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Chapter 1: Arrival
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THE CLOUDS LOOK FAKE from up here. Like someone spilled milk across a blue screen and forgot to clean it up.

I press my forehead against the plane window anyway, even though it’s cold and probably gross, and watch nothing change. Just white. Endless white. Somewhere under all of that is England. London. Heathrow. My dad.

My stomach does this stupid tight twist, like it’s bracing for impact even though we’re still cruising.

Fifteen years is a long time to imagine someone.

Too long, probably.

I pull my sleeves down over my hands and flex my fingers, then stop because it makes me look nervous, which I am, but I don’t want to look like it. The guy next to me—middle-aged, business shirt, already asleep with his mouth slightly open—doesn’t care. No one here cares. That’s kind of the problem.

Everyone else on this plane is just... going somewhere. Holidays. Work trips. Home. I’m the only one whose entire life just got shoved into an overhead compartment.

Berlin feels very far away all of a sudden.

Mum’s hug replays in my head without asking permission. The way she held on a second longer than usual at the gate. Not dramatic. She never is. Just her chin resting briefly against my shoulder, her hand pressing once between my shoulder blades like she was making sure I was real.

“Message me when you land,” she’d said.

Not if. When.

Like she was grounding both of us in something solid. Like planes don’t fall out of the sky. Like dads don’t disappear again.

I swallow and shift in my seat, my headphones hanging uselessly around my neck. I’d put music on during takeoff—some old track Mum used to play when I was little—but I’d turned it off halfway through because it made my chest ache in a way I didn’t feel like dealing with in public.

The flight attendant walks past, smiling too brightly, checking seatbelts. I click mine again even though it’s already fastened. Control. Small things.

What if he doesn’t recognise me?

The thought sneaks in sideways, stupid and sharp.

I mean, logically, he will. He’s seen photos. Mum sends them. Birthday pictures. School concerts. That one awful haircut phase when I was eleven that she swore was “artistic.” Still. People imagine things. Faces. Versions.

What if he’s expecting someone else? Someone more... English. Someone less me.

I glance down at my hands again. They look the same as they always have. Long fingers, bitten nails. Guitar calluses on the tips. Proof I exist. Proof I didn’t just grow up in my head.

My phone buzzes softly in my pocket and I flinch like it’s caught me doing something illegal. I pull it out, screen dimmed low.

Mum:

Still in the air?

I type back:

Yeah. Landing soon.

Three dots appear. Disappear. Appear again.

You’ll be fine, she writes. He’s been counting the days.

I stare at that sentence for longer than necessary.

Counting the days.

I wonder if she typed it easily, or if she hesitated before pressing send. Wonder if she meant it exactly as written, or if it’s just something mums say because silence feels worse.

I lock the phone and shove it back into my pocket before I can spiral properly.

The captain’s voice crackles over the speakers, calm and mildly cheerful, announcing our descent into London Heathrow. Local weather conditions. Cloudy. Of course. I almost laugh at that. Some things really do live up to the stereotype.

The plane tilts slightly and my stomach drops for real this time. The clouds thin, slowly, reluctantly, and then—

There it is.

Grey. Endless grey. Roads curling like veins, buildings packed too close together, the Thames slicing through it all like a dull ribbon. It’s not cinematic. It’s not dramatic. It’s just... there.

London.

My heart starts hammering like it’s late for something.

This is it. No rewind button. No “just kidding, I’ll stay with Mum actually.” I picture her kitchen back in Berlin—plants on the windowsill, the chipped mug she refuses to throw away, the quiet hum of the fridge at night—and something in my chest tugs painfully, like a rubber band stretched too far.

I force myself to breathe out slowly through my nose.

You wanted this.

I remind myself of that. Of the years spent pretending not to care while secretly checking my phone on birthdays. Of the quiet resentment I never said out loud. Of the emails from Alex—Dad—that got more frequent over the last year, warmer, longer, filled with stupid dad jokes and music links and I’d really love to see you, Dan.

Dan.

He calls me Dan. Mum still calls me Daniel when she’s serious.

The wheels hit the runway with a jolt that rattles my teeth, and suddenly everyone’s awake, clapping like the pilot just cured something. I don’t clap. I grip the armrest and let the reality sink in instead.

We’re here.

Taxiing feels endless. My leg starts bouncing without permission, and I hook my foot under my backpack strap to stop it. Outside the window, everything is wet and reflective, the ground shining like it’s been freshly polished just for my arrival. Figures.

When we finally stop, the seatbelt sign dings off and the aisle explodes into movement. People standing too fast, grabbing bags, apologising in five different accents. I stay seated, staring straight ahead, until the guy next to me nudges my arm by accident and mutters, “Sorry, mate.”

Mate.

Right. England.

I stand up and pull my backpack down from the overhead bin, nearly smacking myself in the face because my hands are shaking. Smooth. Real smooth.

The walk through the jet bridge feels unreal, like I’m watching myself from above. My trainers squeak slightly on the floor. The air smells different—cleaner somehow, colder. Or maybe I’m just imagining it because everything else feels so loaded.

Passport control is a blur of queues and signs and fluorescent lighting. My passport feels too light in my hand. Like it could disappear if I don’t grip it hard enough.

The officer barely looks at me.

“Purpose of visit?” he asks, bored.

“I’m... moving here,” I say, and my voice cracks on the last word like it’s not used to being true.

He glances up then, actually looks at me, stamps my passport, and waves me through.

Just like that. Entire countries reduced to a stamp.

Baggage claim is worse. Time stretches weirdly, folding in on itself while I stand there watching identical black suitcases circle endlessly like they’re mocking me. Every minute that passes feels like a test.

What if he’s already here?

What if he’s late?

What if he decided not to come at all?

I spot my suitcase eventually—blue, scuffed on one corner—and yank it off the belt a little too aggressively. It thumps onto the floor, solid and reassuring. At least my stuff made it.

I follow the signs to arrivals, my pulse loud in my ears now. Each step forward tightens something in my chest. I adjust my hoodie. Push my hair back. Immediately regret it. Too try-hard.

The automatic doors slide open.

Noise hits first. Voices, laughter, announcements echoing off high ceilings. The smell of coffee and perfume and something fried. People hugging, crying, shouting names.

I freeze just inside the doorway.

My eyes scan the crowd without me telling them to. Faces blur together—too many strangers, too many possibilities. I’m suddenly very aware of how tall I am, how awkwardly my shoulders sit, how young fifteen probably looks from the outside.

What if I walk right past him?

My heart is racing so hard now it’s almost funny. Like, chill, mate. It’s just your dad. Except it’s not just anything. It’s him. The absence. The idea. The maybe.

I grip the handle of my suitcase and take one step forward.

Then another.

Every man with dark hair and a jacket makes my chest jump stupidly. Every smile that’s not for me feels like a tiny rejection I didn’t sign up for.

I tell myself not to panic. That even if it’s awkward—when it’s awkward—it’ll pass. That awkwardness doesn’t kill people. Silence doesn’t mean failure.

Still.

My phone vibrates again. This time I don’t check it. I don’t want to anchor myself to Berlin right now. I need to be here. Fully. Even if here is terrifying.

I take a breath and lift my eyes again—

—and then I see him.

He’s standing a little off to the side, not pushing forward like some people, hands shoved into the pockets of his jacket. He looks taller than I expected. Older, obviously. Same dark hair as mine, but messier, like he doesn’t bother fighting it. There’s a nervous energy to him that’s weirdly familiar, like looking into a slightly distorted mirror.

He’s scanning faces too.

Waiting.

My heart stutters, then slams hard enough that it actually hurts.

That’s him.

I know it before my brain catches up. Some instinctive pull, some quiet recognition I didn’t know I was carrying.

For a second, neither of us moves.

I wonder what he’s seeing when he looks at me. If he’s clocking the height, the jawline, the way I’m standing half-guarded even now. I wonder if I look like a stranger. I wonder if I look like a mistake. I wonder if I look like a second chance.

He spots me properly then—really sees me—and his face changes. Not dramatically. Just... softens. Like something he’s been holding tight finally loosens a notch.

He lifts a hand, tentative.

I lift mine back, equally unsure.

The distance between us suddenly feels enormous.

I take a step forward, my suitcase rattling behind me, heart pounding so loud I’m pretty sure he can hear it.

Okay.

Here we go.

For a second, neither of us moves.

It’s ridiculous, standing there like two people who’ve accidentally made eye contact on the Tube and don’t know whether to smile or look away. Except this is my dad. Alex. The man whose name I’ve said out loud maybe a hundred times in my life, usually followed by silence.

He’s the one who breaks it first.

“Daniel?” he says, like he’s testing the word, like it might dissolve if he says it too loudly.

I nod. My throat’s doing this tight thing that makes actual words feel optional.

“Yeah. Hi.”

Brilliant. Fifteen years and that’s what I’ve got.

He smiles then. Not big or flashy. Just... real. A little crooked, like he’s holding something back. His eyes flick over me in quick, careful passes—my face, my height, my backpack, the suitcase at my feet—like he’s trying to memorise me all at once in case I disappear.

“You’re—” He stops himself, huffs out a quiet laugh. “You’re taller than I thought.”

I snort before I can stop myself. “Everyone keeps saying that.”

“Guess I missed a few growth spurts,” he says, and there it is. The thing sitting between us. Not spoken, but very much present.

Neither of us reaches for the other.

The noise around us swells—another reunion happening three feet to the left, someone crying loudly, someone else cheering—and I suddenly feel exposed, like we’re on a stage and everyone’s waiting to see what kind of people we are.

Alex shifts his weight, pulls his hands out of his pockets.

“Um,” he says. “Can I...?”

He doesn’t finish the sentence, but he opens his arms anyway. Not wide. Not confident. Just enough to make the invitation clear.

My chest tightens.

This is it. The first hug. The one that’s supposed to mean something. The one I’ve imagined and un-imagined a thousand different ways. The one that might fix things, or might prove they’re broken beyond repair.

I step forward before I can overthink it.

He smells like clean laundry and something faintly woody, like aftershave he didn’t put on too heavily. His arms wrap around me carefully at first, like he’s worried I might bolt, then a little tighter when I don’t. His hand presses against my upper back, solid and warm.

It’s... nice.

And weird.

My body stiffens out of instinct, then slowly gives in. I let my forehead rest briefly against his shoulder, my suitcase handle digging awkwardly into my leg. He exhales, long and slow, like he’s been holding his breath for fifteen years and just remembered how to let go.

There’s no lightning bolt. No cinematic swell of emotion. Just warmth. And a strange hollowness underneath it, like something important is missing but I can’t quite name it.

He pulls back first.

“Sorry,” he says immediately. “Too much?”

I shake my head. “No. It’s fine.”

Fine. The most overworked word in my vocabulary.

He nods like he’s grateful for it, like he’s taking what he can get. “Right. Okay. Cool.” He gestures toward the exit with an awkward half-wave. “Shall we... uh, escape the chaos?”

I follow him out, my suitcase bumping along behind me, my brain still catching up with the fact that this is actually happening. He walks slightly too fast, then slows down when he realises I’m struggling to keep pace without crashing into people.

“Sorry,” he says again. “I’m nervous.”

That makes me glance up at him. “You?”

“Shockingly, yes,” he says. “I’ve been pacing this terminal like a lunatic for the last twenty minutes.”

That earns him a small smile from me before I can stop it.

Outside, the air hits colder, sharper. London greets me with a fine mist that settles on my hair and jacket like it’s marking me as officially arrived. Alex leads me across the short-term parking area to a car that looks... well-loved.

That’s the polite word.

It’s dark blue, slightly dented on one side, with a faded bumper sticker I don’t recognise. The back seat is cluttered with what looks like cables, a jacket, and a guitar case.

“Sorry about the mess,” he says, unlocking it. “I meant to clean, but then I thought, no, that’s a lie, I didn’t.”

I shrug. “It’s fine.”

I toss my suitcase into the boot and slide into the passenger seat. The door creaks ominously as I shut it.

Alex grins. “She’s got character.”

“She sounds like she’s dying,” I say.

“Only on cold mornings.”

He starts the engine, and it coughs before settling into a low hum. The radio’s already on, playing something instrumental and mellow. He glances at me before pulling out.

“Is this okay?” he asks. “Music-wise, I mean.”

I listen properly. Soft guitar, layered synths, nothing aggressive. “Yeah. It’s good.”

Relief flickers across his face like he’s just passed a test he didn’t know the answers to.

We drive.

London unfolds around us in a blur of grey buildings, red buses, people moving with purpose even in the rain. I press my forehead lightly against the window again, watching the city slide past, trying to absorb it all.

“So,” Alex says after a minute. “How was the flight?”

“Long,” I say. “Not terrible.”

“Good. That’s... good.”

Silence settles between us, not uncomfortable exactly, but loaded. Like both of us are circling the same question and refusing to be the first to ask it.

He clears his throat. “Your mum. How... how is she?”

“She’s good,” I say automatically. Then, because it feels wrong to leave it at that, I add, “She cried. A bit. But she didn’t want me to see.”

He smiles softly. “Sounds like her.”

That makes me blink. “You remember that?”

“I remember a lot of things,” he says. “Some better than others.”

The car stops at a red light. He drums his fingers lightly on the steering wheel in time with the music. I recognise the pattern without knowing how.

Music. Right. Safe territory.

“You still play?” I ask.

His head snaps toward me, surprised. “Guitar? Yeah. Yeah, I do.”

“I brought mine,” I say, nodding toward the boot. “Just in case.”

His grin this time is immediate, unguarded. “Of course you did.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’re my son,” he says, like it’s obvious. Then he seems to realise what he’s said and winces slightly. “I mean—sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s okay,” I cut in quickly, before he can spiral. “I just... yeah.”

The light turns green. He drives on.

We talk more after that. Not deep stuff. Surface-level, careful. He asks about school in Berlin—what subjects I like, which ones I hate. I tell him maths is evil, English is fine, music is the only thing that doesn’t feel like work.

“Figures,” he says.

I ask about his job, and he lights up, explaining projects he’s worked on, how he gets to spend hours layering sounds until something clicks. He talks with his hands, glancing at me occasionally like he’s checking I’m still listening.

I am.

Somewhere between a conversation about favourite bands and him missing a turn and swearing quietly under his breath, I realise my shoulders have dropped. The tight knot in my chest has loosened a fraction.

This doesn’t feel impossible.

As we pull into traffic near the river, rain streaking across the windscreen, he glances at me again.

“I know this is... a lot,” he says carefully. “And I don’t expect anything to be perfect. Or easy. I just—” He hesitates, then finishes, “I’m really glad you’re here.”

I look out the window, watching the Thames slide past, dull and heavy under the clouds.

“Yeah,” I say. “Me too. I think.”

He chuckles softly, like that’s the best answer he could’ve hoped for.

The car keeps moving forward, deeper into the city, and for the first time since boarding the plane, I let myself believe—just a little—that I might actually be okay here.

The building looks newer than I expected.

Not shiny-new, but the kind of modern that still smells faintly of paint and optimism. Concrete, glass, clean lines. The lobby is quiet except for the hum of the lights and the soft echo of our footsteps as Alex wheels my suitcase inside.

“Lift’s this way,” he says, already moving, like if he stops he might lose momentum.

I follow, taking it all in. There’s a notice board by the mailboxes with flyers for yoga classes, missing cats, something about a residents’ meeting. Normal stuff. The kind of normal that feels weirdly unreal when you’ve just uprooted your entire existence.

The lift doors slide shut behind us with a soft thud.

Alex presses the button for his floor. Fourth.

The ascent is silent except for the faint whirr of cables. I stare at the digital numbers lighting up one by one and try not to overthink what’s waiting on the other side.

“So,” he says, clearing his throat. “This is home. Well. For now.”

“For now,” I repeat, noncommittal.

He glances at me, probably trying to read my face. I keep it neutral. Defensive neutrality is kind of my brand.

The lift dings and the doors open onto a hallway that smells like cleaning products and something vaguely floral. Grey carpet, white walls, doors lined up neatly like they’re all behaving themselves.

Alex leads the way, stopping in front of a door with a small, slightly crooked number four on it. He fishes his keys out of his pocket, drops them once, mutters something under his breath, then finally gets the door open.

“Okay,” he says, stepping aside. “Welcome.”

I hesitate for half a second before crossing the threshold.

The flat is... warm.

Not temperature-wise—though it is warmer than the hallway—but in a way that hits me right in the chest. Soft lighting, yellow-toned, not harsh. Wooden floors. A sofa that looks actually comfortable instead of just decorative. A rug that’s slightly askew like someone’s kicked it too many times.

Music gear is everywhere.

A keyboard against one wall. A couple of guitars on stands, one electric, one acoustic. Cables coiled loosely in baskets like they’ve given up on being perfectly organised. A small mixing desk by the window, headphones hanging off the side.

The windows themselves are big, stretching almost from floor to ceiling, overlooking a slice of London that’s currently being thoroughly soaked by rain. Droplets race each other down the glass, blurring the city into something softer, more forgiving.

“Wow,” I say before I can stop myself.

Alex grins, clearly relieved. “Yeah. It’s a bit... me.”

“It’s cool,” I add quickly, because his smile wavers like he’s bracing for disappointment. “Really.”

“Good,” he says. “Good.”

He wheels my suitcase further inside, setting it down near the sofa. “Your room’s down the hall, but—uh—we can do that later. No rush.”

I nod, still scanning the space, cataloguing details like my brain’s trying to memorise this place in case it disappears overnight. A framed photo on a shelf—Alex onstage with a guitar, younger, messier hair. A plant that looks like it’s barely hanging on. Stacks of vinyl by the turntable.

This feels lived-in.

This feels like someone belongs here.

And then—

Movement.

It’s subtle. Just a shift in the kitchen doorway to the right, but my entire body goes alert instantly, like something primal has just kicked in.

She steps into view.

She’s not what I expected. Which is stupid, because I didn’t actually know what I was expecting. Someone loud, maybe. Someone trying too hard. Someone who’d immediately feel like a problem.

Instead, she’s... calm.

Dark hair pulled back loosely, a few strands escaping around her face. She’s wearing a soft-looking jumper and jeans, nothing flashy. She holds a mug in one hand, steam curling up lazily. Her posture is relaxed, like she’s been here a thousand times and doesn’t need to prove it.

She looks at me and smiles.

Not big. Not fake. Just polite. Measured.

My stomach drops so fast it’s like I’ve missed a step on the stairs.

Alex notices her at the same time I do. “Oh—hey,” he says, sounding suddenly a little different. Lighter. “You’re back early.”

She shrugs. “Shift ended sooner than expected.”

Her voice is even. Soft, but confident. It fills the room in a way that makes it feel smaller somehow.

Then Alex turns to me.

“Daniel,” he says, gesturing awkwardly between us. “This is Sophie. Our neighbour, and... well. More.”

There it is.

The word hangs in the air like smoke.

More.

I feel something cold settle in my chest, heavy and unwelcome. Like I’ve walked into a room I didn’t know existed and now I’m expected to just... stand there.

Sophie sets her mug down on the counter slowly, like she’s aware of every movement she makes. “Hi, Daniel,” she says. “It’s really nice to finally meet you.”

Finally.

My brain latches onto that, sharp and defensive. Like she’s been waiting. Like this was always part of the plan.

“Hi,” I say, because not saying anything would be worse, and my dad is watching me with something like hope in his eyes.

She studies me—not in a creepy way, but attentively. Like she’s actually looking, not just glancing. It makes my skin prickle.

“You must be exhausted,” she says. “Berlin to London is a long day.”

“Yeah,” I reply. One word. Safe.

She nods, accepting it without comment, which somehow annoys me more than if she’d pushed.

Alex clears his throat again. “Sophie lives next door,” he adds, like that explains something. “She’s been—uh—helping out. Making sure I didn’t forget how to be a functional adult.”

Sophie smiles at him then, and it’s different from the one she gave me. Warmer. Familiar. Like an inside thing.

My chest tightens.

“I just made tea,” she says, glancing back at me. “If you want some. No pressure.”

“No, it’s—” I start, then stop. I don’t want to be rude. I don’t want to look like a brat. I also don’t want anything she offers. “Maybe later.”

“Of course,” she says easily. No offence taken. No awkwardness. Like she’s immune to rejection.

I suddenly hate that.

Alex rubs his hands together. “Right. So. Room tour? Or do you want to sit for a bit?”

“I’ll unpack later,” I say quickly. “Sitting’s fine.”

He gestures toward the sofa. I drop onto it, my body stiff, my backpack still slung over one shoulder like a shield. Alex sits in the armchair opposite, leaning forward slightly, elbows on his knees.

Sophie stays standing, leaning lightly against the counter. She doesn’t insert herself into the space between us. She doesn’t hover. She just... exists. Comfortably.

Which is the worst part.

“So,” Alex says, forcing cheer into his voice. “First impressions of London?”

I glance at the rain-streaked windows. “Wet.”

He laughs. “Yeah. That tracks.”

Sophie smiles again, smaller this time. “It gets under your skin,” she says. “But in a good way. Eventually.”

I don’t respond. I don’t trust my mouth.

There’s a silence then. Not long. Just long enough for my thoughts to start racing.

She lives next door.

She’s always here.

He’s happy around her.

I watch them interact in tiny, stupid ways my brain insists on noticing. The way Alex glances toward her automatically when he finishes a sentence. The way she tilts her head slightly when listening, like she’s genuinely interested. The way she reaches for the kettle without asking, like muscle memory.

This isn’t new.

This has been happening without me.

“So,” Alex says again, trying a different angle. “Your mum texted earlier. Said to tell you she made it home okay.”

“Good,” I say, a little too sharply.

Sophie’s eyes flick to me for half a second, then away again. I wonder what she sees. A kid. A problem. A guest she didn’t order.

Or worse—a reminder.

“I should probably head back in a bit,” she says after a moment, pushing off the counter. “I just wanted to say hello.”

Relief flashes through me before I can stop it.

“Dinner later?” Alex asks her.

She nods. “Yeah. I’ll check in.”

Check in.

Like this is routine.

She turns back to me. “Welcome to London, Daniel,” she says. “If you need anything—anything at all—just knock.”

“Okay,” I say. It comes out flat.

She doesn’t push for more. Just gives a small nod and heads for the door. As she passes Alex, she touches his arm briefly. Casual. Easy.

It feels like a punch to the gut.

The door closes softly behind her.

The flat feels quieter instantly, like something’s been removed from the air.

Alex exhales and leans back in his chair. “So,” he says carefully. “That was Sophie.”

“I noticed,” I mutter.

He winces, but there’s no anger in it. Just... patience. “She’s important to me,” he says, not defensively, but honestly. “But there’s no pressure for you to—feel anything. About her. Or about... any of this.”

I nod, staring at my shoes.

My stomach still feels hollow.

“Your room,” he says gently, standing up. “Come on. I’ll show you.”

I follow him down the short hallway, past a bathroom and a closed door I assume is his. My room is at the end. He opens it and steps aside.

It’s small, but not cramped. A bed with fresh sheets. A desk by the window. Empty shelves waiting to be filled. Rain taps softly against the glass, like it’s trying to get my attention.

“This used to be my studio space,” Alex says. “I cleared it out. Painted. Tried not to mess it up.”

“It’s fine,” I say, and I mean it this time.

He smiles. “You can change anything. Posters. Furniture. Whatever you want.”

“Okay.”

He hesitates in the doorway. “I’ll let you unpack. Take your time.”

He leaves, closing the door gently behind him.

I stand there for a moment, backpack still on, listening to the muffled sounds of the flat. A cupboard opening. The kettle clicking on again. Life continuing.

I drop my bag onto the floor and sit on the edge of the bed.

There’s someone else already here.

The thought settles heavy and undeniable.

I pull my phone out of my pocket and type without thinking too much.

It’s weird, I text Mum. There’s someone else already here.

The message sends. No undo.

I lie back on the bed and stare at the ceiling, rain drumming steadily against the window, my heart doing that tight, uncertain thing again.

This place is warm.

This place is unfamiliar.

And somehow, both of those facts scare me equally.

Dinner happens whether I’m ready for it or not.

I’m still half-unpacking—mostly just moving things from my suitcase to random surfaces—when Alex knocks lightly on my door.

“Food’s here,” he says. “Unless you’re not hungry.”

I am hungry. My stomach has been reminding me aggressively for the last hour. Still, I hesitate, staring at the half-empty room like it might give me an excuse.

“Yeah,” I say finally. “Coming.”

The living room smells like takeaway the moment I step back into it. Something fried, something spicy. Comfort food smells. The kind Mum and I would get on lazy Fridays when neither of us wanted to cook and she’d let me pick even though I always chose the same thing.

Alex has set everything out on the coffee table instead of the dining table, which I notice immediately. Casual. Low-pressure. Probably deliberate.

Sophie is there again.

She’s changed into something softer—an oversized jumper, sleeves pushed up, hair looser now. She’s sitting on one end of the sofa, legs tucked under her, scrolling on her phone while she waits. When she looks up and sees me, she smiles, just a little.

“Hope you like noodles,” she says. “Alex ordered too much, as usual.”

“That’s slander,” Alex says, handing me a paper container. “This is precisely the correct amount.”

I take it and mumble thanks, dropping onto the opposite end of the sofa. There’s space between us. Not awkwardly forced, but noticeable. Like an invisible line we’ve all silently agreed not to cross.

We eat with the TV on low volume—some cooking show rerun I don’t recognise. Forks scraping lightly against cardboard. The rain outside has picked up, tapping insistently against the windows like it’s trying to get inside.

Alex talks. Mostly to fill the gaps, I think.

He tells Sophie about a project he’s working on, some ad campaign with a ridiculous deadline. She listens, nodding, asking questions that make it obvious she actually understands what he’s saying. I watch the exchange like it’s happening behind glass.
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