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To my beautiful Baby Girl Tia, you are everything in my world, everything I am and Everything I own belongs to you, every day is a new day of me trying to make you proud, I love you beyond words my dear.

To Gigi Refaat, whose unwavering support and love have been my guiding light through every twist and turn of life's journey. Your strength, patience, and boundless kindness have been my rock, and I am endlessly grateful for your presence in my life.

To my father, Tayel Raheem, my steadfast role model and pillar of wisdom. Your guidance, encouragement, and unwavering belief in me have shaped me into the person I am today. I am honoured to walk in your footsteps and carry on your legacy.

To my brother, Omar Tayel, whose steadfast friendship, and unwavering support have been a constant source of strength and inspiration. Your selflessness, resilience, and unwavering loyalty have carried me through the darkest of times, and I am forever grateful for your unwavering presence in my life.

And to the soul of my late mother, Samar Salem, who watches over me from above with love and pride. Your memory is a beacon of light that guides me through life's challenges, and your love continues to inspire me every day. Though you may be gone, your spirit lives on in the hearts of those who loved you, and you will always be cherished and remembered.
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Chapter 1 – The Birthday Cake
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The invitation arrived three weeks early and felt older than it should have. A digital card—blue balloons, a cartoon dinosaur smiling too widely—sent to a group chat that had not been alive for years, only dormant. Tom’s son was turning five. Five, already. A number that carried weight, though no one acknowledged it. Adam tapped Going without thinking, the way one accepts terms and conditions—out of habit, not consent.

The party was held in a place that smelled like sugar and disinfectants, a rented indoor playground where joy was engineered and controlled. The walls were painted in colors too bright to be honest, as if the building itself was apologizing for something. Children screamed freely, their voices sharp and unfiltered, slicing through the air with sincerity adults had forgotten how to produce. Parents hovered near the edges, smiling automatically, phones in hand, documenting happiness instead of participating in it.

Adam arrived ten minutes late and still felt early.

Tom spotted him immediately and waved with a hand that had learned efficiency. He looked good in a way that felt rehearsed—trim beard, pressed shirt, watch that hinted at both success and responsibility. He hugged Adam with one arm, careful not to wrinkle himself.

“You made it,” Tom said, as if Adam had crossed an ocean rather than a few subways stops.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Adam replied, which was true in the way most polite lies are—technically accurate, emotionally hollow.

Anne appeared behind Tom, radiant in the exhausted way motherhood demanded. She smiled warmly, a smile practiced enough to survive crowds, and kissed Adam on the cheek. Andy stood not far from her, already kneeling to talk to one of the kids, his voice animated, his laughter loud. He looked at ease, too at home in chaos, like someone who needed noise to silence something inside him.

Chris arrived next, breathless, apologizing for traffic, already checking his phone. Ted would come later—or not at all. Ted was always a question mark.

They gathered around a plastic table covered in a paper cloth printed with stars. Juice boxes and coffee cups shared the same surface. The cake sat in the center, untouched, pristine, waiting for the ritual moment when cameras would rise in unison and time would briefly pause.

Conversation flowed easily at first, buoyed by familiarity. Old jokes resurfaced, slightly rusted but still functional. Stories from their twenties were retold with the softness of nostalgia, the edges dulled by time. They laughed about nights that once felt endless, about ambitions that had been spoken with certainty rather than hope.

But something was missing. Or rather, something was present that hadn’t been before.

Phones lay face-up on the table, glowing intermittently like nervous hearts. Each vibration caused a subtle shift in attention, a fracture in the moment. Tom excused himself twice to take calls. Chris typed messages while nodding along. Andy laughed too loudly, too often, as if trying to keep something from collapsing. Adam watched it all with a quiet attentiveness that felt more like distance than awareness.

The conversations changed shape without anyone noticing.

They spoke of schools—private versus public, neighborhoods that were “up and coming.” They spoke of money in disguised language: comfortable, tight, manageable. Promotions were mentioned casually, framed as inconveniences rather than victories. Someone complained about taxes. Someone else mentioned therapy, then laughed and waved it away.

Adam listened. He always listened.

At some point, the birthday song was sung. Children screamed the wrong words. Parents smiled, cameras lifted, the moment captured from every angle. Tom’s son blew out the candles with the seriousness of a man extinguishing his past. Applause erupted. Cake was cut. Slices were handed out like rewards for endurance.

Adam held his plate and realized he wasn’t hungry.

Tom leaned in, lowering his voice. “We’re thinking of moving,” he said. “Better schools. More space.”

“That’s great,” Adam replied, because that was the correct response.

Chris mentioned his new project, his voice speeding up as he spoke, ideas tumbling over each other. Andy talked about a girl he’d met last week, the way her laugh had felt like a promise. Anne listened politely, smiling, her eyes drifting occasionally to Andy in a way Adam couldn’t quite name yet.

Ted never showed.

People began leaving before the cake was finished. Babysitters, early mornings, deadlines. Hugs were exchanged, promises made. We should do this more often. Let’s not wait so long next time. The words floated upward and disappeared, having lost their meaning years ago.

Adam stayed until the end, helping Tom carry boxes to the car. The parking lot was dimly lit, the air cool, the city humming nearby—impatient, relentless.
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