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I met Mara on a Tuesday: the famously boring weekday that’s neither beginning nor end—a deceptive start to an encounter that would change my life. She was standing in a square of afternoon light in the kitchen, palms flattened against the counter, hair up in a loose knot that declared it had given up arguing with gravity. The landlord handed me the lease, the keys, and a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. When the obligatory small talk and well-wishes ended, he left us in the shared silence of new roommates.

“I’m Mara,” she offered her hand: warm, soft, sure of itself. “And I regret to inform you, sir, that we have a strict no-shoes policy around here.” I shot the side-eye down at my sneakers, and she cracked a knowing grin. “Also, I hope you dig plants.”

“I’m Alex,” I said. “And my bad with the shoes—force of habit. I brought three mugs, a colander, and an irrational amount of optimism as penance.”
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