
  
  
      
        
          Awakening

          A Novel of Desire and Becoming

		      
          A.H. Mayweather

        

        
          [image: ]

          Farum Publishing

        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2026 by A.H. Mayweather 
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, without permission in writing from the copyright holder, except as permitted by law.
For permissions: ah@ahmayweather.com
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
ISBN: 978-87-976512-9-2
Published by Farum Publishing.
Cover art by A.H. Mayweather.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  1.
                
                 Evidence on the Page
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  2.
                
                 Eggs and Survival
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  3.
                
                 The Empty Seat
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  4.
                
                 Rediscovering my Body
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  5.
                
                 Dance at least Once
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  6.
                
                 Proof of Life Protool
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  7.
                
                 No Regrets
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  8.
                
                 New Body, New Trainer
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  9.
                
                 Control
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  10.
                
                 Debriefing
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  11.
                
                 Pagebound and Unbound
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  12.
                
                 You Go, Girl
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  13.
                
                 The Ad Hoc Agent
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  14.
                
                 The One-Ninety
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  15.
                
                 The Pacing Error
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  16.
                
                 Questionable Coping Strategies
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  17.
                
                 I Came, I Saw, I Dissociated
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  18.
                
                 New Territory
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  19.
                
                 Margin Notes and Muddy Paws
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  20.
                
                 Hazardous Materials
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  21.
                
                 No Guarantees
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  22.
                
                 Soft Edges, Open Doors
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  23.
                
                 Coffee With a Ghost
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  24.
                
                 Unbroken and Solid
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  25.
                
                 Blank Pages, Soft Light
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  26.
                
                 The Next Chapter
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter 1

Evidence on the Page


If I'd been editing my own life, I'd have cut the first five minutes of that night. 
Nothing big happened. No thunder, no smashed plates. Just the hum of the fridge and the wet, dying smell of overcooked cheese.
My laptop heating my thighs, a congealing dish of pasta on the table, and a fictional duke about to confess his undying love on a ferry.
My foot had gone numb from sitting curled up too long, and the pasta on the table had cooled into something morally questionable. On the screen, the duke declared, I have never stopped loving you. The author had underlined it, as if bold emotion could be bullied into working. I'd left myself a note in the margin earlier.
Feels unearned. Where's the evidence on the page? Build the work, then cash the line.
Now I hovered over that comment with the cursor, thinking about whether it was too harsh. The duke had at least turned up. He'd gotten on the ferry, wet and cold and trying. That counted for something.
The pasta had set, cheese hardened into a lukewarm beige crust. Habit more than hunger, I drove the fork in. The whole block flexed, refusing to break. Delete, my brain said. Show, don't tell. I left the fork standing in the tray and pushed it away.
The microwave clock read 9:43. Ian's text from three hours ago was still open on my phone, screen dimmed.
Ian: Running late. We talk tonight, okay?
No emoji. No kiss. Just that sentence pressing on my lungs.
It wasn't the first time he'd said we talk tonight. It was the first time I wanted to pretend I hadn't seen it.
Me: Sure, I'll be working anyway.
Then I continued working, because that was what I knew how to do. I was halfway through tightening a line of dialogue when the front door lock clicked. Keys in the tumbler. My shoulders started to relax on reflex, then seized again, like my body had remembered the agenda before my brain did.
I saved the document out of habit and shut the laptop halfway. Not all the way. Just enough to signal that I was technically present.
"Hey," I called. "You survive your day?"
His steps came down the short hallway. Quiet. Socks soft on wood.
"Yeah," he said.
He put his keys into the bowl by the door. No jangle. He just placed them there. I felt that more than I saw it.
Ian stepped into the edge of the lamplight. Thirty-four, dark hair starting to show gray at the temples, blue shirt buttoned, sleeves rolled down. The end of his day usually lay draped over a chair by now, shirt open, belt loosened, his six-foot frame collapsing onto the couch with relief. Tonight he looked like he'd frozen at five-thirty and stayed that way until he made it home.
"Hi," I said.
He looked at the laptop, the spread pages, the half-eaten dinner. "You haven't eaten."
"I picked at it," I said. "It lost structural integrity somewhere around eight."
His mouth tugged, almost a smile, then flattened.
"Can we talk?" he asked.
It was amazing how fast a sentence could clear the air. My ribs cinched.
"Sure," I said. "Just let me…"
I closed the laptop properly and set it on the table.
Ian did not take his usual place beside me on the couch. He lowered himself into the armchair across from me. The one for guests.
Something in my stomach sank.
"This sounds ominous," I tried. "If this is about the basil dying again, I've got a speech prepared."
He huffed once. Then he folded his hands, index fingers pressed together like a bridge.
"It's a little ominous."
My joke hit the floor and stayed there.
"Okay." I scraped my thumbnail along the fork handle still spearing the pasta. "Can you just rip off the bandage? I'm already catastrophizing on four different fronts, and it's getting crowded."
He nodded. "Fair."
He looked me in the eye. That was the first thing that really scared me. He faced me like someone about to read a verdict.
"I met someone."
Some sentences were louder than the volume you said them at. This one rang. Heat climbed up my neck, sudden and humiliating, like my body decided to blush for both of us.
For a moment my brain did the polite thing and tried to misfile it, scrambling for any other context, any other genre.
"Like…" My voice sounded thin, coming from very far away. "A new client?"
"No," he said. "Someone at work. A person. A woman."
The room seemed to rearrange itself around that word. The lamp went harsher. The fridge hummed louder. My gaze snagged on his tie, the navy one I'd bought him for Christmas, and tried to make the knot make sense.
"Oh." It barely counted as a word, just air leaving my lungs.
He shifted, uneasy in the silence I couldn't fill.
"I have feelings for her." He stared down at his hands. "It started small. Just… talking. I kept telling myself it was nothing, a stupid crush, but…" He swallowed the rest. "At some point I had to admit I was lying. To you, to myself. I kept thinking I could…"
He broke off, jaw working, then shook his head. "I can't keep pretending I'm all the way in when half of me isn't. And I'm trying really hard not to be that guy. The one who waits for an excuse to… to blow everything up."
My grip tightened on the fork without my permission. The metal bit into my palm.
"Did you sleep with her?" The question came out flat. "Just answer that first."
"No. I haven't touched her."
He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, and I watched his shoulders lift and drop with each breath.
"I haven't done anything I couldn't tell you about. Except… for feeling things. Things I should've paid attention to sooner."
"So we're in the honorable confession chapter," I said. The words scraped my throat on the way out.
He winced. "I know how it sounds."
"Do you? Because from here it sounds like you met someone who made you feel alive again and you decided to drop that on me like it's a weather report."
"It's not that simple."
"It's exactly that simple. There's you, me, her."
He breathed out slowly through his nose. His knuckles were white where his hands still pressed together.
"You're right about one thing," he said. "I did feel… more awake. Talking to her. Laughing with her. It made me notice how numb I'd let myself get here. With you. With us."
"That's a fun revelation to have ten years in," I said. "I'm thrilled to be part of your awakening."
My voice sounded bright and brittle, like it might shatter if I kept talking.
"Laura," he said, and my name softened in his mouth. "This isn't about her being better than you. It's not a competition." His fingers dug into his own knees like he was trying to keep himself from reaching for me. He rubbed the back of his neck, looking wrecked. "I just realized I was already halfway out the door. In my head. And I can't fix that by pretending harder."
My eyes drifted to the pasta, that rubbery block still standing upright with the fork jammed through it. "Who is she? If I have to sit through this, at least give me a noun."
"Her name is Amanda. She's a PA on the product team. We landed on the same project. Long hours. You know the drill. I liked how she thought. How she argued with me. It made the days less of a slog."
I sank deeper into the couch cushions, like the fabric might swallow me if I gave it enough weight.
The way he described her made something ugly twist in my gut. Not because she was special. Because she sounded familiar.
"She reminds me of the woman you used to be," he said, confirming it.
I just looked at him. My hand jerked toward the fork still stuck in the pasta, fingers curling like I was about to fling it. I stopped myself and closed my fist instead, nails biting into my palm.
"The woman who'd drag me out at midnight for ice cream. Who didn't live inside a screen."
The hit landed exactly where he aimed it. Right in the gap between who I thought I still was and who I actually showed up as most days.
And he was right. I had stopped. I had no idea when.
I recalled him in the bedroom doorway: "Can you close that for a bit?" Me, not looking up: "I'll lose the thread." Him brushing his teeth alone.
"You could have tried harder," I said now.
"I should have," he answered. "I'm not saying I did everything I could. I'm saying that at some point I stopped believing we would find our way back, and I didn't tell you that in time."
We sat a moment in the ruined quiet.
"What are you telling me right now?" I asked. My tongue felt thick. "That you're in love with her? That you want my blessing? That you want to break up with me?"
"I'm telling you I can't stay in this relationship," he said. "Not honestly. Not as a partner. And not while I feel what I feel for someone else."
"Say the words," I said. "If you're ending us, say that."
"I'm ending this," he said. "I'm ending our relationship."
Something inside my chest gave, like a chair leg finally snapping after years of strain.
"How long have you known you wanted to do this?" I asked.
"Two weeks," he said. "I knew I had to make a choice. I've been planning the logistics in my head. The lease. The savings. Who gets the coffee table? All the glamorous bits."
"I do love that you put our furniture on the same level as our life." The sarcasm came out more tired than sharp.
He rubbed his face with both hands.
"Do you think I'm enjoying this?" he asked. "Because I'm not. I've never dreaded anything this much in my life. Including my appendectomy."
"Then why not give us a chance? Really give us one. Tell her no. Switch teams. Go to therapy. Make a list. Whatever people in the books do before they blow everything up."
"Because I don't believe it will work," he answered, and his voice cracked a little on the last word. "And you deserve to be with someone who doesn't just go through the motions because he's afraid of being the bad guy."
"But you are being the bad guy."
"I know. But I'm trying to at least be the honest bad guy instead of a coward."
I pressed my fingertips into my thigh until it hurt. Part of me wanted to scream. Part of me wanted to hurl the cold pasta at the wall and watch it slide down in slow motion. Mostly I wanted to rewind a year. Back to when I still believed that being loved once meant being safe forever.
"I did not cheat," he added quietly. "I need you to hear that. I'm not saying you should absolve me. I'm asking you to know that line still matters to me."
"You sound like the decent husband in a midlist women's fiction novel," I said.
He almost smiled. It didn't reach his eyes.
"I've read your notes; I know how you talk about men who handle this worse."
That undid something in me. The idea of him reading my comments on other people's fictional breakups while planning our real one made my throat close.
"I thought we had more time," I said. It came out small. "I thought this was a rough patch. People get tired. Jobs get hard. Sex slows down. You ride it out."
"We did ride it out," he said. "You went further into work. I went further into autopilot. Then I met someone who reminded me of the version of you I'd fallen in love with, and I realized how far I'd let both of us drift."
I dropped my gaze to my hands. Ink stain on my thumb from earlier. Tiny scar on my knuckle from when I cut myself cooking one of the three meals I knew. Nothing about my fingers looked different.
"Are you already with her?" I asked. "In your head?"
"Yes," he said. No hesitation. "I think about her when I should be thinking about you."
My hands went cold so fast it felt unreal. I slid them under my thighs and sat on them, trying to steal heat back from my own body.
And then my eyes stung, sudden and sharp. Hot, stupid tears crowded in at the edges like they had every right. I blinked hard until the sting backed off, grudging and incomplete.
"I picture telling her things I should have told you. That is the part I can't live with. Even if I never touch her, that is a kind of betrayal I'm not willing to pretend is fine."
"And you think leaving me first fixes that," I said.
"It doesn't fix it," he answered. "It's the least harmful of the bad options I see."
I leaned back against the couch. The fabric scratched the bare skin of my neck.
"What do you want me to do?" I asked. "Tonight. Now. What is the expected response? I left my script at the office."
He let out a breath that was almost a laugh and almost a sob.
"I don't have expectations," he said.
He stood slowly, like his joints had aged ten years in the last hour. I stayed exactly where I was.
"You can throw me out. You can tell me to sleep on the couch while you decide whether you ever want to speak to me again. I'm here for whatever you need in the immediate term. Longer term, I know I need to move out. I won't drag this out for months."
My attention slid to the picture on the wall behind him. A print of a coastal town we'd bought on a weekend trip years ago. It had seemed like a promise at the time. Future vacations. Shared adventures.
Right now it looked like something hanging in someone else's house.
"Who gets the print?" I asked.
He blinked. "We can make a list," he said. "If you want it, it's yours. I can buy another, or none at all."
"It's not about the print," I said. "I'm just trying to understand how you can divide a decade into bullet points."
"You'd be surprised," he said quietly. "We're already doing that. Every time you choose a client over dinner. Every time I stay late at the office because it feels simpler than coming home to watch you work."
Images flickered: the anniversary we'd celebrated with takeout because I "just had to finish this edit." The weekend trip we'd cancelled because a rush job landed and I didn't trust anyone else with it. The worst part was that he wasn't wrong.
I had my own private list of choices I wished I'd made differently. Nights I'd shrugged him off with a distracted kiss and a promise to make it up to him. Weekends where I'd taken on rush jobs because the money made my anxiety quiet, then used that same anxiety as an excuse not to leave the apartment.
Ten years, sliced thin. Heat pricked behind my eyes again.
"I can't talk about this anymore tonight," I said. "If we keep going I'm going to say something we don't come back from. And apparently we are already out of second chances."
"Okay," he said. He nodded slowly. "I'll take the guest room."
"Fine," I said.
He picked up the throw pillow from his armchair and the extra blanket from the back of the couch. For a second, he hovered, like he might come around and touch my shoulder. He did not.
"I'm sorry, Laura. Really."
"I know." I surprised myself with how much I meant it. "I'm sorry too."
He went down the hall. The guest room door clicked shut. Not loud. Final enough.
The apartment felt strange without him moving through it, even though he was technically still here. Like someone had turned the volume down on all the background noise.
I sat there for a long time. The couch fabric started to scratch at my neck where I'd stopped moving. My legs went numb again, the same dead-weight feeling as earlier, only heavier now.
A small shudder went through me anyway. My body just finally caught up to the news. The tea I'd forgotten I'd made had gone cold hours ago. A thin skin clung to the surface, stubborn as a lie I couldn't stir back into something drinkable. Eventually, my mind remembered there was a laptop on the table.
I opened it.
The screen flared to life, blinding for a second. When my eyes adjusted, the duke and his lover were still frozen mid-confession. He on his knees. Her in a dress that had taken three paragraphs to describe.
My earlier comment still glowed in the margin.
Feels unearned. Where's the evidence on the page? Build the work, then cash the line.
I stared at it. Then I highlighted the note and hit delete.
I didn't feel qualified to talk about evidence anymore. About the work that made declarations true. I'd just been informed that in my own life, the receipts were missing.
The document saved with its tiny, optimistic chime. I closed the laptop again. Somewhere beyond the thin walls, a neighbor laughed at something on TV. The world kept going, utterly unfazed by the fact that my ten-year relationship had just been downgraded to past tense.
I sat back and let my head rest against the couch. All I had was the picture of my own hands on the keyboard and the awareness that for years I'd been editing everyone else's stories, while mine slipped off the edge of the page.
The ceiling had a crack running from the light fixture to the far corner. I'd never noticed it before. It would need fixing eventually. Everything did.
I sat up and opened my laptop again. The screen lit the room in a cold, familiar glow. New document. Title: THINGS I SAID YES TO WHEN I MEANT NO.
The cursor blinked like it was breathing. My fingers hovered over the keys, waiting for my nerves to make a decision for me. I typed.
January 2023: The Vermont trip. He wanted a week. I said I had a rush edit.
I stared at the line. Felt the little click of it, like a latch finally catching. Then I kept typing.






  
  Chapter 2

Eggs and Survival


Saturday morning, Jess made coffee strong enough to dissolve bone. I woke to the smell and the small, domestic clatter of someone who belonged in my kitchen more than the man who'd just moved out of my life. 
My hand reached for the other side of the bed and met a flat, cool stretch of sheet. No warmth. No breathing. No familiar complaint about the alarm. Then my eyes landed on the empty patch of wall where Ian's bike usually leaned and the suitcase-shaped absence by the door.
I lay there and listened. No shower water. No podcast leaking through the bathroom door. Somewhere beyond the bedroom, a spoon tapped ceramic.
"Laura," Jess called. "If you're awake, moan tragically."
I managed a noise.
"Good," she said. "Come drink this before I do."
I dragged myself upright. My body felt like it'd been filled with wet sand overnight. The mirror over the dresser caught me mid-step. My dark blonde hair had mostly escaped its tie, hanging in pieces around a face I barely recognized. Mascara was smeared under gray-green eyes that looked older than thirty-three. My neck was creased from sleeping wrong.
"Stunning," I told the stranger in my ex's T-shirt.
Jess stood at the stove in a corporate-retreat T-shirt that said INNOVATE 2019, which I was pretty sure she'd stolen, and a pair of my sweatpants that stopped a good inch above her ankles. Her red hair, the kind of deep, fiery copper that made people do double-takes, was twisted into a gravity-defying knot. Even exhausted, with shadows smudged under those stunning green eyes, she had that thing. The thing men couldn't quite name but always noticed.
She wasn't classically beautiful. Her features were too sharp, too knowing. But put her in a room and watch every man's attention drift her way anyway, like she'd tuned herself to some frequency only they could hear. Jess at thirty-one had figured out what most women never learned: that confidence and a body you didn't apologize for were a kind of magic. Curves in all the places that mattered. An hourglass that made even sweatpants look intentional.
Right now, that magic was focused on attacking a carton of eggs with terrifying precision. She looked me over, eyes quick and kind and absolutely ruthless.
"You look exactly like someone whose ten-year relationship ended last night," she said.
"Thank you," I answered. "I was aiming for 'ravaged but mysterious,' but we can work up to it."
She snorted and poured coffee into my WORLD'S OKAYEST EDITOR mug. Ian had given it to me as a joke. Jess slid it toward me without comment.
I wrapped both hands around the ceramic. The heat made my fingers prickle.
"Welcome to day one of the post-Ian era," she said, glancing down as a notification pulsed on her phone. She flicked it away without really looking. "Step one is caffeine. Step two is food. Step three is you do not, under any circumstances, text him. Any questions?"
"Do I have to do them in that order?" I asked.
"Yes," she said. "This is triage, not improv."
She cracked eggs into a pan with more force than grace. Shell fragments hissed. She fished them out with a fork.
"I'm not hungry," I said.
"That's adorable," she replied. "You still have to eat. Grief without calories is just a migraine."
I stared at the pan. The eggs looked like a visual aid for depression.
"I don't even know if this is grief," I said. "He's not dead. He's probably doing deadlifts with his new crush right now."
"Grief doesn't require a death certificate. You lost a person and a story and a version of yourself. Your brain is going to have opinions."
She slid eggs onto plates, added toast that was slightly more bread than charcoal, and set one in front of me. We sat at the table where we'd once done serious things like combine finances and silly things like plan trips we never took. The empty chair across from me felt loud. Jess watched until I took a bite.
"Next," she said, when I finally chewed and swallowed. "Ground rules. While you're in this apartment, you're allowed to ugly cry, swear, sleep weird hours, and declare whole days a loss. You're not allowed to call yourself an idiot, unlovable, washed up, or 'too old' for anything except maybe glow sticks."
"Harsh restrictions," I said.
"They're in place for your safety," she answered.
She spoke lightly, but I could see the way her eyes tracked me, taking inventory. She had sat on enough floors in apartments with friends to know what early breakups looked like. Her own longest relationship had capped at three years, usually ending with a speech about "needing space" that she delivered before anyone else could.
"You also," she said, pointing the spatula at me, "are banned from downloading any dating app for six months."
"Six," I repeated. "Jess, that's half a fiscal year."
"That's the minimum non-negotiable detox period to figure out who you are. You need to reset your baseline before you let any new variables in. After that, you can decide what you want: relationship, casual, nothing at all. But you need to know yourself first."
"You've been with Ian since… when, 2014?"
"2013," I said. "Summer."
"That was two presidents ago," she said. "You don't even know what the dating interface looks like anymore."
"I edit romance for a living," I protested. "I know the theory."
She gave me a look.
"You know trope theory," she said. "You know narratively satisfying beats. You don't know what it feels like when a man sends you a two-word message that just says 'u up?' at two in the morning. And you don't need to learn that right now."
"Strong argument," I conceded.
"No apps," she repeated. "No 'just looking.' No 'my friend forced me to download this.' If you cave, I will steal your phone and change all your client deadlines to next Tuesday."
I imagined explaining that one.
"Fine," I said. "Six months. No dating. No casually auditioning baristas for the role of rebound."
"You are, however, allowed to accept free drinks if offered," she said. "It would be fiscally irresponsible not to."
"Obviously," I said. "Heartbroken, yes. Idiot, no."
Jess paused, spatula hovering over the pan, eggs sizzling. "Okay, but there's one exception I'd actually vet."
"I thought you said no exceptions," I said.
"I said no apps." She tilted the spatula, watching the yellow wobble. "There's this guy I see at the dog park sometimes. High school math teacher. Fosters rescue dogs. He has this very… steady energy. Like a human weighted blanket."
I narrowed my eyes at her. "Are you trying to set me up?"
"Not now," she said, pointing the spatula at me like it was a warning label. "In six months, when you remember you have a body. He's patient. He'll still be there."
"I don't need patient," I said. "I need to not think about any man for at least a fiscal quarter."
"That's the spirit," Jess said. She went back to the eggs, scraped the pan, then glanced at me. "But for the record, his name is Noah. He fosters rescue dogs. Always has one in tow at the park. Currently it's this ridiculous shepherd mix named Scout. Part shepherd, part chaos."
"Why are you telling me this?" I asked.
"So when you're ready for boring in the best way, you'll know where to look." She flicked her wrist like that explained everything. "Great hands, too."
"I'm not listening to you objectify a public servant," I said.
We ate. The eggs were rubbery, the toast was burnt. It tasted like someone had tried.
"Okay," Jess said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. "Now the fix-what-we-can list. Therapist. Movement. Environment. Work."
"Can we start with 'set apartment on fire and walk away'?" I asked.
"Tempting," she said. "But I don't have bail money. So we start with therapist."
She pointed at my laptop on the counter.
"You've been telling authors to find mental health support for years," she said. "Time to follow your own advice."
I stared at it like it might bite.
"I saw someone a couple times," I said. "Years ago. After my dad's second surgery."
"And then you decided you were fine," she said. "You're not fine. That's not an insult, it's a diagnosis. Get on your insurance portal. I'll rinse dishes and make fun of the hold music."
She knew exactly where to press. It was one of the reasons I trusted her. She was the one who'd shown up with a suitcase and a bag of groceries when my dad went to the hospital, who cleaned my apartment while I pretended I could keep working, who told me with love when I was being a coward.
I thumbed the laptop open. The screen held a manuscript mid-sentence, a highlighted note to a client: Character lacks interiority here. What is she avoiding?
I stared at it. The cursor blinked, slow and accusing.
"Wow," Jess said over my shoulder. "Art imitates life."
"Shut up," I said, but without much heat.
I minimized the document, opened a new tab, and typed therapist into the insurer's clunky search interface. The page took forever to load. Jess hummed something that might have been the Jeopardy theme.
Eventually, a list of names appeared. I scanned specialties. Relationship. Grief. Life transitions. One name jumped out because I recognized it from an acknowledgments page.
"Her," I said.
"Email her," Jess said. "Right now. Before you can talk yourself out of it."
I did. My fingers shook more than when I wrote thirty-page edit letters. By the time we finished the coffee, Dr. Harrow had replied with an opening on Thursday.
"See," Jess said. "The universe occasionally does express delivery."
She looked at the clock and winced.
"I have to go pretend to care about Q3 projections," she said. Jess worked in marketing for a mid-size tech company and spent half her days trying to convince executives that people didn't, in fact, want personalized push notifications about toothpaste.
She grabbed her bag, then turned back at the door.
"Text me if you feel like you're about to do something impulsive," she said. "Like texting Ian, or signing a lease in another country, or cutting your own bangs."
"I hate that you know me," I said.
"I love that I know you," she corrected. "That's why I'm still here."
The door shut behind her. The apartment inhaled and didn't bother exhaling.

      [image: ]I stood in the quiet and listened to the refrigerator hum. Then I walked slowly through the rooms, taking inventory. I wanted to see how much of our life was still physically here and how much had already quietly packed itself up.
Two toothbrushes in the bathroom cup. One damp towel still thrown over the shower rail. His cologne on the shelf, the one in the blue bottle I'd bought him last year. I picked it up, opened the cap, and sniffed.
For a second it felt like he might walk back in, sweaty from the gym, muttering about traffic. My throat clenched. I put the bottle back, carefully, facing forward.
It sat there like evidence I couldn't throw away yet.
In the bedroom, his side of the closet was mostly empty. A few hangers swung lazily. On the floor sat a shoebox with an old concert ticket and a tangle of laces he'd never gotten around to throwing out.
I sat on the bed and let myself cry properly this time, full-body, ugly, mouth open, no holding back for anyone's comfort. When it finally eased, my head pounded and my nose was stuffed. I went to the kitchen, drank a glass of water, and opened my laptop because I didn't know what else to do.
On the screen, my heroine was discovering that her fiancé had been lying to her for months. I watched her fling a ring into a fountain in Florence, saw it arc, flash once, and vanish into the bright water, and thought, Almost there. Give her more rage.
The next chapter was a sex scene. Well-written. Good tension. Clear choreography. The heroine asked for what she wanted, and the hero delivered. I made a note in the margin: This works. She knows her body and isn't afraid to use her voice.
When had I last done that? Not asked Ian to take out the recycling. Asked for what I wanted in bed. For anything, really, that wasn't about productivity or being useful.
I couldn't remember.
I closed the manuscript and stared at my own reflection in the darkened screen. The leftover blue light washed me out.
At some point, my shoulders cramped from hunching over the keyboard. I pushed back from the desk, joints popping, and remembered the list Jess had rattled off. Movement.
I dug the unused yoga mat out from under the bed, unrolled it in the living room, and closed the blinds so the neighbors couldn't witness whatever horror was about to happen. My sports bra dug into my ribs. My leggings had seen better days.
I queued up a beginner bodyweight video. The instructor appeared: bright eyes, ponytail that swished when she moved.
"We're going to have so much fun," she said.
"I doubt it," I told her.
Ten minutes in, my thighs shook and my lungs burned. Good. It hurt. That was the point. The fire in my quads was loud enough to drown out the apartment's silence. The instructor's ponytail swished, perfect and untroubled. I was a sweating disaster on my living room floor. If I focused, I didn't have to look at the empty side of the closet.
"You can do anything for thirty seconds," she chirped.
"I can complain for thirty seconds," I answered, gasping.
When it was over, I flopped onto my back, heart pounding, mat slick under my shoulder blades. The ceiling crack watched me.
"You survived," I told myself.
It was a low bar, but one I could clear.

      [image: ]Later I took a shower. After I toweled off and pulled on clean clothes, I opened a new notebook. My life had no plot, no character arc, and no romantic lead. Fine. If I couldn't fix the story, I could at least lay out the page. I drew a line down the middle and made two lists.
Working title: Laura 2.0, very much in beta. The first list was practical.
Jane every Thursday.
Move body four times a week, minimum twenty minutes.
Eat something that grows out of the ground at least once a day.
No work emails after nine. Try.
The second list made my hand pause. No dating apps for six months.
No checking Ian's socials.
No rereading our old texts at two in the morning.
No using work to avoid feeling anything below my neck.
No turning this into a story where I'm either the hero or the villain. Just a person.
My pen hovered, then I underlined the second-to-last line twice, hard enough to leave a faint groove in the paper. It felt uncomfortably specific, like I'd caught myself in the act, naming something I'd been dodging.

      [image: ]The therapist's office sat over a laundromat with a flickering neon sign. The stairwell air was warm and damp, detergent sharp in the back of my throat. I climbed the stairs with my stomach in knots and my brain offering helpful messages like turn around and you can still fix this by pretending it never happened.
Dr. Jane Harrow's door was painted a calm, implausible blue. Inside, the room was small and oddly cozy. Bookshelves. A plant that was actually alive. A couch that didn't look like it'd seen terrible things, even though I knew it had.
"Hi," she said, standing. "Laura?"
"Yes," I said. "Hi."
We shook hands. Hers was warm and dry. Everything about her seemed made to be soft enough that people would talk and steady enough that they wouldn't walk all over her. Mid-fifties, maybe. Silver streaks in dark hair pulled back. Glasses on a chain. The kind of person who'd seen enough wreckage to not be shocked by yours.
"Have a seat," she said. "Tell me what brings you here."
The practiced version of that speech came to mind. I could lay out our relationship like a synopsis. Met at twenty-three, grew up together, drifted apart quietly, he met someone new. The end.
Instead I heard myself say, "I live in other people's love stories all day, and somewhere in there I stopped noticing my own." Her eyebrows ticked up, interested.
"You're an editor," she said.
"Romance, mostly," I replied.
She settled into her chair with a notepad balanced on her knee, considering me for a moment.
"That gives us a framework," she said. "You're very good at seeing where other people's narratives need work. You probably have strong ideas about structure. Beats. Payoff."
"That sounds like a compliment," I said.
"It's information," she answered. "It tells me you're likely to talk in summary. Give me the report instead of the experience. I'm going to keep asking you for scenes."
It was unnerving, being read that fast. It was also a relief. I didn't have to teach her the shape of my brain.
"Fair enough," I said.
She clicked her pen once, set it down.
"So. Your relationship ended recently?"
"Six days ago," I said. "He told me he had feelings for someone at work. He hasn't acted on them, but he couldn't, in his words, 'stay in the relationship honestly' while feeling what he felt for someone else."
"How did you respond?"
I thought about the fork in the pasta. The navy tie. The empty armchair.
"I asked questions," I said. "Tried to negotiate. Then I ran out of things to say and sent him to the guest room."
"And since then?"
"Since then I've cried, worked, avoided his cologne bottle, and let my best friend make me terrible eggs."
Jane smiled slightly. "The eggs matter. Who showed up for you?"
"Jess. She arrived the next morning with groceries and a six-month dating ban."
"Smart friend," Jane said. "Are you following the ban?"
"So far. It's been less than a week. Check back with me when the loneliness gets louder than the anger."
She wrote something down.
"Tell me about the relationship," she said. "Not the summary. A scene. Give me a moment that felt true to you, back when it was good."
I shifted on the couch, searching. My mind offered up standard highlights, vacations, anniversaries, but they felt like stock photos. Then I landed on something smaller.
"Early on, maybe a year in, we were tiling the backsplash in his old apartment," I said. "He was measuring and cutting; I was supposed to be mixing grout, but I kept fussing with the tiles he'd already placed. Adjusting them. He caught me doing it and said, 'You know they're not sentences, right? You can't edit them.' And I laughed because he was right. I'd been treating them like a manuscript. But he said it with so much affection. Like my brain was this weird, charming thing he wanted to understand."
"What did that feel like?" Jane asked.
"Safe," I said. "Like I could be myself. Fixated. Particular. Too much in my head. And he wouldn't leave."
She nodded, writing something.
"And when did that change?"
I thought about it. There wasn't a day, a fight, a moment. Just erosion.
"I don't know. It was gradual. I stayed late to finish a client rush. He wanted to go out. I could have closed the laptop. I didn't. I told myself it was just one night."
"What did he do?" she asked.
"He ate leftovers and watched TV," I said. "He kissed the top of my head when I finally sat down and said, 'You work so hard.' I heard 'I'm proud of you.' I think now he meant 'I miss you.'"
My throat tightened when saying it. Jane let the silence sit.
"That moment," she said. "When he kissed your head. Where were you?"
"What do you mean?"
"Physically. In your body. Were you present with him, or were you still working in your head?"
I opened my mouth, then closed it. The answer was obvious. It still stung.
"I was already thinking about the next edit," I admitted. "I felt the kiss, but I didn't… I didn't stay with it. I think I said something like 'almost done' and kept typing."
"And your body?" she asked. "Where was your body in that moment?"
I stared at her. No one had ever asked me that before.
"I don't understand the question," I said.
"Were you tense? Relaxed? Did you notice your breathing, your posture? Did you feel the couch under you, his hand on your head? Or were you just a brain operating a body like a vehicle?"
Heat crept up my neck. I wanted to deflect, make a joke, but her gaze was patient and steady.
"I don't think I was in my body at all," I said quietly. "I think I've been living from the neck up for… I don't know how long."
She nodded like I'd said something important.
"Here's what I'm noticing," she said. "You're very articulate about what you did and didn't do. Your choices. Your mistakes. But when I ask you how something felt, or where you were physically, you have to work to find it. Like your body is a stranger you're trying to remember details about."
"Has work been a way to avoid being in your life?" she asked.
That sounded like the kind of question where any answer turned into a confession.
"Does it?" I asked.
"You tell me."
I shifted on the couch. "Yes. If I say yes, I'm admitting I'm hiding. If I say no, I'm in denial."
"Or," she said, "you could answer the actual question instead of the one you think I'm asking."
I stared at the plant on her shelf. It was thriving. Of course it was.
"Yes," I said finally. "Also no. It's the one area where I know what I'm doing. That makes everything else feel worse sometimes."
"When did you last feel fully present in your body?" she asked. "Not performing a task, not achieving something. Just… inhabiting yourself."
I thought about it. Yoga didn't count. That was performance, proving I could do the thing. Sex with Ian? Years since that felt like anything but choreography we'd memorized, boxes we checked because we were supposed to. Eating, sleeping, showering, all autopilot.
"I don't know," I said.
"That's information too," she said.
She let me sit with that for a moment. The discomfort was acute, like she'd pointed at something I'd been carefully not looking at.
"It sounds like you've been running a very demanding story about yourself," she said. "Capable. Responsible. Useful. The woman who solves problems and meets deadlines and doesn't need much. Does that story have room for you to be human?"
"Off the record, no," I said.
"Does it have room for you to want things?" she asked. "Not achieve things. Not accomplish things. Just… want them?"
My mind went immediately to work. Client needs. Deadlines. The dopamine hit of a solved problem. The relief of being good at something.
"I don't think I know the difference anymore," I said.
Jane nodded, unsurprised.
"Let me ask it differently. When was the last time you wanted something that had no utility? No purpose except that it felt good?"
I felt something uncomfortable shift in my chest.
"I don't know," I said again, and hated how small my voice sounded.
"Where do you feel that in your body right now?" she asked. "That not-knowing."
I pressed my hand to my sternum without thinking. "Here. Like a fist."
"What does the fist want to do?"
"Hit something." I paused. "Or… open. But I don't know how."
She wrote something down, then looked up with an expression that was kind but unflinching.
"And just so we're clear," Jane said, "the point here isn't to 'fix' you so you can have a better relationship next time. It's to help you figure out what you actually want. That might be a relationship. It might be something else entirely. There isn't a predetermined outcome we're aiming for."
I felt something loosen in my chest.
"And that includes how you want to live in your body," she continued, "not just who you want to live with."
I thought of all the scenes I'd line-edited where sex was either foreplay for a proposal or a test a heroine passed. It felt unnervingly new to consider that my body might have its own arc, separate from any man.
"That's… refreshing," I said.
"Good." She glanced at the clock, then back at me. "A lot of people show up wanting to be 'relationship-ready.' I'm more interested in you being ready for Laura."
I let that settle.
"Between now and next week," she said, "I want you to pay attention. Not in the forensic way you watch manuscripts for mistakes. In the way you'd watch something new grow. Notice your days. When you feel slightly better, when you feel worse. No judgment. Just data."
She paused, considering.
"And one more thing. I want you to notice when you feel something physical. Not pain, not hunger. Pleasure. Even small things. The shower water on your skin. Sun on your face. Your first sip of coffee. Notice if you let yourself stay with it, or if you immediately move on to the next task."
"Stay with it how?" I asked.
"However long it lasts," she said. "Could be five seconds. Could be longer. Just… don't rush past it because you think there's something more important to do."
I thought about that. About how foreign it sounded to just stand in the shower and feel the water without simultaneously planning my day.
"That feels almost decadent," I said.
"Good," she said. "We're aiming for decadent."
She stood, and I did too. My legs felt shaky, like I'd run farther than I thought.
"You did good work today," she said.
"It doesn't feel like I did anything," I said. "I just… talked."
"You showed up," she said. "You told the truth, even when it was uncomfortable. That's the work."
On the walk home, I thought about that distinction. For years I'd treated my own life as something to be optimized, not observed.
The city felt subtly different. Or maybe I was just actually looking at it. Astoria was still New York; steam from the laundromat vents in the cold, a couple arguing softly outside a bar with their hands still linked, a kid in a Spider-Man costume hopping over sidewalk cracks like lava.
At home, I opened my notebook and wrote:
Noticing: Day 1:
Cried three times.
Did not text Ian.
Did not check his Instagram.
Survived one therapy appointment without making a joke and leaving.
I closed the notebook and looked around the apartment. Jane had said to pay attention. To notice not just pain or obligation, but pleasure.
All right.
Noticed: The radiator's clank had a rhythm. Three beats, pause, one beat. I'd never heard that before.
Noticed: My own breathing. Shallow. High in my chest. Like I'd been holding something in for years and didn't know how to let it out.
Noticed: The way the couch fabric scraped against my bare legs. Rough. Present. Real.
Not pleasure, exactly. But presence. A start.






  
  Chapter 3

The Empty Seat


Days blurred, but not into the same gray. They had stripes now. 
Some days the stripe was neon. Ragey edits. Loud music. Too much coffee.
On one of those neon days, I went after a client's manuscript like it had personally wronged me. The heroine's ex ghosted her after eight years, which felt suspiciously familiar, even though it obviously was. I opened the comments and started bleeding red ink.
This betrayal feels abrupt. Where's the slow erosion? The nights she chose work over him? Build the drift.
My cursor hovered over Send. My fingers trembled. For a second I pictured forwarding the whole thing to Ian with no subject line, just my rage wrapped in Track Changes.
I didn't. I poured a glass of wine instead, turned the music up another notch, and kept editing until the words began to smear at the edges. By midnight, the manuscript was sharper.
So was the ache.
Other days were barely a line. Shower. Cereal. One email. Back to bed.
Work, walks, yoga videos, phone calls with my mother where I told her the edited version of the breakup and she responded by offering to ship me lasagna across state lines. Weekly sessions with Jane where we dismantled the ways I'd made myself small and the ways I'd made myself indispensable as a substitute for being loved.
I went to the movies alone on a Monday. The theater was half-empty, mostly couples and a few solo stragglers like me. I bought a medium popcorn out of habit, even though there was no one to split it with and no one would complain about the butter smell on my hands.
The film was a quiet indie about a woman rebuilding after loss. It was good. The dialogue snapped. The ending didn't fake its hope; it earned it.
Then the credits rolled, the lights came up, and my hand reached to the right without thinking, ready to pass the bucket. There was no one there.
My fingers closed on air first, then found the cold metal armrest. The seat beside me stayed empty. A smear of popcorn grease shone on the upholstery where the bucket had sat, like a small accusation I couldn't argue with.
I didn't cry. I just stared at my own hand like it belonged to a stranger, wiped it on a napkin, tucked it into my pocket, and walked out into the afternoon light.
On a Tuesday, I woke at noon. The apartment was silent. I'd slept through my alarm, or maybe I'd turned it off in my sleep. Either way, I was awake now with no plan and no energy to make one.
I sat up. My laptop was on the desk, charging, lid closed. Three client emails waited inside it, probably. I looked at it the way you'd look at a mountain you were supposed to climb with a paper cup of water and bad shoes.
My nose stung. An old memory surfaced like it had been waiting for the quiet. Ian teasing me about my endless edits while we tiled the backsplash, his hands steady on the grout, mine fluttering over imaginary fixes. I blinked hard until the room came back into focus. Not today.
No crying today. That was the rule, and I'd already broken it too many times to trust it, which somehow made me cling to it harder. By two o'clock I'd showered and answered one email.
By four, I'd reheated coffee twice and hadn't finished a cup either time. The yoga mat stayed rolled under the bed. The notebook stayed shut, its pages quietly judging my lack of enlightenment.
My phone sat on the counter with the screen dark. For a minute my thumb hovered over it anyway, pulled by the old reflex. Ian's Instagram, the muscle memory pull. Just enough pain to feel familiar.
I caught myself and set the phone face-down like it was dangerous. No checking. The rule held, barely. But the want stayed. A low hum under everything, threading itself through the radiator's clank like it belonged there.
On a Saturday in month two, I broke.
I'd had a good week. Therapy on Thursday. Dinner with Jess on Friday. I'd even done yoga twice without crying during savasana. Progress, I'd thought. I'm healing.
Then Saturday showed up, quiet and empty, and my thumb opened Instagram before my brain could get a vote.
Ian's profile loaded, still public. I should have blocked him. I knew I should have blocked him. But I hadn't, and now I was staring at a photo from three days ago.
Him and Amanda. At a brewery. Her hand on his arm. His smile was the real one, not the tired version he'd worn for the last year of us. The caption read, "Good people, good beer, good night."
My stomach went hollow.
I scrolled. There were more. A hiking photo from two weeks ago. A group shot at someone's birthday. They weren't couple photos, not exactly. But her face kept showing up in his orbit more and more, like she was slowly becoming part of his landscape.
The bathroom floor was where I ended up, back against the tub, phone balanced in my palm like it weighed more than it should. I stared at it until the screen went dark. Then I tapped it awake again. Scrolled back through our relationship in reverse.
The trip to Portland last year where we'd barely spoken. The anniversary dinner where I'd answered emails between courses. His smile getting tighter and smaller in each photo until it wasn't really a smile at all.
I'd done this. I'd chosen my laptop over his hand. My clients over his questions. I'd edited us into nothing.
The spiral lasted two hours. I didn't text him. Didn't comment. Didn't reach out. But I looked. I let myself hurt. I scrolled until my eyes burned and my chest felt like it might cave in.
When Jess called, I almost didn't answer. Her name on the screen felt like a mirror I didn't want.
"You're spiraling," she said. No question. Just fact.
"How did you know?" I asked, and my voice sounded thin.
"Because it's Saturday and you're not answering my texts and I know you." Her voice gentled. "Did you check his Instagram?"
I made a noise that wasn't quite a word.
"Okay," she said. "That's okay. You're human. Now block him."
"I can't."
"You can. I'll wait."
So I did. Sitting on my bathroom floor, phone hot in my hand, I blocked Ian's profile. Blocked Amanda's too, for good measure. The accounts disappeared.
It didn't make me feel better. But it made the hurting finite.
"Done," I said.
"Good," Jess said. "Now get off the floor, drink some water, and remember that healing isn't linear. You're allowed to have bad days."
"I thought I was doing better," I said.
"You are doing better. Better doesn't mean perfect. It means you called me instead of texting him. It means you blocked him even though it hurt. That's progress."
After we hung up, I stayed on the bathroom floor a while longer. The tiles were cold against my legs.
But I'd blocked him. I'd asked for help. I'd survived.
Small things. But they counted.

      [image: ]One day my mother called.
"How are you doing, sweetheart?"
I gave her the edited version. I was fine, staying busy, seeing friends, taking care of myself. All technically true if you squinted.
"And are you seeing anyone?" she asked. The question landed like a dropped dish, loud and impossible to ignore.
"Mom. It's been three months."
"I waited two years after your father," she said. "That was too long. I'm not saying you should be engaged. I'm saying you're allowed to remember you're a person with needs."
I blinked at the phone. My mother didn't usually talk like this.
"What brought that on?" I asked.
She sighed. "I spent so much time after the divorce trying to be the 'good' one. The responsible one. I didn't date. I didn't even think about it, because I wanted to prove I was fine on my own. And I was fine. But I was also lonely, and I convinced myself that was noble."
"Was it not?" I asked.
"It was a waste of time," she said. Not mean. Just honest. "You don't get points for suffering longer than necessary. If you're ready to be around people again, be around people. You don't have to marry them."
I sat with that.
"I could still send lasagna," she offered.
"Mom, you live in Oregon."
"They have planes," she said.
I almost cried at the mental image of lasagna arriving via overnight shipping, my mother's love packed in dry ice.
"I'm okay," I told her. "Really."
When we hung up, I sat on the couch until the room went dark. Then I opened my laptop and worked until midnight, because at least I knew how to do that.

      [image: ]Somewhere around month three, I ran out of crisis.
I sat in Jane's office on a Thursday and realized I had nothing new to report about the breakup. No anger. No tears. Just a quiet accounting of my week. Yoga three times. Two dinners with Jess. One manuscript finished ahead of schedule.
"You sound bored," Jane said.
"I am," I admitted. I picked at a loose thread on my sleeve. "Is that allowed?"
"It's progress." She smiled. "Now the real work starts."
She was right. Being devastated was exhausting, but being a functioning adult with no one to blame but myself was infinitely more tedious.
Small things changed anyway. Just enough that I noticed.
The yoga videos stopped feeling like punishment somewhere around week eight.
I graduated from the beginner series to intermediate, then to a strength-focused program that made my thighs shake and my shoulders burn. One morning, mid-plank. Arms holding steady. Core engaged. No shaking.
I held it for the full minute. When I dropped to my knees afterward, I wasn't gasping. I was grinning.
The next week, I added weights. Small ones, five pounds each, because I wasn't trying to become someone else. I just wanted to inhabit myself more fully. The first time I felt my bicep flex under the load, something shifted. Not just strength. Awareness.
My body wasn't just carrying me around anymore. It was capable. Present. Mine.
Later, alone in my apartment, I caught myself flexing in the mirror, looking for that small hardness under my skin like it might disappear if I didn't check. Then I laughed at myself and went back to work. But I didn't forget the feeling.
I stopped keeping my laptop in the bedroom. I bought an alarm clock so I didn't fall asleep holding my phone. I upgraded from pasta-as-personality to meals that involved chopping, which turned out to be its own kind of therapy.
I made lemon risotto, the kind that punished you for looking away. Forty minutes of constant stirring. The kitchen steamed up, my forearm burning in that good, earned way, yoga-adjacent and slightly smug. The rice went glossy and creamy. The lemon cut through the parmesan like a clean bright note. It was perfect.
I ate it straight from the pan, standing at the counter with the wooden spoon in my hand, because why pretend I owned a dining table for anything other than mail. I took another bite and waited for the automatic thing, the moment where someone across from you makes a noise of approval or steals a forkful like they're entitled to it. Nothing happened.
The risotto tasted exactly the same anyway. Delicious. Sharp. Mine. And the silence had room enough for all of it.
Jess came over on Tuesday nights with takeout and commentary.
"You're getting shoulders," she said once, poking my arm. "Look at that. Functioning deltoids."
"Do not talk dirty to me," I told her.
"Seriously," she said. "You're different. You stand more in your body now. Less like a floating head."
But the work was tedious. That was the part the books left out. They skipped the Sunday afternoons spent removing his name from utility bills and streaming accounts. They didn't mention that healing felt less like a revelation and more like data entry. I wasn't waiting for an epiphany; I was just editing him out, line by line.
I noticed it too. One afternoon in month four, I caught my reflection in a shop window and had to double back.
I was carrying a tote bag bristling with manuscripts, hair pulled up, no makeup. My leggings hugged a shape that was still soft but with a new line at the outer thigh. My face looked… clearer. Not prettier, exactly. Just more awake.
For a second, I didn't immediately look for flaws. I just thought, Huh. There she is.
The sun was warm on my shoulders. I let myself stand there a moment longer. It passed as quickly as it came, but it was new.

      [image: ]A week later, I was editing a manuscript when my body woke up.
The scene was a sex scene, common enough in my work that I'd learned to read them with a certain clinical distance. I usually noted pacing, consent clarity, whether the choreography made physical sense. This time my body responded first, before my brain could catch up and file it away.
The heroine was describing hands sliding up her inner thighs, the anticipation coiling low and tight, and I felt it. A tug in my belly. Heat blooming. My own thighs pressing together under my desk, like they had their own agenda.
I stopped reading. Just sat there, staring at the screen. My face felt warm.
When had that come back?
I scrolled up and reread the passage. The pull returned, stronger this time. Not just recognition of good writing. Want. My body remembering what it knew, what it missed.
I closed the laptop. Sat in the quiet of my apartment, aware of my own breathing, the warmth still pooling low and insistent. I'd felt nothing for months. And now, without warning, my body had opinions.
I opened the laptop again. Finished the edit. Made my notes with hands that felt too warm, skin too aware of itself. When I finally closed the file and sent it back, I sat in the dark and let myself want, and I didn't try to solve it.
In therapy that week, Jane asked if I'd noticed any changes.
"The pleasure homework," I said carefully. "It's… expanding."
She waited.
"I read a sex scene in a manuscript," I admitted. "And I felt something. Not just editorially. Physically."
"And how did that feel?" she asked.
I thought about it. "Surprising. A little scary. Mostly… good?"
"Your body's waking up," she said. "That's not a problem to solve. It's information."
I nodded, but my hands were cold despite the warm room. I rubbed my thumb over my knuckle, once, twice.
"What are you going to do with that information?" she asked.
"I don't know yet," I said.
"That's okay," Jane said. "You don't have to know. You just have to notice."

      [image: ]Ian's birthday caught me off guard. I was making coffee on a Tuesday morning when my phone lit up and told me, "Ian's birthday." I'd forgotten to delete him from my calendar.
I stood at the counter, mug halfway to my mouth, and felt the bottom drop out of my progress. The coffee smelled good. Warm. Normal. My chest did not get the memo.
Last year, I'd baked him a cake. Chocolate, from scratch, because he'd mentioned once that his mom used to make it for him. I'd stayed up until midnight the night before, getting the frosting right. He'd kissed me and said it was perfect, and I'd felt like I'd accomplished something that mattered.
This year, he was probably with her. Amanda. Maybe she'd bake him a cake. Maybe she'd do it better.
The thought hit like a punch to the gut.
I sat down at the kitchen table, coffee forgotten. My calendar stared back at me, the reminder blinking. I should delete it. I should have deleted it months ago.
But I didn't. I sat there and let myself miss him. Not the man who'd left, but the man I'd thought I'd known. The one who'd teased me about my manuscripts. Who'd held my hand at my dad's surgery. Who'd looked at me once like I was the answer to a question he'd been asking his whole life.
That man
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