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Dedication 

[image: ]


For anyone who has ever mistaken confusion for love.

And for those who discovered that peace begins

when you stop chasing answers

and start choosing yourself.
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Prologue
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Unread

It was always the silence that hurt the most.

Not the fights. Not the parting words. Not even the final message. Just the silence that came after, curling around the heart like smoke—impossible to hold, but heavy all the same.

Daniel sat at the edge of his bed, phone in hand, thumb hovering over the screen. The room around him was dim. A single lamp cast a lazy golden hue across the floorboards, catching the sharp edge of the coffee table, the dusty photo frame, the unopened book that had been sat on his nightstand for four months.

It had been seven months since she left.
Five since he stopped trying to bring her back.
And now, there it was—her name again.
Just one message. Unread.

He didn’t even need to tap it open to know what it would say. He’d run the possibilities through his mind too many times already.

“Hey... hope you’re okay.”
“Just wanted to check in.”
“I heard something today that reminded me of you.”
Or worse.
“Can we talk?”
He wasn’t angry. Not anymore. The ache had faded into something else—a dull knowing. A kind of emotional scar tissue. What once felt like an open wound now just itched when the weather turned.

For months, he’d waited for a moment like this. He used to stare at his phone every night, daring it to light up. Waking up in the middle of the night, grabbing it from the charger, scrolling through nothing. Back then, a message like this would have undone him. He would’ve replied before thinking. Would’ve read it over and over, trying to decode every syllable for meaning that wasn’t there.

Now?

Now he just stared.

The screen dimmed again, the notification quietly fading. Her name remained at the top of the lock screen like a ghost that wouldn’t leave the room.

It was strange, he thought, how something so simple could feel like a reckoning. One text. Thirteen words, maybe. Enough to make old memories flicker like a film reel in the back of his mind. Enough to summon her voice, her laugh, her way of making every room revolve around her while acting like she hated the attention.

Daniel stood up and walked to the window. The street below was still. Wet from the late rain. A single car idled by the curb, headlights muted behind the glass. The world was quiet.

Funny, how life kept moving even after yours had paused.

He thought back to the start. The way she walked into his life like a scene already in motion. As if he was just waiting to meet her, like the opening shot of a movie. He could still remember her first message. The way her smile broke through her voice before she ever showed her face. How easily she made him laugh. How quickly she became everything.

And how slowly she disappeared.

No dramatic exits. No cheating. No blowouts.

Just... less.

Less warmth. Less affection. Less time.
Until the person he’d loved wasn’t there anymore—only the version she performed in front of others.
Everyone thought she was the best thing that ever happened to him. And for a while, she was. Until she wasn’t.

He tried to keep up. To adapt. To chase the early days and bring them back. He apologised when he wasn’t at fault. Over-explained himself just to keep the peace. Bit his tongue when she contradicted herself. He didn’t realise how much he’d been shrinking until one day he woke up and barely recognised who he’d become.

The man who would’ve done anything for her had become the man she no longer respected.

Daniel turned from the window and sat back down. The phone buzzed again. Just once. Then silence.

Still just one message.
Still unopened.
He considered it. For the first time in months, he truly considered it.

What if she had changed?
What if she’d been in therapy? What if she finally saw the damage she’d done?
What if it was an apology?
But even as the questions rose, his gut already knew the truth.

She hadn’t messaged because she missed him.
She messaged because he had stopped missing her.
That was the pattern. Every time he started to let go, she’d find a way back in. A breadcrumb. A flicker of familiarity. Not because she wanted to rebuild, but because she couldn’t bear to be forgotten.

And he was done playing that game.

Daniel stood again, walked to the kitchen, and poured a glass of water. His hands were steady now. No more late-night spirals. No more rehearsed texts he never sent. No more rationalising the irrational.

He had faced worse. Loss. Illness. Betrayal. Grief.
But this—this had been different.
Because she never raised her voice. Never hit him. Never screamed.
She just slipped away while holding his hand, smiling the whole time.
Looking back, it wasn't the fights that stayed with him.

It was the confusion.

The feeling that he was always trying to solve a puzzle with pieces that kept changing shape. The constant second-guessing. The slow erosion of certainty.

Somewhere along the way, he'd become so focused on keeping the relationship together that he'd forgotten to ask what it was costing him.

Daniel walked back to the bedroom, sat on the edge of the mattress, and picked up his phone again.

He tapped the screen. Her name appeared. The message preview sat beneath it, just visible:

“Hey. Just wondering how you are.”

That was all.

No apology. No ownership. No mention of what happened.

Just a breadcrumb.

Daniel stared at the words. Not with anger. Not with longing.

Just clarity.

For a moment, he thought about replying. Not to reopen the door. Just to say everything he never had the chance to. But he didn’t need to anymore. That was the power of healing—real healing. The kind that didn’t require a performance. The kind that didn’t need closure from someone who had only ever given confusion.

He locked the screen, placed the phone down on the table face-down, and stood again.

She had reached out. Finally.

And he didn’t care.

He didn’t need to win. He didn’t need to be heard.
He just needed peace. And for the first time in a long time, he had it.
Daniel walked to the hallway, turned off the lamp, and let the room fall into darkness.

Outside, the car pulled away from the curb. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked. A door closed. Life went on.

And so did he.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One – 

[image: ]


The First Seven Seconds

The engine’s growl subsided into an expectant hush as Daniel killed the ignition and leaned forward, hands pressed against the damp steering wheel. Through the rain-smeared windshield, he could just make out the flicker of a dilapidated carnival billboard—its neon bulbs trading flicks of orange and green, announcing a promise of colour he neither felt nor wanted. The wipers paused mid-swipe, each rhythmical click of plastic against glass echoing a heartbeat in the enclosed cabin. In his lap, his phone vibrated once, twice—Ava. The white letters glowed against the dark screen. His thumb hovered over the accept call icon. In that moment, cold air leaked through the cracked window, carrying the sharp tang of salt and mould from the pier beyond.

He closed his eyes and inhaled. Coffee-stained leather. Damp wool. The stale scent of memories he couldn’t yet name. When he opened them again, he pressed “silence” and slid the phone into his coat pocket. The barest spark of wind rustled his hair. He reached for the door handle.

Above him, the sky was a low blanket of cloud that threatened more rain. He stepped out onto the pavement, water pooling inside the treads of his boots. Each step towards the pier felt deliberate. The hush of the storm settled over him like a veil—even the gulls had quieted. He walked until the carnival lights vanished from view, swallowed by the grey horizon.

The wind carried the smell of salt and damp wood as Daniel approached the pier. Gulls, ruffled feathers slick with moisture, hovered overhead in ragged formations. The tide slapped against the pylons below in lazy, insistent beats—neither urgent nor casual, but something between, as if each thump insisted on being noticed. October pressed itself against the coastline like a half-remembered dream: cool without bracing charm, grey without black despair.

She was already there.

Ava.

She stood six paces away from him, near the railing, framed by storm-thickened sky. Her back was straight, shoulders relaxed. Her light-blue coat—cinched at the waist—billowed subtly. Caramel-brown hair, damp at the tips, whipped errant strands across her face. She didn’t shift her weight from foot to foot. She wasn’t on her phone. She just stood, as if the ocean needed someone to anchor its vast breath.

Daniel slowed. Not beauty that held him—presence. In the space between her outline and the restless sea, something vital pulsed.

He exhaled slowly and closed the distance between them. The boards creaked beneath his boots: a staccato chorus promising he was not quite at home here, yet drawn nonetheless.

She turned before he could call her name. Movement so subtle he might have imagined it—if not for the sudden tilt of her head.

Their eyes met.

There was no spark of recognition, no guard raised on either side. Instead, silence stretched in the chill air—an unspoken accord: Something already existed here, waiting.

“Daniel?"

Her voice, when it came, was a low chord of curiosity and relief. Northern, with a trace of laughter resting behind the consonants.

He nodded. “Ava.”

She offered a half-smile, one side of her mouth lifting. “Sorry, I’m late. Traffic was chaotic.”

He waved away concern. “I was early. Coffee wouldn’t talk back.”

She chuckled—soft, like the sigh of someone who’d both planned and abandoned this moment.

They walked side by side toward the café, the planks beneath their feet glistening with rain. Each encounter of wood and sole echoed: click, creak, click—footsteps prolonging the anticipatory hush.

At the café door, a bell tinkled, sharp against the muted storm. Heat and sound wrapped around them: the hiss of espresso steam, the deep thrum of a record player spinning a smoky track from the seventies, the thud of a tamped puck of grounds under expert hands. Dark oak panelling brushed against overhead lamps, casting pools of amber light across tables.

A barista moved behind the counter with the precision of a conductor: steaming milk, distributing velveteen foam, sliding mugs along with a soft thud. The smell of dark roast and burned sugar sputtered against the damp chill at the threshold.

They settled at a window table. Steam curled in pale filigree up the glass, blurring the gilt of the sign outside and softening the outline of the world.

He ordered a flat white: two shots of espresso, oat milk steamed into creamy swirls. She asked for peppermint tea: a teapot with leaves suspended in pale broth.

He watched her hands cradle the mug—fingers tracing invisible rivulets of condensation—then found himself ordering a second tea, just to keep her talking.

They fell into conversation as though the past hour of silence had been a prologue. She spoke of her work in sustainability: pitching campaigns to corporations, fighting for authenticity in an industry built on image. Her laughter was dry, punctuated by sardonic arcs when she described greenwashing and boardroom lip service.

“I get paid by companies that want to seem like they care,” she said, stirring sugar-free peppermint leaves. “Some do. Most don’t. But it pays the bills, and it keeps me honest.”

He smiled. “Is anger your fuel?”

“Half of it. The other half is caffeine—and occasional spite.”

He liked her voice—steady, unguarded, without the practised polish he’d grown accustomed to. She looked him in the eye when she spoke, never glancing away. There was no pretence. No apology for her passions.

“And you?” she asked, leaning forward so that her hair swept the tabletop rim. “Sales? Still?”

He nodded. “I built a firm, stepped back. Health scare—needed to breathe.”

“It’s rare to hear a man say that.”

He paused, surprised. “What, breathing?”

“No. Admitting you needed to.”

He settled back, absorbing her expression: not judgment, but intrigue. “Fair.”

The rain intensified outside, drumming on the roof in staccato insistence. The waitress refilled their cups without asking—tiny acts of familiarity that prickled at Daniel’s skin.

Talk turned to family. She mentioned Ryan—her eight-year-old son—smiling at the memory. “He’s the reason I’m still sane. Also, the reason I haven’t slept since forever.”

He spoke of Blake, his son. Stories of sleepless nights, first steps, scraped knees, and the thousand small moments that came with raising a child alone. Her eyes softened as he spoke, and he realised she was listening not just with politeness, but with genuine empathy.

Then she said something that stopped him.

“You seem like someone who knows how to be alone.”

He blinked. “Is that a compliment?”

She smiled—vague, but warm. “It is. Most people can’t stand their own company.”

He studied her through the mist of condensation. “What gave it away?”

Her brow furrowed, as though she were reading more than just his features. “You have a settled energy—like you’re not waiting to be saved.”

Her words sank through the foam of his flat white. He felt softened, considered, and seen.

They lingered until the record scratched to its final track. Outside, the wind had eased, replacing rain with mist. When they rose to leave, each step back across the wooden planks felt lighter, charged.

At the pier’s end, where flickering bollard lights cast pools of pale yellow onto slick boards, she paused again.

“I like water,” she said quietly, hands tucked into her coat pockets. “You can tell it anything. It never talks back.”

He stepped beside her, breathing in the salt-laden air. “It remembers, though.”

She tipped her head, gaze locked on the horizon. “Maybe that’s the problem.”

They stood in silence—close enough to hear each other’s breath, distant enough to preserve the grey space between.

He could have kissed her then. The world held still. Yet he found himself stepping back.

“Text me when you’re home?” he said instead.

Her gaze flicked to his, meeting it without hesitation. “I will.”

She turned and retraced her steps. Daniel watched the line of her silhouette blur into the night until the mist swallowed her.

The texts started that night.

At first, they were casual: a joke about the café’s playlist; a photo of the shoreline under moonlight. Then voice notes—her laughter in his ear, the soft crackle of her space. Then messages unfurled: childhood memories, the ache of divorce, single parenting’s fatigue, the absurdity of school uniforms.

Daniel found himself smiling at his phone. Her name, lighting the screen, became the highlight of his day. He replied—then hesitated, searching for the right tone—deleted, rewrote, then sent.

Daniel: “Glad you made it back safe.”

Her response buzzed almost instantly.

Ava: “Yup.”

He realised she wasn’t just responsive—she initiated. She remembered details: his son Blake’s name, his favourite coffee roast, and the story he’d once told about his father’s old fishing boat.

She asked how his meetings had gone. Sent him links to articles he’d mentioned in passing. Confided her nightmares about losing control, her favourite road-trip song, and the quiet disappointment she still carried from her father’s stoic silence.

He hadn’t asked for that kind of honesty.

She offered it anyway.

The second date came a week later. He met her at a riverfront food truck park, where lights glowed like fireflies around empty picnic tables. She arrived barefoot, heels clutched in her hand, a takeaway bag in the other.

“Long day,” she said, shrugging off her bag and dropping her heels on a bench. “You’re either getting Thai curry or a foot rub.”

He laughed. “Why not both?”

They ate spicy green curry under strings of Edison bulbs. He made her taste buds cry. She teased him about his overly precise chopstick technique.

Then, when he set down his tray, she reached out and brushed his wrist, light, deliberate.

“Thank you,” she said softly. “For not being exhausting.”

He grinned. “Low bar.”

She laughed, eyes gleaming. “You’d be surprised.”

When they said goodnight, he felt a shift in the space between them, like something had clicked into place.

Two days later, she arrived at his flat just before midnight. Bare feet, again. She walked in as though she owned the place, kicking off her heels, dropping her bag by the door.

“I got you noodles,” she said, lifting a container. “And I will judge you if you don’t let me heat them properly.”

He watched her ease onto his sofa, elbows braced, hair loose around her face. He offered a glass of red wine.

They didn’t sleep together that night. Instead, they shared his bed—her head on his chest, his arm around her shoulders. He counted the beat of her heart under his palm. She breathed out, fitfully, as though the day’s tension still lingered.

In the morning, she slipped out of bed before sunrise and made tea. She let his dog out into the yard, chatting to the animal by name, laughing at its bounding enthusiasm.

He watched her from the bedroom doorway, feeling a tug he hadn’t expected.

In the quiet after breakfast, she turned to him. “I don’t do drama,” she said, tugging at the collar of her coat.

He cocked an eyebrow. “Me neither.”

She looked at him, eyes searching, hesitant. “I mean, messy relationships. I did all that in my twenties. I don’t have energy for it anymore.”

He nodded, voice low. “Neither do I.”

And he meant it.

He closed the door behind her and leaned back on it, sliding down until he sat on the floor. The morning light fractured through the curtains in shards of gold.

He thought of all the times he’d believed in something too quickly—raced ahead of the moment, only to find heartbreak waiting at the finish line. He felt the familiar stir of caution.

But with Ava, caution felt different. Like a measured beat in a song, not a chain dragging at his ankles.

He stepped over discarded shoes and slippers and sat at his small kitchen table, pulling his laptop closer. But instead of work, he pulled up her last voice note—a soft laugh underpinned by something vulnerable. Pressed play. And for the first time in a long time, he let himself feel unguarded.

The phone buzzed with a new message:

Ava: “Coffee tomorrow?”

And without hesitation, he tapped out a reply:

Daniel: “Absolutely.”

He didn’t need seven seconds this time. Not even six
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Too Good to Be True

Six weeks had slipped past since that first coffee.

In that time, Ava had moved into the edges of his life with the quiet certainty of sunlight slipping through a half-open blind—unhurried, soft, and utterly present. Even when she wasn’t there, she was. Her toothbrush leaned beside his in the bathroom like it had always belonged. Her canvas sneakers huddled next to his boots by the door. Ryan’s crayon scribbles—a chaotic rainbow of superheroes and rockets—clung to the fridge with mismatched magnets.

He told himself he liked it.

And mostly, he did.

But in the hours after she left—when the house fell still and silence spread into the corners—Daniel felt the shift. Not in a dramatic sense, but in the way things tipped slightly off balance. Like a painting hung just a little too far to the left.

Late one afternoon, he closed his eyes and let himself drift.

A beach. Dawn. Wind-churned waves folding in on themselves like restless thoughts. Her coat soaked at the hem as she stood knee-deep in the surf, eyes luminous in the rising sun. He wrapped his arms around her from behind, and she leaned into him with a sigh, like warmth was something she’d forgotten she deserved. He took off his coat and rested it over her shoulders. She turned, that half-smile blooming—the one that always carried something new, something tender.

And for a moment, just a moment, they stood as strangers no longer. Two people peeled back to the bone. Unmasked. Unafraid.

When he opened his eyes, the moment was gone. The city stretched before him, a smudge of gold and violet beyond his balcony. Fairy lights twisted above half-drunk tea cups. The air had cooled.

Inside, Ava sat curled into the corner of the sectional, her legs tucked beneath her, face buried in a battered paperback. Her damp hair clung to his navy hoodie, and the scent of peppermint tea clung to the air like quiet comfort.

“Morning,” he murmured from the doorway.

She looked up. Her eyes were bright, but tired. “Hey,” she said, her voice scratchy around the edges.

“You looked... settled.”

Her mouth curved slightly. “This is the first place I’ve felt calm in weeks.”

He studied her. Not just the smile, but the fatigue behind it—the way her shoulders carried something invisible when no one was looking. No one ever asked if she needed holding.

Later, they sat on the balcony, glasses of wine in hand. The city hummed quietly beneath them, cloaked in a deep twilight. She wore his hoodie still, the sleeves pushed up past her elbows. She stared out over the rooftops.

“It’s strange,” she said suddenly, “how we can build these massive walls around ourselves... then let someone climb over them without even knocking.”

He turned towards her, arm coming to rest around her shoulders. “Maybe we only lower the drawbridge for someone who doesn’t
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