was something knowing in it. Not smug. Curious.

“I didn’t say you weren’t,” he replied. “I said you could pick up chicks wherever you go.”

I snorted. “That’s not the same
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