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Kate Green

“EVERYTHING CAN CHANGE overnight.”

That’s the truest thing I’ve ever heard.

And how can I be so sure? Well, it’s proven itself real in my life more times than I can count.

When I was thirteen and got my period for the first time, it was overnight. I stopped being a child and became a teenager in the blink of an eye.

When I got the email from Harvard telling me I’d been accepted, that was overnight too. I went from being a high school student to a future student at a prestigious university.

When I found out I was pregnant—that a baby was growing inside me and I’d be responsible for a pure, innocent life—once again, it was overnight. I stopped being just a daughter and became a mother.

Sudden things happen all the time. All it takes is one blink for the whole picture to shift. A single second can cause a great catastrophe or a beautiful miracle.

So yes, everything really can change from one moment to the next, just like they say.

Still, I never expected so many changes could happen all at once. But that’s exactly what happened.

One day, everything was normal. The next day, I ruined a major project, was officially served with a court summons, and had my full custody of my daughter threatened, dangling by a thread.

I felt trapped, with no way out, and I started to think that other overused saying might be true too: “Nothing is so bad that it can’t get worse.”

But that thought only stuck with me until he showed up. The lawyer who would end up being the answer to all my problems.
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Park Suho

I STARE AT THE WATCH on my wrist and let out a long sigh when I see it’s almost three in the morning.

I should already be home.

Why the hell did I decide to come drinking when I have so much to do? Just thinking about the pile of paperwork in my office, waiting to be read and dealt with, gives me a headache.

Damn the day I agreed to become a lawyer for King’s Enterprise. Actually, damn the day I became friends with Blake Choi. If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t have gray hairs popping up when I’m only twenty-eight years old.

Fuck, Suho.

Why did you have to be best friends with someone so important? Why couldn’t you be a lawyer for some small business? It would be so much easier than handling a conglomerate.

I crack my neck, holding my whiskey glass and downing the last sip. The strong taste of alcohol burns as it goes down my throat, and I tug at my tie, loosening the knot just enough to breathe better.

I sigh again.

The week has definitely been exhausting.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I decide to ignore the notification. After all, nothing can be so urgent that it can’t wait until morning. And, well, who in their right mind would call me at this hour? My fingers drum against the counter as I stare at the empty bar.

I could say it’s strange to see it like this on a Friday night. If I didn’t know it was already closing time and that the customers are used enough to the rules here, I’d think the bar was going under.

But since I do know that, I know that’s not the case. I’m well aware that none of my investments come anywhere near that word.

“Bankruptcy.”

I snort with a half-smile. As if.

I step out from behind the counter and walk to the front door, locking it. Sometimes this happens. Times when some emergency comes up and I’m nearby, so I don’t mind covering for a bartender. Times when I come to drink and stay late, taking responsibility for the place after I’m alone.

The manager here has known me for a few years. I wouldn’t say we’re friends, since I try to keep a safe distance when it comes to interpersonal relationships, but I can consider him someone trustworthy.

He wouldn’t have kept his position if that weren’t the case.

After I bought the bar—which used to be Blake’s—I could have fired him or changed the whole staff. But I was used to the way things were run here, so I decided not to change them unless necessary. Luckily, or competently, that hasn’t happened yet.

I roll my shoulders as I finish closing everything up and clean up some of the mess left by the last customers. At two in the morning, I sent the team home and let the employees rest early. I took over the counter, served the remaining rounds, and settled the pending payments.

I had no trouble with anyone, which is surprising, since we’re in New York and the city that never sleeps is usually chaotic, with problem drunks who, every now and then, start fights or try to leave without paying.

But I guess the clientele that frequents this bar is regular and long-standing. Blake says that’s not it—he says they’re scared because they know who used to own it. So even though the bar isn’t located in the most upscale area and is known as “popular,” due to the more affordable drink prices, nothing ever happens.

Part of it makes sense. I myself chose not to talk about the change in ownership. First, because it’s convenient. Blake has to be useful for something besides giving me headaches. So I don’t mind letting the bar seem like it’s still one of the King’s chairman’s properties. Second, because I don’t usually talk about my investments. I have a considerable amount of assets in my name, but I never brag about them. When a problem comes up, I handle it. But normally, I let them be managed by third parties and handle the legal side from afar. Maybe that’s why my work is even bigger than it seems. Because taking care of Blake and King’s isn’t my only responsibility. And third, well, it’s annoying. I don’t like too much commotion, I can’t stand gossip, and I hate rumors. People who know me always say how ironic it is that I ended up here.

After all, how can someone so laid-back be known as the “courtroom terrorist”? How can someone with my personality have become almost a public figure, my name always perpetuated and publicized every time I sue some big company for King’s, or every time I file a complaint against some magazine or journalist for publishing false and private information about my client? How does someone who doesn’t like the media get directly involved with it so often?

Those are great questions, but to this day, I haven’t found good answers for them.

When I met Blake in law school, I didn’t like him. I didn’t even know he was the grandson of the infamous Mr. Kang, one of the heirs to the King’s empire. If I had known, that would have been one more reason to dislike his presence. I think I wouldn’t have gotten close, even if I’d been forced to. I would have just done the project they paired us up for and then ignored him, even if I had to admit that the arrogant bastard, who tried to be the best at everything, was actually interesting. Even knowing he was a good person and that we were a great team.

Yeah, if I’d known, maybe things would be different. I wouldn’t have gotten close because I’d have figured it would end up like this—with him as chairman in the spotlight and my name tied to his, gaining visibility even though I didn’t want it. But by the time I found out, it was too late, and we were already friends to the point where I couldn’t just walk away.

That idiot.

Not that he went out of his way to hide it, and it’s not like he pretended to be poor. But he could have been clearer about the family he belonged to, walked around with a name tag, or... I don’t know.

I smile, remembering my college days, knowing I wouldn’t change a thing, even though I’m here now.

Because, despite all of this, my life is still peaceful and good enough that I have nothing to complain about.

I roll up the sleeves of my dress shirt, finish wiping down the counter, and grab two glasses from the last table, putting them in the sink. My lips curl into a smile when I see one of the dirty knives, remembering the first time I met Hana, Blake’s current wife. She was one of the few customers who gave me trouble, since she’s completely insane.

Back then, I never thought I’d run into that little thief again, but of course Blake would get involved with that lunatic and still drag me into the middle of it, forcing me to cover up the fake marriage.

Crazy.

They’re both totally crazy, and that’s why they got along so well.

I smile again, shaking my head as I take one last look around the bar. When I’m satisfied that there won’t be much for Lola to organize the next day, I grab my car keys to leave.

But just as I’m about to go, I hear a noise coming from inside. I blink, confused, and look around again, but I’m definitely alone.

I check the kitchen just in case, make sure the back exit is actually locked, and inspect the bathrooms to be safe. First the men’s, which is empty, and then the women’s, which is also...

My feet lock to the floor, and I hold the door, blinking in confusion.

It should be empty too.

My thought finishes after I freeze for a split second, but although that’s what I expected, it’s not what happens. Because, sitting on the cold tile with her back against the wall, the woman with the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen is staring at me.

She doesn’t make a scene, doesn’t scream in shock at the “intrusion” into the women’s bathroom, doesn’t ask who I am or what I’m doing. She doesn’t say anything, and I do the same, staying quiet.

What is she doing on the floor? How long has she been here? How the hell is she so silent? Unless she was sleeping there, it doesn’t make sense for her to have made no noise at all.

I tilt my head, unsure how to approach her. My eyes scan her entire body. Not to make her uncomfortable, just trying to figure her out.

Who is she? Where did she come from? Why doesn’t she say anything?

Her eyes close slowly, and that piercing blue disappears. I only realize she was staring at me the same way when it happens. I blink, looking at her blonde hair, strands out of place.

Her bangs cover part of her forehead, her cheeks are red, but she doesn’t seem to be wearing any makeup. And she doesn’t look embarrassed either. So, is the reason her pale skin is flushed like that the alcohol?

I clear my throat at the same time she opens her eyes, stumbling as she stands up quickly. Her thin body seems to have trouble staying upright, and when she has to brace her hand against the wall to steady herself, I take a half-step forward instinctively to help her.

“If you can’t handle your alcohol, you shouldn’t drink so much,” I mutter, more to myself than to her.

Those blue eyes lock onto me again, as she claps her hands together like she’s dusting them off.

“Why are you talking like you know me?” she sneers, yawning. Her face looks tired, and now that she pushes some strands away from her face, her rosy cheeks become even more noticeable. “Who are you to say I’m drunk?”

I roll my eyes.

“I didn’t say you were drunk. I said you should know your limits.” I shrug, staying calm.

“And why do you think I don’t know my limits? Or that I should have any?” Her tone is cold, her reply automatic.

She has good diction, even though she seems to have had more than enough to drink, and I have no trouble understanding her.

I don’t step into the bathroom because I don’t want to invade her privacy, even though the place is mine and it’s already closed.

Great, Suho.

You’ve just gained another client for your list of drunk women who give you trouble and keep you from going to sleep.

Do they think that just because the city never sleeps, I don’t have the right to either as well? What the hell.

When I don’t answer, she bends down to grab the black bag left on the floor. Her movements are decisive, but not as quick as they should be. She crouches with difficulty, as if it’s hard for her to bend over.

I huff, looking at my watch again.

Almost three-thirty.

“Can you hurry up?” I ask, wetting my lips. My voice isn’t impatient or rude at all.

But she looks at me like it is.

“Depends. Can you get out of the women’s bathroom, or are you going to wait for me to call the owner?” She clicks her tongue. “Or maybe I should just sue you—that’s how things get resolved nowadays, huh?” Her tone is bitter, and she walks toward the sink, yawning again.

She sets her bag on the marble counter, turns on the faucet, and splashes water on her face a few times.

“Why are you still here?” she asks, looking at me through the mirror. She seems young, younger than me. Still, even though she’s alone in a bar bathroom with a man, she doesn’t seem scared. “I’m not the loud type, so I’m not making a scene yet. But if you don’t get out of this bathroom right now, I promise you’ll have problems.”

“What kind of problems could I get into?” I sound genuinely curious, since she’s the one who could be accused of trespassing, considering she’s here after the place closed, without my permission.

“I’m serious when I say I’ll sue you. I’m a lawyer. I know exactly how many laws you’re breaking right now.”

I frown, my lips threatening to curl into a mocking smile.

“Go ahead. Call the owner and sue me.” I tilt my head, almost like I’m asking for it.

Her lips part slightly, but she closes them quickly so her surprise isn’t too obvious. Her intense eyes scan my wrist with the expensive watch and my body in the disheveled dress shirt.

“Always men, and always the same type,” she mutters to herself, shaking her head. Her words sound like an insult—at least, I feel insulted, without even knowing why.

She takes a deep breath and starts to move away from the sink, but before she can grab her bag, her hand knocks against it, and the leather falls straight to the floor.

A loud sound of something shattering echoes in the bathroom. My attention snaps immediately to the floor—one of the beer bottles we sell is broken, shards scattered over papers, makeup, and a wallet.

Who keeps an empty bottle inside their bag? A drunk person.

But of course, she knows her limits.

The ironic thought is torn from me as I watch her. Once again, she doesn’t react immediately. Instead of cursing, getting startled, or instinctively bending down to pick everything up, she just slowly lets out her breath, not moving.

My feet act instinctively as I step closer, not wanting her to get hurt picking up the shards, even though the mess is her fault.

When she sees me crouch down, she does the same and grabs my wrist, stopping me.

“What are you doing? I already told you to get out of the women’s bathroom. If you want to help so badly, go get someone who works here.” The deep blue of her irises is hypnotic, and her tone is firm, like she’s used to dealing with situations like this.

Why are her eyes so big and piercing?

“I’m helping because I do work here,” I say, not wanting to admit I’m the owner.

She blinks, looking at me with surprise and focus. My movements are quick as I grab her things and shake them off, making sure there are no shards before putting them back in her bag.

But when I reach for the folded papers, she reacts again, this time much faster. Her fingers are quick as she snatches the sheets off the floor, and she winces slightly, hissing.

“Did you cut yourself?” I ask, worried.

She tucks the papers away first, not answering me, and only then looks at her palm, with a small shard stuck in it.

“Damn it,” I bark.

Why did she have to get involved? I was already picking things up.

I try to grab her hand to see if the cut is deep or shallow. But she pulls out the glass indifferently, stares at her palm, and shrugs like she doesn’t care.

“Why did you—”

“It’s nothing, just a scratch. Don’t act like it’s a big deal,” she says, turning her attention back to the floor. When her long, thin fingers are about to touch the tile again, I stop her.

“Making a mistake once is normal. Repeating it is stupidity. If you just hurt yourself doing that, why are you about to do it again?”

Her lips part as if to snap back, but she gives up. Instead, her eyes slide down to where our skin touches, and she stares at the way I’m holding her wrist, like the act bothers her.

I stand up quickly, letting go of her arm. But I don’t like the idea of her crouched near the shards, so I extend my hand to help her up.

“Get out of the bathroom. I think we have some kind of first aid kit—you can clean the cut and put on a bandage. I’ll take care of things here.” The request comes out mixed with an order.

She gets up without accepting my help. Her fingers grip her purse tightly, and I’m about to shrug it off, convinced she’s just some rude drunk and it’s none of my business, when she lowers her head.

“I’m sorry about the mess. If you give me a broom and a dustpan, I can clean it up and...” Her voice trails off, like she doesn’t know what else to add. “Yeah, I can clean it up,” she says.

I shake my head.

“It was just a bottle, it’s no big deal,” I finally say, shutting it down before she can keep pushing. “You can go,” I assure her, nodding toward the door.

She squeezes her purse hard, her cheeks still flushed, wet bangs plastered across her forehead, lips pale, and those blue eyes sharp but unreadable. Her movements aren’t as unsteady now, but she stands there for a split second, like she’s uncomfortable.

I don’t know if it’s my presence in a closed space that’s doing it, so just in case, I leave the bathroom before she does.

A few seconds pass before I hear her footsteps following me.

When I stop walking, she does too. But for a different reason. Her eyes widen at the sight of the locked gates, just the two of us inside.

“It’s alrea—” I start, but her voice cuts me off:

“Good evening, I’d like to report a false imprisonment.” Her fingers grip her phone tight, and she doesn’t look scared. Her voice doesn’t waver as she speaks, and it makes me wonder if she actually called or if she’s just bluffing.

But when I hear the voice on the other end of the line, asking for the address loud enough for me to catch it, I part my lips in shock.

Is she insane? Why do I always have to deal with these people? Is this some punishment I was condemned to suffer when I was sent to Earth? Why is it always me?

What a pain in the ass. I just wanted to go home.

I step toward her immediately, and she backs up.

“What the hell are you doing? I already closed the bar. I didn’t know you were in the bathroom. If anyone’s committing a crime here, it’s you.” My explanation is quick and coherent. I don’t lose my cool when I talk or when I move, because I’m not in the wrong.

She looks uncertain, and the person on the other end of the line asks another question, but I huff, stepping away to unlock the goddamn gates and let the lunatic out.

Rude. Clueless. Impulsive. No sense of self-preservation.

How many impressions can one person make in a single encounter?

“If you’re so desperate to go to a police station, get the hell out of here, find one, and turn yourself in for being a psychotic,” I mutter, pulling the gates open. Now I’m anxious for her to leave.

I don’t like drama, but of course I couldn’t just have a drink, close the bar, and go home without some.

“However...”

She cuts me off again.

Annoying as hell.

“It was a mistake. I’m sorry.” Her tone is confident, she doesn’t hesitate at all. The sentence, spoken to the officer on the other end, seems meant for me, since her eyes flick between mine and the open gates.

Watching her now, I realize she never let her guard down. Isn’t she too young to be this confident? Too young to look so damn tired?

I hear the officer yelling, saying that pranks like this keep people who actually need help from getting it. She apologizes again, and her fingers hold the phone as the call ends before she can add anything else.

Her thin body is covered in jeans, a brown tank top, and a pair of white sneakers—well, not so white anymore. The cold breeze from the street blows against me, and I wonder if she’s not freezing in just that. But since it’s none of my business, I keep the thought to myself.

God forbid I decide to be nice and offer her a jacket or tell her she can wait here—in case someone’s coming to get her. After all, I have no idea how many crimes the fake lawyer might invent that I’ve committed.

“You’re not leaving?” I ask when I see her just standing there in complete silence. “Shouldn’t I be the one suing you, in the end?” My tone is mocking.

“Why don’t you seem to believe I’m a lawyer?” She lifts her chin in defiance.

“I’m a bit skeptical. I don’t believe anything without proof. You must be the same, huh? They say lawyers usually are.” I give her an innocent smile.

She rolls her eyes.

“Fine,” she says, stepping closer. “When the lawsuit comes, use that as the proof you wanted so badly. But try not to regret it too much afterward.”

I laugh.

“I’ll be waiting eagerly for that moment.” The taunt slips out before I can stop it.

She threatens to walk past me without another word, without faltering. But in an involuntary move, I step in front of her.

Her dark eyebrows—a contrast to her blonde hair—knit together.

“What are you doing?” There’s a flicker of annoyance in her eyes.

“What am I doing?” I don’t know either.

I blink, staring at her hand.

What a nagging worry, Suho.

Why do you always care about people? You should keep your distance from all of them and focus on getting the sleep you need to catch up on.

“Are you going to be okay?” I ask, just to ease my own conscience. For a moment, she looks confused, until she realizes I’m talking about the cut.

“Oh...” she breathes out the single word. Her blue eyes meet mine. “I already told you, it’s nothing.” She shrugs, like she’s already forgotten about the injury.

I nod, and she waits for me to get out of her way. I step aside, having no reason to keep sticking my nose in.

She passes me without another word, and I wait until she’s out of my sight before I go inside, close the gates again, and clean up the mess in the bathroom.

After I finish, check everything—and this time, I really don’t find anything or anyone—I finally leave through the back door.

It’s past four when I park inside the building and take the elevator up to my apartment. My back presses against the panel as I wait to reach my floor, and for some reason, even though I’m exhausted and just want to sleep, I can’t stop thinking about how interesting it would be if she actually sued me.

Inexplicable and definitely interesting.

Don’t lie to yourself, Suho. You know it would be stressful. You’re just curious whether she’s okay, because for some reason, it bothers you that she didn’t even clean the wound and just walked out.

Something about her bothers you.
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Kate Green

“I REALLY AM SORRY FOR coming back so late. I’ll deposit the overtime pay tomorrow,” I say again, swallowing hard, embarrassed for having returned after the time we agreed on.

She smiles, waving a dismissive hand.

“Don’t worry about it, Miss Kate. Sasha was no trouble at all. She’s been asleep since you left.”

“Still, I didn’t hold up my end of the deal, and I apologize for that. First thing tomorrow, I’ll pay you. Do you have a way to get home? There aren’t many drivers working this late, and the buses have stopped running,” I murmur, trying to think of a solution.

This is your fault, Kate.

Where’s your sense of responsibility?

I close my eyes for a brief moment, trying to focus.

“My boyfriend’s coming to pick me up.” Her tone is friendly, and her sweet voice makes me look at her. Her dark irises drop to the phone in her hand, and her short black hair falls across her face as she lowers her head to stare at the screen. “Actually, he just got here.”

“Good,” I sigh, relieved. “I’m sorry again.”

The girl—who’s actually two years older than me—just smiles and tells me not to worry.

“See you Monday, Miss Kate,” she says goodbye as I walk her to the door.

“See you Monday, Alison.” I nod in her direction, and she leaves, hurrying off toward the elevator.

I stay behind and let my shoulders slump the moment I’m left alone in the complete silence.

My back presses against the door, and I sigh, letting the exhaustion of the week finally hit me.

Fuck.

My whole body aches. Every inch of it feels crushed. I’m wiped.

I close my eyes, ignoring the feeling. I love when I do this—for a split second, nothing else matters. Just the peace that comes with the dark. But I only let myself enjoy it for a minute, because then I think of Sasha’s smile and her goofy laugh, and suddenly the darkness isn’t interesting anymore. All I want is to be near her for a little while.

It’s always like this.

Everything always starts, ends, and only makes sense because of her.

I look down the hallway, where her room is. I can see her door from here—the apartment isn’t big. Actually, it’s even smaller than the one we lived in before. Two bedrooms, one bathroom, a living room, and a kitchen. But for the two of us? It’s enough. Almost a palace.

I walk over and push the door handle carefully, afraid of waking her. The room is dark—I mean, the light is off. But the astronaut nightlight is on, casting a copy of the northern lights across the ceiling.

Her little body is lying on the bed, wrapped in the pink blanket. Her blonde hair covers her face, and her expression is peaceful as she sleeps.

I smile, feeling energized just from seeing her. Sasha is like my daily dose of energy and vitamins—one look at her and all the exhaustion disappears.

I crouch down beside her, carefully brushing the stray strands from her face. My fingers trail slowly across her cheek, and I press a soft kiss to her forehead, afraid of waking her.

My heart calms, like it’s trying to beat in rhythm with hers, and I spend a few more seconds watching her sleep.

So peaceful.

I get up, knowing I still have a lot to do, and leave her behind. I crack my neck as I walk into the living room. My body begs me to lie down on the couch, but I look at the sink full of dishes and refuse to give in.

This is because you decided to drink, Kate.

If you hadn’t gone out, you wouldn’t be in this situation now.

I smack my hand against my forehead, regretting every decision I made tonight.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

I take my bag off my shoulder and start digging through it, looking for my wallet to see how much I have left. I bought four bottles of beer at the bar. I spent money on the Uber back because I couldn’t find any buses running this late. And now I still have to pay Alison for overtime since I passed out in the goddamn bathroom.

What the fuck, Kate.

How do you fall asleep in a bathroom? Your body can’t be that tired—tired enough to sleep anywhere—and you weren’t even that drunk.

Don’t be so irresponsible. Something could have happened. You could have gotten locked in there, or... I don’t know.

I smack my hand against my forehead again and again, hating myself for being so stupid and reckless.

Damn it, you’re twenty-two years old. You have a kid at home waiting for you, depending on you. How long are you going to act like some clueless teenager?

I bring my thumb to my mouth, biting the tip of my finger as I mentally calculate my expenses and deal with the consequences of deciding to go out drinking on a whim.

If you didn’t have a bus to get back, you should have walked. Doesn’t matter how tired you were or how far it was. At least you would have saved the fare.

I snort, annoyed. Honestly, the real problem was that floor. Maybe because it wasn’t the first time I’ve slept on one. Maybe it was the alcohol mixed with exhaustion, but it felt so comfortable.

At the time, I didn’t want to stay at the table anymore. I knew four was my limit and that if I stayed in that environment, I’d want more. I was already feeling a little dizzy, my body warm, so I got up to go to the bathroom and wash my face.

I did that and decided to finish my drink there. It wasn’t the most hygienic place, and every woman who walked in looked me up and down with disgust. But I’m used to that kind of look, so I ignored them all and kept drinking.

When it was empty, I put the bottle in my bag and was about to stand up and go back. But then I closed my eyes like I always do, and when I woke up, the music had stopped and the place was silent.

I thought it was weird and tried to stand, but I was disoriented from the alcohol in my system and the sleep, so I couldn’t. A few minutes later, he showed up.

The stranger who apparently worked there, even though I hadn’t seen him while I was drinking—and his presence wasn’t the kind you’d miss.

The stranger with a confident aura, calm words, curious eyes, and steady movements.

I don’t know why I lied to him about being a lawyer. At the time, I was confused and could only think that I needed to get home fast. I knew I’d only agreed to two hours with Alison, and that time had definitely passed. So I didn’t even know what I was doing or saying. I think part of me was on autopilot, while the other part just answered him normally.

“Too direct and too honest.”

People say that about me. And because I don’t have time to waste, my answers usually come across as rude. Not that I care. I don’t care what people think of me.

Except Sasha.

I didn’t drink at home because I didn’t want to risk her waking up or needing something while I was drinking near her. And I didn’t go to a bar closer to our building because I couldn’t stand the idea of some friend’s dad seeing me. If that happened—if they saw me drinking alone on a Friday night—they’d think I was even more irresponsible. They’d tell their kids to stay away from Sasha, and then, once again, I’d ruin things for her.

As if all the criticism for being such a young single mom isn’t enough. I don’t need another reason for them to try to push my daughter away.

So I waited until she was asleep and spent over forty minutes on a bus just to drink. By my calculations, it would be forty minutes there, forty back, and I still had the forty minutes I’d arranged with the babysitter. In about twenty, I could finish the four beers that are usually my limit, leaving twenty minutes to spare.

But of course, things didn’t go as planned.

Shit, how long did I sleep? Why didn’t anyone wake me up? It’s not every day you see a woman lying on a bathroom floor. Didn’t anyone at least check if I was breathing?

I guess not. People in New York are like that—too busy to care about anything beyond their own lives. The women who came into the bathroom while I was sleeping must have thought I was insignificant. Some probably didn’t want to wake me. Others might have laughed or barely noticed, also drunk. Or maybe not that many women came in. Who knows—maybe they thought I was just another passed-out drunk or some bullshit like that. The reason doesn’t matter anyway.

If I can’t change the past, there’s no point dwelling on it. The outcome is the same either way. I came back late, I wasted the fare money, and I’ll have to pay for overtime.

None of this would have happened if you hadn’t gone drinking.

The annoying thought hits me, but I push it away, not entertaining the possibility. I feel like if I hadn’t gone tonight—if I hadn’t had that short period of relaxation with alcohol, lightening the burden just a little, relieving the stress for a split second—I might have died. Or gone crazy.

Definitely gone crazy.

I drop my wallet back into my bag, giving up on looking for money that doesn’t exist, knowing that all I have now is what’s in my account. Aware that I’ll be taking from it to transfer to Alison.

Maybe I should pick up some extra shifts this week.

I consider whether that’s possible as I walk toward the sink. I mentally go through my available time next week while grabbing the dish soap.

If I can put together a good enough strategy for the ruined campaign, maybe I can pick up two shifts on Thursday and two on Friday.

I turn on the faucet, still thinking about my options. But when the cold water hits my skin, I hiss at the sting.

I look at my palm, trying to understand why, and that’s when I remember the cut I never even cleaned.

Shit.

I grimace, putting it under the water. I close my eyes at the discomfort and repeat the motion a few times, telling myself to stop being dramatic—it was nothing.

The pain, which must have been psychological, fades, and I grab the gloves near the dish rack to wash the dishes so the detergent won’t bother me.

I could have accepted the bandage. The way the stranger spoke almost made me believe I actually needed one. But I refused for three reasons:

First, embarrassment. I was ashamed for causing a problem while he was working. Every day, I deal with all kinds of clients, and I know exactly what it’s like to be tired, desperate to go home, but because of one person or one incident, end up staying past your shift to clean up a mess that wasn’t even yours. I felt awkward and didn’t want to be even more of a burden.

Second, I was really fine. In life, there are all kinds of pain. But some are so superficial compared to others that bothering to feel them is just a waste of time. And someone like me doesn’t have the right to do that.

Third, people always want something in return. Every kindness or good deed always comes with a price, even if it isn’t collected right away. And since I have nothing to offer—since I won’t be able to pay if I’m ever called on it, because I can’t afford to owe anyone anything—I prefer not to accept anything at all.

That’s why I don’t let Alison do anything beyond taking care of Sasha. That’s why I don’t let her clean anything in the house. That’s why I don’t ask for help. That’s why I can’t even accept a bandage.

Because human beings are like that. They never tell you the price you’ll have to pay for things like this, but at some point, everything is collected.

Even the air you breathe.

I focus on the dishes, concentrating on what actually matters and stopping my brain from thinking about things that won’t do me any good.
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CHAPTER 3
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Park Suho

I FINISH THE LAST LINE of the email, hit send, and lock my phone. I set it on the table and look up at the clear sky, a few clouds drifting by. The day is perfect for going out, or just walking the streets—maybe that’s why I’m sitting here, outside this coffee shop.

To be honest, that’s not really the reason. I came because Blake called me, but I could have said no. I only went out because the day really was beautiful, and the idea of meeting him seemed like a more interesting way to spend a Saturday afternoon. Much better than being buried in all those documents I’ll have to review tonight anyway.

At least it’s only tonight and not all day.

I cover a yawn, knowing that even though I woke up at eleven thirty, I only slept five hours.

Shit.

Damn sleep debt.

My phone buzzes on the table and I ignore it. Honestly, I spend so much time working with electronic devices—phones, laptops—that by the time the weekend comes and I have my supposed time off, all I want to do is ignore them.

It’s annoying having a phone that never stops. Stressful, because no matter how many problems I solve, more keep popping up like an endless infestation. That’s why I don’t have any social media—it would just be one more nuisance to deal with, and I’d rather protect my peace of mind.

There’s nothing better than tranquility.

I take a deep breath, pulling back the sleeves of my sweater to check the time on my watch. Three minutes have passed since he walked away to get more coffee. I look inside the shop and see him waiting in line, smiling at something on his phone—something that, for sure, has to do with his wife.

Blake really has turned into a lovesick idiot.

I laugh, staring at the table with the half-eaten croissant and the muffin he ordered still untouched. I shake my head, pick up my cup, and take a sip of my macchiato.

I’m watching people pass by on the street, moving like they have no time to lose, and because I’m paying attention to my surroundings, I see it when the tiny human walks straight toward me.

I frown, looking around for anyone else who might be with her, or who might be the reason for the determination in every step she takes, but I don’t find anyone.

At least, no one besides me.

“Daddy!” she screams, smiling, her little legs now running.

I turn my head to look around again. This time, so fast it actually hurts my neck.

But there really isn’t anyone else she could be talking to.

“Hi, Daddy,” she murmurs, stopping right in front of my table.

I blink.

The little blonde girl has light eyes, an easy smile, and is wearing a pink dress. Her hair is tied up in a ponytail, and she looks strangely familiar, even though I’ve never seen her before.

“Why aren’t you talking to me, Daddy? Can’t you see me here?” She pouts, putting her hands on her hips like it bothers her.

“I...” I look around, panicking.

Who the hell leaves a child alone? And why is she talking to me like she knows me?

“Where’s your mom?” I ask, worried, going for a safer line of reasoning instead of freaking out.

She crosses her arms, squinting her little eyes at me.

“Does Daddy miss Mommy? Then why didn’t you take care of both of us?” Her tone almost sounds disappointed, and it doesn’t even make sense for me to care about that.

But it’s unsettling that a kid I’ve never seen is accusing me of something I didn’t do.

Or did I?

“Who’s your mom? Where is she?” I insist, now weirded out by how familiar she looks.

I mean, I’m not the irresponsible type. I don’t just hook up with anyone. But what if...

Fuck.

Why are you thinking about that? It’s not possible.

Or maybe it is.

“How old are you? Where’s your mom?” My tone is soft because I’m afraid of scaring her, and I lean down a little so our heights are closer and she doesn’t feel intimidated, since even sitting down I’m a lot bigger than her.

“Five.” She holds up her fingers for me. “Don’t you remember her? Mommy said Daddy liked pretty girls, and that’s why he went over to her at the bar.”

I scratch my face, getting nervous.

Five years is enough time for me to have forgotten someone? I was never the type to just go to parties, drink, and sleep around. But what if one of those one-night stands really did result in this?

Shit.

Five years is plenty of time. For her age, she seems smart—did she get that from me? All her physical features look like they belong to her mother.

Damn it, what are you thinking?

I feel something strange churning inside my chest.

I stare at her carefully, searching for even the slightest resemblance to me, even though I know that doesn’t mean anything.

Does her nose look like mine, or am I imagining it?

“Daddy...” she whispers.

“Hi,” I answer automatically.

What are you doing? Have you lost your mind?

Why does she keep calling me that, and why did I answer?

I smile at her, trying to hide the fact that her measly little sentences managed to throw me off more than almost any courtroom I’ve ever been in.

You’re insane.

Breathe deep and think calmly. Try to be rational and use your brain to remember if there really was someone about five years ago. If the child is yours, you’ll deal with it the best you can. But for now, just focus on finding the mother and concentrating on what matters—the safety of the little girl in front of you.

She smiles, and I’m disoriented again.

Why is my heart beating so fast? Is this fear? Since when do unexpected things like this make me nervous?

Since I’ve never had such a sudden unexpected thing calling me Dad.

Damn it, Suho.

This is going to drive you crazy.

I glance quickly at the sky. Is God having fun with my desperation right now?

“Sasha!” A woman’s scream echoes down the street, and the girl winces, turning her head slowly.

The blonde woman runs like her life depends on it and practically throws herself onto the ground, kneeling beside the child without any hesitation, checking to see if she’s okay.

I blink.

A few people look at us. I feel the attention, and she definitely does too, but it doesn’t seem to bother her.

I blink again.

While they stare at us, I do the same to her. I can’t look away.

“Why did you leave?” Her voice is a mix of desperation, fear, relief, and worry. “I told you to wait, it was quick. I just had to take care of something.”

“I’m sorry, Mommy.” The girl pouts again, but this time she looks like she’s about to cry.

Her mother takes a deep breath, pulling her into a hug.

“I’m sorry I left you with someone irresponsible,” she says, closing her eyes as she rests her head against the girl’s neck. “I promise I won’t do it again, as long as you promise never to wander off or approach strangers again. We’ve talked about this.” She whispers into her daughter’s ear, and then the most piercing blue irises in the world lock onto mine.

I can’t say anything. I can’t even move.

From the moment she got close and I recognized her as the fake lawyer from last night, from the moment I understood why the little girl looked so familiar, that’s all I’ve been doing.

Watching them in silence.

“Are you okay? Did they do or say anything to you?” She asks, scanning her daughter’s body again for any scratches.

“Are you sad, Mommy?” the girl asks, touching the blonde’s face gently.

“No, I just got scared and worried. But I’m never sad when I’m with you.” She smiles widely, kissing the hand her daughter has pressed to her cheek.

The little girl examines her for a few seconds, then smiles. Her mother stands up and positions herself in front of her, like she’s trying to hide her from me and protect her.

I swallow hard, crossing my arms before finally speaking.

“This is your mommy? The pretty woman I met at a bar?” My tone is confused, though I keep it soft when addressing the child.

The little girl covers her mouth with her hand, laughing as she looks up at her mother.

“He fell for it. You said even the dumbest person in the world wouldn’t fall for that prank, but he almost did, Mommy. Does that mean he’s dumber than the dumbest person?” She sounds curious.

A prank? I almost had a heart attack before turning thirty, was ready to be a dad, blaming myself for not knowing I had a daughter, going into a panic over a prank? And now I’m being called stupid?

I tilt my head, saying nothing. Though I feel offended and strange at this very moment.

The girl’s mother widens her eyes, seeming to know exactly what the child is talking about.

“I told you not to do that to anyone. I said it was probably staged, Bunny,” she sighs, closing her eyes for a second in what looks like a habit of hers.

“But he really almost believed it, Mommy. I don’t think it was staged. Or he really is as dumb as you said,” the girl comments, pointing at me.

“Don’t point. It’s rude.” She holds the child’s hand, smiling nervously in my direction. “And when did I say that? That someone was dumb?”

She recognized me? She wasn’t really that drunk last night, was she?

“Don’t you remember?” The girl seems worried.

“No.” Her mother shakes her head a few times in a row. Her gaze almost begs the girl to stop talking, but she doesn’t seem to get it.

I smile.

“Lucky you have me, then. I promise I’ll remember everything for Mommy.”

“That’s not necessary, Bunny,” she mutters through her teeth. “There’s no reason to go to so much trouble to remember what Mommy says.”

“But...”

She bends down and says something quickly into her daughter’s ear that makes her laugh. They seem to be matching. At least in color, since they’re both wearing pink.

I keep watching them. They seem to have a good relationship, and she smiles at the child the whole time. Unlike last night, when she couldn’t manage to do it even once. She also shows gentleness and care in every touch, instead of rudeness.

But still, something about her is unsettling. I look at her hands—neither of them has a bandage.

She just ignored the cut, but she seemed like she would kill and die herself if her little blonde girl had a single scratch.

“I’m sorry about this. And about yesterday, too. I was careless, and because of me, you’ve been bothered twice. Once having to clean up my mess, and now having to take care of my daughter. If there’s anything I can do to make it up to you, let me know.” She clears her throat, her expression showing that something makes her uncomfortable. Wasn’t she like that yesterday, too? “Thank you for not letting anything happen to her during that short time, and I’m sorry again.”

She starts to leave, but I stand up, and it makes her stop in her tracks.

“Yes?”

“This is already our second meeting. Shouldn’t I know your name?” I put my hand in my pocket.

Her daughter watches her sideways.

“Kate.” She nods. “Kate Green,” she says, not interested in learning mine.

I look between the two of them.

Definitely alike.

But doesn’t she seem too young to have a five-year-old daughter?

I glance at her fingers. No wedding ring or any rings at all. For some reason, a lot of things about her spark my curiosity.

“If I ask your age, will I get sued for that, too?” I joke, with a half-smile.

“Sued?” her daughter repeats the word, like it’s not part of her everyday vocabulary.

I nod gently, crouching down to her level so I can talk to her.

“Yeah, it’s what lawyers do to catch bad people.”

She blinks, shifting her attention between us.

“But Mommy isn’t a lawyer. How would she sue anyone?” She sounds confused.

Again, Kate smiles nervously and clenches her jaw.

“You’re so smart and expressive,” she whispers in despair, talking to the girl, who looks proud of herself and grins wide.

Her posture relaxes, like she can’t bear to see her daughter so happy without being infected by her joy.

This time, she doesn’t apologize for lying, and she doesn’t seem sorry. She just shrugs, and it’s clear she’s going to walk away without answering my question.

“That’s my compensation,” I say, and she furrows her dark eyebrows.

“What?”

“You said if there was anything you could do for me, I should let you know. That’s what I want—to know how old you are.”

Her lips press together. She’s clearly uncomfortable, and I feel bad for trying to pry information out of her that she clearly doesn’t want to give.

Don’t be an idiot, Suho.

What are you going to do with her data? Next thing you’ll be asking for her fingerprints and blood type.

I look at the table and grab the strawberry muffin.

“Changed my mind. This is my compensation.” I hand the pastry to the kid, who looks at her mother, waiting for permission to take it. “It’s strawberry, in case she has an allergy.”

“I didn’t...” she starts.

“Just take it. Even if you give it to someone else the moment you walk away.”

“So I don’t owe you anything this way?” She raises an eyebrow, and I nod.

She signals to her daughter, who understands and accepts the food.

“Thank him for the pastry,” she says, smiling fondly at the child, who takes the muffin from my hand and laughs at me.

“Thank you, and sorry about the prank,” she says, waving her hand at me in goodbye.

Her free fingers intertwine with her mother’s, and I get a nod before they walk away as quickly as they came.

I follow them with my eyes, still crouched down, staring at them until they leave my field of vision, when Blake returns.

“What are you doing down there?” Confusion floods his face. He scans the surroundings, looking for some plausible explanation for why I’m on the ground. “What happened?”

“I became a father,” I laugh to myself, completely incredulous. “But I lost my daughter in a matter of seconds.”

“What are you talking about?” His eyes wander to the table, and he frowns. “Didn’t I have a muffin?”

“You did,” I confirm. “But I ate it.”

“You don’t even like sweets that much,” he accuses.

I shrug and just shake my head, like it’s not worth explaining.

He’s about to add something, but I straighten up, standing and brushing my hands against each other.

“Is Hana not coming?” I ask to change the subject, since even I can’t explain what just happened.

“She’s busy with a project with Yuna,” he says, like it’s frustrating that his wife is with his sister instead of him.

But that’s been happening a lot lately, ever since Hana became a standout employee at King’s Clothing.

“Is that why you called me? I bet you were just bored and didn’t want to be alone.” I look him up and down with disdain.

“Can’t I buy my lawyer a coffee and hang out with him for a bit on a Saturday?”

“No, that’s slave labor. I’m reporting you for violating labor laws.”

“Fine, go ahead.” He clucks his tongue dismissively. But a smirk plays on his lips. “When I get subpoenaed to court, I’ll open a case against you for theft of food out of hunger.”

I roll my eyes. We both know that would never qualify as theft out of hunger, but of course he’s just messing with me.

“Go get another muffin, if you’re going to whine about it. I’ll pay.”

He dismisses my words with a wave of his hand, settling into the chair and tilting his head for me to do the same in the empty one across from him.

The coffee cup is set down on the table, and only then do I notice it had been in his hand the whole time. I glance one last time at the spot where they stood moments ago, and when I see nothing left, not a single trace to prove it ever happened, I sit and focus on Blake.

But even as we talk about the day-to-day and toss around work every now and then—more specifically, the new investor who’s been trying to buy up shares of the conglomerate—my treacherous mind keeps losing its grip.

Kate Green.

A few things about her stir my curiosity. But what really throws me off is the uneasy feeling she gives me.

So fucking annoying.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4
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Kate Green

I STARE AT THE LAPTOP screen, analyzing the third proposal I’ve put together and hating it, just like I hated the first two.

Damn it, Kate.

Where’s your creativity when you actually need it?

I try to remember the classes I took during college, but today my brain feels sluggish and everything I do comes out shitty. I look at the campaign idea with contempt and delete it all, giving up right away instead of wasting more time trying to salvage something that can’t be saved.

What would the director of Elite Media say if I turned in something like this? Would he laugh at me? Tear up the proposal and throw it at my face? Humiliate me in front of everyone, before he even bothered to look at the presentation?

All those possibilities have already happened. None of them would be new.

Anthony makes a point of throwing it in my face that I’m not that good because I didn’t bother getting a decent degree. He’s always going on about how he regrets hiring me and that he only “made that mistake” because young, inexperienced people are usually full of ideas and don’t care much about the salary.

But of course, when my paycheck is a single day late, I ask questions. I only do that because my bills can’t wait, so neither can I.

And about me not being that good... Well, I guess maybe I’m not the best. But so what? So what if I graduated from an online college because I didn’t have the time or the money to go to a real one? So what if I picked the shortest program and studied for “only” two years until I got my certificate? So what if I sometimes seem more tired than everyone else and don’t usually think as fast? So what if I’m seen as the antisocial one because I never go to company dinners and interact as little as possible?

Why does he think he has the right to criticize me when he has no idea what my life is like or who I am?

This is your fault, Kate.

You should have studied more. You should have researched harder to make sure that campaign hadn’t already been done.

If you’d spent a few more hours looking, you would have seen that your proposal looked like cheap plagiarism. You could have predicted what would happen and avoided the humiliation.

You wouldn’t be here right now, about to get fired if you can’t put together something good enough to make Epicplay Studios sign with the advertising agency you work for.

I run my hand over my temple, feeling it throb.

Why did he leave me with a company as demanding as Epicplay? Why didn’t they put some employee who’s already developed campaigns for them before? Why me of all people?

Shit, Kate, make up your mind.

You say you want a chance to show who you are, to have the opportunity to grow professionally, but when it comes, you complain?

“Mommy, is it supposed to smell like this?” Sasha, lying on the living room floor while she paints, lifts her head curiously to look at me.

Her voice yanks me out of my thoughts, and my eyes go wide when I realize I forgot the cupcakes in the oven.

Damn it.

I set the laptop aside and get up running, heading to the kitchen with quick steps. But it’s already too late. The odor spreads thickly when I open the oven door, and smoke fills the air.

“Mommy just burned our treats a little. Cover your nose or go to your room, Bunny. I’ll be right there,” I murmur carefully, wetting the cloth near the sink and filling a bowl with water to try to neutralize the smell.

They say that works, right?

I cough and grab the mitt to take the tray out of the oven, wincing when I see the ruined cupcakes. Most of the batter went into the first batch, and I managed to ruin it.

Where the hell is your head? How didn’t you smell it? Are you really that unfocused today?

I look at the small plastic table in the middle of the kitchen, where the rest of the batter sits in a bowl. If I make them a little smaller, I can bake about six more cupcakes.

I can give her two for dinner with some yogurt and fruit and leave two for her breakfast. The leftovers, I can eat today and tomorrow.

Though if I make them smaller, maybe two won’t be enough to satisfy her sweet tooth. Ever since she got that muffin earlier and I threw it away because I couldn’t accept food from a stranger, I promised I’d make a strawberry cupcake three times tastier.

I look at the tray with contempt.

The “tasty” ended up “toasty.”

I rest my hand on my hip. I’m not hungry, so why do I want to eat? I huff.

Gluttony really is a sin.

I decide to make them normal-sized instead and, instead of six, I choose to bake just four more. After making that decision mentally, I throw out the ruined batch and sigh, satisfied I solved at least that problem.

I walk to the living room, where Sasha is still on the floor, painting, but with her face covered by the fabric of her shirt. I smile.

“Can I breathe normal now, Mommy?” she asks, sitting up.

“You can,” I say, even though the air still smells like smoke and there are no windows I can open to help ventilate. “I got a little distracted with work and forgot the cupcakes. They’re going to take a little longer now. Do you forgive me?”

She nods immediately and stands up, looking at me carefully.

“Does Mommy want help?” She offers, smiling at me. I crouch down to her height and shake my head.

“Are you hungry? Do you want something to eat while the cupcakes bake?” My tone is soft as I run my hand across her face, pushing her blonde hair out of it.

I notice her bangs are getting long and make a mental note to remember to cut them.

She makes a pouty face, like she’s analyzing her stomach, and declines my offer of food.

“Alright, so here’s what we’ll do. I’ll apologize to the neighbors for the smoke, put the cupcakes back in the oven, and then I’ll come paint with you.”

Her eyes light up, and a wide smile takes over her whole face.

“Girls‘ night?” She sounds excited, so happy she’s practically bouncing on the floor, restless.

I laugh.

“Girls’ night,” I confirm, and she’s already darting off, eager to grab everything we’ll need.

Meaning: the cheap makeup that’ll ruin my face, the expired nail polish that’ll leave my nails smudged, the old brushes that’ll give my hair terrifying hairstyles, and the leftover crayons and markers for our “works of art.”

I watch her walk away, unable to stop smiling. To some people, that description might sound like a horror movie. But to me, it’s my happiest moment.

The one where it’s just me and her having fun.

Where nothing matters except the two of us and how much we can laugh before our stomachs start hurting or she falls asleep.

I stay crouched on the floor for a few seconds, watching her walk into the bedroom with determined steps.

How can Sasha be only five? Sometimes, her behavior makes me think otherwise. She seems too calm and mature for her age.

That scares me.

I’m afraid she’s like this because I’m doing something wrong.

That’s why, when she acts like a kid and almost gives me a heart attack from worry, I’m not too harsh on her.

Like today, when she walked out of that coffee shop and I lost sight of her for a few seconds, I panicked. That’s not like her. She’s usually well-behaved, she knows not to wander off or talk to strangers. I left her alone for a few minutes. I mean, not alone. The coffee shop owner said she’d watch her while I talked to her husband. I’d asked about a job for the weekends. I thought maybe it’d be good to have some extra money now that we moved and this apartment, even though it’s smaller, is more expensive. It was literally just the time it took to hear her answer, saying she couldn’t hire me for the hours I was available. In that short time, when the owner was supposed to be watching her, I lost her.

When I came back to the shop and didn’t see her, I panicked and ran out, calling for her.

She was in the café that was practically next door, she hadn’t crossed any streets or gone far. But it was still terrifying, and I wanted to yell at her for it. But the moment Sasha apologized and her face was full of so much guilt, I felt terrible.

Kids are a handful. They fall, they break things, they cry over everything, they throw tantrums, they complain, and they get into trouble. But Sasha? No, she never does any of that.

She’s calm. She never even asks for what she needs. Once, her shoe was so tight it was cutting into the back of her foot. She went to school with it like that, and when she came back with her heel all cut up, I asked her why she didn’t tell me so I could buy her a new pair. She just said it didn’t seem that tight.

That broke my heart. It’s almost like Sasha knows exactly how things are and understands them, even though I try so hard to make sure she doesn’t notice there are hard days.

Kids who are five shouldn’t have that kind of awareness.

That’s why, earlier today, I couldn’t bring myself to scold her. Sasha told me she wanted to play the prank, that she thought it was funny and wanted to see if anyone would fall for it. I should have thought of something, helped her or talked her out of it, but I ignored it and it was my fault. She was just acting like a curious kid.

How could I hold it against her or be harsh? I couldn’t. Not when I was the one who left her alone in the first place.

On the way back, I explained how dangerous it was and why she couldn’t do it again. She promised she wouldn’t, but she kept talking about how funny the man’s face was, how I should have seen it.

Remembering how excited she was makes me think of him.

What a coincidence—or bad luck—to run into the same person two days in a row.

I remember that little mocking smile on his face when Sasha blew my cover about not being a lawyer, and the way he seemed curious about my age.

I bet he thinks I’m too young too. Everyone always does. And then, when I tell them how old I am, people are sure of it. That’s when the judgment starts.

Always the same.

His curious eyes kept studying me, but then, abruptly, he pulled back and gave up on asking. I didn’t understand his attitude and didn’t bother thinking too much about it, but it caught me off guard.

Why did he give up? Why give a muffin to my daughter?

I shrug, really unable to come up with a reason. But it doesn’t make any difference whether there was one or not. The only thing that matters is that I don’t owe him anything and I’ll never see him again.

I finish that thought, standing up to go apologize to the neighbors. But even as I grab the sticky note and the pen, his eyes, full of curiosity, keep coming back to my mind.

He seemed like someone trustworthy, and that’s exactly why he seems even more dangerous to me.

What a pain.

I blink, wanting my focus on something useful, and tell Sasha I’m just going out to the hallway. She agrees, telling me to come back soon. Her determined movements keep bringing things from the bedroom to the living room.

I smile, looking at her one last time before I leave. My steps are quick as I walk to the door of the couple in 1013. Instead of bothering them by knocking, I just stick the post-it on the wood, with nothing but:

“Sorry about the smoke, I was baking a cake and burned the first batch. I’m really sorry.

Signed: Neighbor from 1014.”

They probably didn’t even notice, since the apartment isn’t that close to ours, even though it’s on the same floor. But still, I don’t want trouble with anyone. At least, not if I can avoid it.

I write the same thing on the post-it below and stop at the door right next to ours. On this floor, there are only three apartments: mine, the couple’s, and this one.

Apartment 1015.

I stare at the closed wooden door. I’ve never seen the owner. I moved in almost a month ago, but never, not even once, have I seen him. He’s not noisy, and I think he lives alone. He definitely travels for work or spends a lot of time away.

I think he has a pet, since one morning the door to my apartment was dirty, and I know the couple in 1013 doesn’t have any animals. But I don’t hear any barking or meowing coming from his side. So I’m not sure either.

All I know is it’s a man who lives here because he always leaves a pair of shoes outside, like some weird habit.

I stare at today’s pair: black men’s loafers.

They look expensive, but the knockoffs I usually buy at the street market look expensive too. I tilt my head, looking closely to see if there’s a brand. But I realize I’m just wasting time and shrug.

They look like old man shoes anyway.

I stick the post-it near the doorknob and go back to my apartment. The moment I close the door, I hear the sound of the elevator arriving, but I don’t bother going to see who it is.

I put the cupcakes in to bake, leave the work for when I can do it in the middle of the night, and focus on what really matters.

Or rather, the only thing that matters:

My daughter.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 5
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Park Suho

I’M SITTING IN MY HOME office, finishing up a contract, when I hear the knocks at the door. Given the time, I know it must be from the front desk.

The new guy who works down there keeps insisting on leaving all the packages in front of each apartment, even though the usual procedure is for us to come downstairs and confirm receipt.

I know this because that’s how it’s worked for the two years I’ve lived here. But this only changed recently.

It’s actually more convenient, in a way. So I don’t complain.

I get up from my chair and walk to the entrance, unlocking the door to grab what’s mine. Three boxes are stacked on the black doormat. I bring them inside and see no one in the hallway.

Looks like I was the only one with deliveries this time.

I shrug, closing the door again to put everything away. I don’t usually like clutter, so I decide to put it all in its place and get back to work.

I grab the biggest box first and open it, pulling out the coffee maker. I’m not a huge coffee connoisseur, but I drink it because it’s a good stimulant and helps me stay awake when I need to. I’ve gotten used to the taste, even though I still don’t get why so many people think it’s such a great drink, and I have it regularly.

So regularly that I even managed to burn out my last coffee maker.

I pick up the appliance and walk to the kitchen counter, setting it where the old one used to be. I take a quick look around, satisfied to see that this one blends much better with the modern aesthetic of the kitchen.

Not that I really care about that kind of thing, but since the whole apartment was planned out and remodeled, it’s satisfying to see items match the structure I put together.

Blake says I should move, go to a house where I can have more peace and not have to run into neighbors or share the elevator, since I’m the type of person who likes privacy. But I’ve gotten used to the apartment, even though it’s small.
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