
	“Annaaa!”

	Her mother’s voice echoed across the wide estate, carried gently by the warm afternoon breeze.

	Anna paused mid-step in the garden, her small fingers still tangled in the stems of half-plucked jasmine flowers. The sunlight danced through the coconut trees, casting shifting shadows over the stone pathway that led back to the house.

	“I’m coming!” she called back, her voice bright, careless—untouched by the weight of the world.

	Behind her, a boy straightened quietly.

	Daniel.

	He had been crouched near the edge of the garden, gathering the fallen flowers Anna had dropped without noticing. His hands moved carefully, as if even the petals deserved respect.

	He didn’t call out.

	He never did.

	Instead, he picked up the small woven basket she had abandoned on the ground and followed her.

	Just like always.

	

	

	The house stood tall at the end of the path.

	White walls.

	Wide verandas.

	Wooden doors polished to a soft shine.

	It wasn’t just a home—it was a presence.

	A place that carried history, expectation… and unspoken rules.

	Anna ran ahead, her laughter echoing lightly as she reached the steps.

	Daniel slowed down before he got there.

	Instinct.

	He adjusted his grip on the basket, brushing invisible dust from its edge before climbing the steps more quietly.

	By the time he reached the doorway, Anna was already inside.

	“Where were you?” her mother asked, standing near the dining table.

	“In the garden,” Anna said, slightly out of breath. “I was making a flower circle.”

	Her mother sighed softly. “You were supposed to help me inside.”

	Anna smiled, stepping closer. “I will now.”

	Then she turned her head slightly.

	“Daniel has the flowers.”

	It was said casually.

	Like it was obvious.

	Like it was expected.

	Daniel stepped forward and placed the basket on the table without a word.

	Her mother nodded once, not unkindly—but not warmly either.

	“Good,” she said. “Now go help your father.”

	Daniel gave a small nod.

	“Yes, aunty.”

	And just like that—

	He disappeared again.

	

	

	Anna didn’t think about it.

	Not really.

	To her, Daniel was just…

	There.

	Like the trees.

	Like the house.

	Like the rhythm of her days.

	He carried things.

	He fixed things.

	He followed.

	And she walked ahead.

	

	

	Years passed like that.

	Quietly.

	Softly.

	Without anyone noticing the small changes happening underneath.

	

	

	At ten—

	Anna still ran barefoot through the garden.

	Still laughed without thinking.

	Still called out Daniel’s name when she needed something.

	“Daniel! My bag!”

	He would appear within seconds, picking it up before she even turned around.

	At twelve—

	She stopped running as much.

	Started noticing things differently.

	Her dresses changed.

	Her voice softened.

	Her laughter became less loud, more careful.

	Daniel noticed.

	But he said nothing.

	He only walked behind her.

	Holding her books now instead of baskets.

	

	

	At fourteen—

	Anna began to understand the world around her.

	Not fully.

	But enough.

	Enough to hear the way people spoke.

	Enough to notice the difference in how they treated her…

	And how they treated him.

	“Don’t go too far into the back areas,” her mother would say.

	“That’s where the workers stay.”

	Anna would nod.

	But sometimes—

	She would still go.

	And she would find him there.

	Fixing something.

	Carrying something.

	Always working.

	Always quiet.

	“Why are you always busy?” she once asked, leaning against a wooden post.

	Daniel didn’t look up immediately.

	“Because I have to be.”

	“That sounds boring.”

	He smiled slightly.

	“Not really.”

	Anna tilted her head.

	“I would hate it.”

	Daniel finally looked at her.

	There was something in his eyes she didn’t fully understand back then.

	“Some people don’t get to choose.”

	She frowned.

	“I choose things all the time.”

	“I know.”

	And then he went back to work.

	

	

	At sixteen—

	Things changed.

	Not loudly.

	Not suddenly.

	But enough.

	Anna noticed him differently.

	Not just as the boy who carried her things.

	But as…

	Someone.

	He had grown taller.

	Stronger.

	His voice deeper now.

	His presence quieter—but heavier somehow.

	And Daniel—

	Daniel noticed everything.

	The way she tucked her hair behind her ear when she was nervous.

	The way she stopped calling his name as often.

	The way she started keeping distance without realizing why.

	He understood.

	Even if she didn’t.

	So he did what he had always done.

	He stepped back.

	Further than before.

	

	

	The day Anna left for college—

	The house was louder than usual.

	Suitcases.

	Voices.

	Instructions.

	Her mother moving from room to room, checking everything twice.

	“Did you pack your books?”

	“Yes, Amma.”

	“Your documents?”

	“Yes.”

	“Your—”

	“Amma,” Anna laughed softly. “I have everything.”

	But still—

	She checked again.

	Because leaving meant something.

	Even if she didn’t fully feel it yet.

	

	

	Outside, the car was already waiting.

	Daniel stood beside it.

	One hand resting on the trunk.

	Waiting.

	Anna walked out with her parents.

	Talking.

	Smiling.

	Half excited.

	Half distracted.

	She didn’t notice him at first.

	Not until her father said—

	“Daniel, take the luggage.”

	And just like that—

	He moved.

	Lifting her suitcase with ease.

	Placing it carefully inside.

	Adjusting it like it mattered.

	Anna watched him then.

	Just for a second.

	Something in her chest shifted slightly.

	“Thank you,” she said.

	Simple.

	Polite.

	Distant.

	Daniel nodded.

	“Safe journey.”

	That was all.

	No more.

	Because anything more would have meant something.

	And neither of them was ready for that.

	

	

	The car door closed.

	The engine started.

	And as Anna looked out the window—

	She saw him.

	Standing there.

	Still.

	Quiet.

	Watching.

	Like he always had.

	

	

	Years passed.

	College changed her.

	Not completely.

	But enough.

	New people.

	New ideas.

	New versions of herself.

	The world felt bigger now.

	And somehow—

	The house she had grown up in felt smaller.

	More defined.

	More structured.

	More… limiting.

	

	

	When she finally returned—

	Everything looked the same.

	And yet—

	Nothing felt the same.

	

	

	The car rolled into the driveway slowly.

	The gates opened.

	The house stood waiting.

	Just as it always had.

	Anna stepped out first.

	Her heels touched the ground with a soft click.

	She took a breath.

	Home.

	

	

	Voices greeted her immediately.

	“Anna!”

	Her mother.

	Warm.

	Excited.

	Proud.

	She stepped forward, pulling her into an embrace.

	“You’re finally back.”

	Anna smiled.

	“I missed you.”

	Her father joined them, placing a hand on her shoulder.

	“You’ve grown.”

	She laughed softly.

	“I hope so.”

	They spoke.

	Moved inside.

	The familiar rhythm returned.

	But something—

	Something was missing.

	

	

	Then—

	A voice.

	Quiet.

	Familiar.

	“Where should I keep these?”

	Anna turned.

	And for a moment—

	Time didn’t move.

	Daniel.

	Standing near the car.

	Holding her suitcase.

	Just like before.

	But not like before.

	Not at all.

	Because he wasn’t the boy anymore.

	He was a man now.

	Taller.

	Stronger.

	His presence steady.

	His eyes the same—

	But deeper.

	Holding years of silence inside them.

	Anna blinked.

	As if trying to catch up.

	“Oh—”

	Her voice faltered slightly.

	“You’re… still here.”

	The words came out wrong.

	She knew it the moment they left her mouth.

	Daniel didn’t react.

	Not visibly.

	“I work here,” he said simply.

	Of course he did.

	Of course.

	Anna nodded quickly.

	“Right.”

	Silence stretched.

	Uncomfortable.

	Unfamiliar.

	Her mother called from inside—

	“Anna, come!”

	She hesitated for just a second.

	Then turned away.

	“I’ll—come in a minute.”

	And she walked inside.

	

	

	Daniel stood there.

	Still holding her suitcase.

	Just like years ago.

	Except now—

	He didn’t follow immediately.

	He stayed where he was.

	For a few seconds longer than necessary.

	Then finally—

	He carried her luggage inside.

	

	

	A step behind.

	Just like always.

	

	

	 

	Dinner that night felt louder than it should have.

	Plates clinked.

	Chairs shifted.

	Voices overlapped in warm, familiar patterns.

	And yet—

	Anna felt like she was sitting in a place she knew… but didn’t fully belong to anymore.

	“So how is the city?” her dad asked, cutting into his food.

	“Busy,” Anna replied. “Fast. Everyone’s always doing something.”

	Her mom smiled. “That’s good. It means you’re learning.”

	Anna nodded.

	“Yes.”

	But her attention drifted.

	Not to the conversation.

	Not to the food.

	But to the doorway.

	Where he stood.

	Daniel.

	Just inside the frame of the room.

	Not sitting.

	Not part of the table.

	Just… there.

	Watching quietly, waiting if anyone needed something.

	Like he always had.

	Anna looked away quickly.

	Her chest felt tight for no clear reason.

	

	

	“You should rest early,” her mom said later as they cleared the table. “You’ve had a long journey.”

	“I’m not that tired,” Anna replied.

	But still—

	She found herself stepping outside.

	Into the courtyard.

	Into the same air she had grown up breathing.

	

	

	The night was soft.

	The faint scent of jasmine lingered in the garden.

	Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked.

	Everything felt… still.

	Anna walked slowly along the stone path.

	Her fingers brushed against the low branches of a tree.

	Same path.

	Same garden.

	Same house.

	But she wasn’t the same girl anymore.

	

	

	“You’ll trip if you keep looking at the ground like that.”

	The voice came from behind her.

	Calm.

	Familiar.

	Too familiar.

	Anna turned.

	Daniel stood a few steps away.

	Not too close.

	Never too close.

	“I won’t,” she said lightly. “I know this place better than you.”

	He raised an eyebrow slightly.

	“Do you?”

	A small smile tugged at her lips.

	“I grew up here.”

	“So did I.”

	The words settled between them.

	Different meaning.

	Same place.

	

	

	Silence followed.

	Not uncomfortable.

	But not easy either.

	“You changed,” Anna said finally.

	Daniel didn’t react immediately.

	“So did you.”

	“That’s not what I meant.”

	“I know.”

	She crossed her arms slightly.

	“You’re… quieter.”

	“I was always quiet.”

	“Not like this.”

	He looked at her then.

	Properly.

	Long enough that she noticed.

	“Some things change,” he said.

	“And some things stay the same.”

	Her breath caught slightly.

	She didn’t know why.

	

	

	“What about you?” he asked.

	“What about me?”

	“You seem… different.”

	Anna let out a small breath.

	“I am.”

	“How?”

	She thought for a second.

	Then shrugged.

	“I don’t know.”

	“That’s not true.”

	She looked at him.

	“And you do?”

	Daniel’s expression didn’t change.

	“You look like someone who’s learned how to walk away.”

	That hit.

	Because it was true.

	And because she didn’t expect him to see it so clearly.

	“I had to,” she said quietly.

	“Why?”

	“Because staying in one place… isn’t always enough.”

	Silence.

	Then—

	“Was it enough before?”

	The question was simple.

	But the weight behind it wasn’t.

	Anna didn’t answer.

	Because she didn’t know how to.

	

	

	A soft breeze moved through the garden.

	The leaves rustled.

	The night deepened.

	And for a moment—

	It felt like they were standing in a space untouched by time.

	Just two people.

	Not defined by anything else.

	

	

	“You didn’t write,” Daniel said suddenly.

	Anna blinked.

	“What?”

	“While you were away.”

	Her chest tightened.

	“I was busy.”

	He nodded once.

	“I figured.”

	“That’s all you have to say?”

	“What else should I say?”

	“I don’t know,” she said, a little sharper now.
“Maybe that it didn’t matter.”

	Daniel held her gaze.

	“It mattered.”

	The honesty in his voice caught her off guard.

	She looked away first.

	“Then why bring it up?”

	“Because I noticed.”

	Silence again.

	But heavier this time.

	

	

	Anna exhaled slowly.

	“I didn’t think you’d care.”

	Daniel’s response was immediate.

	“I did.”

	The simplicity of it made her chest ache.

	

	

	“Things are different now,” she said.

	“Yes.”

	“And they should stay that way.”

	Daniel didn’t respond.

	Because he understood what she meant.

	Distance.

	Boundaries.

	Lines that shouldn’t be crossed.

	

	

	“I should go inside,” Anna said.

	“Yeah.”

	She hesitated.

	Just for a second.

	Then—

	“Good night, Daniel.”

	He nodded.

	“Good night, Anna.”

	

	

	She walked back toward the house.

	Steps steady.

	Controlled.

	But her thoughts—

	Not so much.

	Because something had shifted tonight.

	Not dramatically.

	Not obviously.

	But enough.

	

	

	Behind her—

	Daniel stayed where he was.

	Watching her go.

	Just like he always had.

	

	

	Except this time—

	It didn’t feel the same.

	

	

	Morning in the house came early.

	It always had.

	Sunlight slipped through the tall windows, stretching slowly across polished floors, climbing walls that had seen years of quiet routine.

	Anna stood in front of her mirror, adjusting the sleeve of her dress.

	Simple.

	Neat.

	Carefully chosen.

	Like everything else in her life.

	From downstairs, she could hear her mom moving around in the kitchen. The familiar rhythm of plates, footsteps, and soft humming filled the air.

