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  Chapter 1

  
  




I met Mara on a Tuesday, which is a detail that only matters once you’ve lost her.




Back then it was just a day—an ordinary square on an ordinary calendar—one of those days that pretends it isn’t capable of changing your life. I had been building a quiet existence out of habits: the same bakery coffee, the same cracked leather notebook, the same bench at the far end of the park where the trees leaned together like they were sharing secrets. I thought routine could protect me. I thought if I kept my world small enough, nothing could break inside it.




That morning, the sky looked washed-out and undecided, as if it couldn’t commit to rain. The air smelled like cold pennies. I remember because my hands were shaking, and I blamed the weather instead of the truth.




I was writing a sentence I didn’t believe—Things get better if you wait long enough—when a shadow cut across my page.




“Can I sit?” a voice asked, as if I owned the bench.




I looked up, annoyed before I even decided to be. The park was full of open space. People always chose the places that were already taken, the way grief always finds the room you thought you’d kept locked.




She was holding a paper cup with a lid that didn’t quite fit. The coffee had bled down the side and stained her fingers. Her hair was dark and loosely tied, strands escaping as if they refused discipline. She wore a coat too thin for January and carried herself with the careless confidence of someone who hadn’t yet learned to be afraid of losing things.




I should have said no.




I should have protected my silence like it was something sacred.




Instead, I moved my notebook an inch and shrugged.




“Sure.”




She sat and immediately angled her body toward me like we were already mid-conversation. Her knee bumped my bag, her sleeve brushed my arm, and something in my chest tightened with a kind of irritation I didn’t recognize until later: interest.




She squinted at my notebook, not even pretending not to.




“You write?” she said.




“I try.”




“That’s not an answer.” She tapped the air above my page. “You write like you’re arguing with yourself.”




I almost laughed, but the sound got caught somewhere between my throat and my pride. “And you observe like you’re looking for trouble.”




“Always,” she said, bright as a dare. Then she held out her hand. “I’m Mara.”




I stared at her hand too long. I can admit that now. There are small humiliations that become precious in retrospect, because they prove you were alive before the world took its bite out of you.




I took her hand. Her grip was warm, firm, unafraid.




“Eli,” I said.




“Eli,” she repeated, tasting the name like it might have hidden ingredients. “That fits.”




“Fits what?”




“The face,” she said, like that was a normal thing to say to a stranger. “You look like someone who thinks he can outsmart pain by writing around it.”




My mouth went dry. “Do I?”




She leaned back against the bench and lifted her coffee. “You can’t. But you can make it sound beautiful.”




It wasn’t flirting. Not exactly. It was worse—something honest.




A gust of wind moved through the branches overhead. A few leaves, stubbornly still clinging to winter, shivered but didn’t fall. Mara watched them like she was waiting for one to let go.




“You come here often?” she asked.




“Every Tuesday.”




It slipped out before I could edit it, before I could decide if I wanted her to know there was a pattern to me. It was a ridiculous admission. Like telling someone where you kept a spare key.




Her eyebrows rose. “Only Tuesdays?”




I nodded, suddenly defensive. “It’s… my day off.”




“Is it really,” she said softly, and I didn’t miss the way she let the question hang. She didn’t press, though. She just took a sip of coffee, winced, and then smiled as if the bitterness pleased her.




“That’s funny,” she said.




“What is?”




“I also have Tuesdays off.” She looked over, eyes bright and unapologetic. “Maybe Tuesdays are for people who don’t belong anywhere else.”




I wanted to tell her that I belonged plenty. That my life was normal and structured and safe. That the small hole in my weeks had nothing to do with the larger hole in my chest.




Instead, I asked, “What do you do the rest of the week?”




She shrugged. “I work. I pretend. I do the thing everyone does where they act like time isn’t taking from them.”




Something in her phrasing made my skin prickle. Taking from them.




“You talk like time is a thief,” I said.




She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Time is a thief. It just wears a polite face so we don’t call the police.”




I should have laughed. That would have been safer, lighter. But there was a heaviness in her that made my chest ache in a way I couldn’t explain. Like recognizing a language you didn’t know you spoke.




A silence settled between us, not uncomfortable, just… charged. She watched my notebook like it was a doorway.




“What are you writing?” she asked.




I looked down at the page. The ink had smeared where my thumb rested. My sentence had become something else—something truer without permission.




Things get better if you learn how to live with what stays broken.




I swallowed. “Nothing important.”




Mara tilted her head. “That’s what people say right before they tell you something that matters.”




I almost closed the notebook. Almost lied. Almost protected the tender places I’d built my life around. But she was there, on my bench, on my Tuesday, with coffee on her fingers and truth in her mouth, and the air felt different because she was in it.




So I said, “I’m trying to write about a person I can’t forget.”




Her gaze sharpened—not jealous, not curious in a petty way, just attentive, like she’d been given a map and wanted to understand the terrain.




“Do you miss them?” she asked.




“Yes,” I said, and the word came out like a bruise.




Mara nodded as if that made perfect sense. “Then don’t write around them,” she said. “Write straight through. Write the worst part. Write the part you keep avoiding.”




I stared at her. “You give advice like you know me.”




“I give advice like I know pain,” she corrected.




That sentence landed and stayed.




I wanted to ask her what she meant—what her worst part was, what she avoided writing, who she couldn’t forget. But the question felt too intimate, too soon, the way touching someone’s scar does.




Instead, I asked the stupidest, safest thing I could think of.




“Do you always sit next to strangers and psychoanalyze them?”




Mara laughed then, the sound warm and quick. “Only on Tuesdays.”




She shifted, digging into her coat pocket. When she pulled her hand out, she held a small rectangular card—white, cheap, slightly bent at the corners. She wrote something on it with a pen she produced like a magician.




Then she held it out to me.




I hesitated. “What is it?”




“My number,” she said. “In case you ever want to waste time with someone who admits it’s being wasted.”




“That’s—” I began.




“Bold?” she offered.




“Strange.”




She smiled. “Strange keeps you awake.”




I took the card. The paper was warm from her pocket. Her handwriting was slanted and decisive, as if she never doubted the shape of a letter.




I turned it over. On the back, she’d written a single line:




Tuesdays. Same bench. If you want.




I looked up. “You’re inviting yourself back.”




“I’m giving you a choice,” she said. “It’s different.”




It was.




It scared me how much it mattered.




She stood, brushing crumbs of invisible something off her coat, and for a second the air felt colder where she’d been sitting.




“See you next Tuesday, Eli,” she said, like it was already true.




“You don’t even know if I’ll be here,” I replied.




Mara took a step away, then looked back over her shoulder. Her smile softened into something else—something careful.




“I have a feeling you will be,” she said.




And she walked away, disappearing into the thin winter crowd.




I sat there long after she was gone, staring at the card like it might rearrange itself into a warning.




The sky finally decided to rain, but I didn’t move. I didn’t close my notebook. I didn’t even wipe the ink smear from my thumb.




All I could think was this:




I had built my Tuesdays to survive the missing.




And now someone had stepped into them—bright, fearless, impossible—like she didn’t know my Tuesday was a graveyard.




Like she didn’t know that if you give your heart a day of the week, eventually it starts demanding the whole calendar.




I tucked Mara’s number into my notebook anyway.




Because even then, some part of me—quiet and desperate—was already bargaining with time.




If I had one more Tuesday, I thought, without knowing how prophetic the sentence would become, I’d do it right.




And somewhere inside the space I’d tried to keep untouched, something shifted—small as a breath, dangerous as hope.
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I told myself I wouldn’t go back the next Tuesday.


That was the first lie.


The week stretched out in a way it never had before, each day heavier than the last, as if time had noticed it was being watched and decided to misbehave. Mondays had always been dull, but now they felt antagonistic. Wednesdays carried a faint resentment, like they knew they weren’t what I wanted. Every morning, I woke with the irrational certainty that I had forgotten something essential—keys, wallet, dignity—only to realize it was her.


Mara.


I replayed the way she said my name too many times. The way she looked at my notebook like it was a confession. The confidence with which she handed me her number, as if she’d already decided I was worth the risk of remembering.


I didn’t text her.

That was the second lie.


I drafted messages I never sent. It was nice meeting you. Too bland. Do you always interrogate strangers in parks? Too playful. You were right about writing through pain. Too vulnerable. Each unsent message piled up in my phone like evidence I didn’t want to present.


So I did what I always did when I couldn’t decide: I waited.


Tuesday arrived gray and punctual, like it always did. I woke before my alarm, heart already running ahead of the day. I stood in the shower longer than necessary, letting the water bruise my shoulders while I argued with myself.


You don’t owe her anything.

You don’t owe yourself safety forever.


I put on my coat—the good one I saved for things that mattered—and stopped in the doorway of my apartment. For a moment, I imagined staying home, letting the bench remain empty, letting this almost-something dissolve quietly.


Instead, I locked the door.


The park looked different when I arrived, like it had been holding its breath. The trees were bare now, honest about it. The bench sat where it always had, patient and indifferent.


She wasn’t there.


Relief and disappointment hit at the same time, a confusing collision that left me standing awkwardly, unsure what to do with my hands. I checked my watch, then immediately felt foolish for it. She hadn’t promised anything. She’d offered a maybe and trusted me to meet it.


I sat.


The bench was cold, the wood stiff with winter. I pulled my notebook out and tried to write, but my thoughts kept arranging themselves around the empty space beside me.


Five minutes passed.


Ten.


I told myself I’d leave at fifteen. I liked rules. They gave me a sense of fairness, as if the universe was obligated to meet me halfway.


At twelve minutes, I heard footsteps.


“Wow,” Mara said, breathless, as she dropped onto the bench beside me. “You actually came.”


I looked at her, startled by how immediate the reaction was—the way my chest loosened, the way my body recognized her before


































































































































































