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      A heartfelt contemporary steamy lesbian romance about missed timing, unexpected chemistry, and the quietly devastating beauty of finding exactly who you need at precisely the moment you'd stopped looking. Age-gap, opposites attract.
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      Anthea had spent years perfecting the art of convincing herself that love was a luxury she could do without. It was a neat, tidy narrative she had woven with such meticulous care that, over time, the threads of it had begun to feel almost indistinguishable from truth. Like a word repeated until it dissolved into nonsense, the very idea of love had blurred at the edges, losing its shape, its weight, its meaning. It became nothing more than a whisper of sound, a breath of air passing between her lips, hollow and inconsequential. A shield, really. A way to brace herself against the ache of wanting something she wasn’t sure she could ever have.

      At twenty-one, her life was a carefully balanced act of juggling responsibilities, each one threatening to topple the others if she so much as blinked. Graduate school loomed over her like a storm that never quite broke—just a perpetual, suffocating pressure, the kind that settled into her bones and made every breath feel like an effort. The deadlines, the reading lists, the gnawing dread of falling behind—it was all there, a constant hum in the back of her mind, a reminder that she was always one misstep away from drowning. She would sit at her desk long after midnight, the glow of her laptop the only light in the room, staring at the blinking cursor on a blank document as if it were a taunt. To anyone else, it might have looked like procrastination, the lazy inertia of someone who simply couldn’t be bothered. But Anthea knew the truth: it was fear. The paralysing, creeping kind that whispered you don’t know where to start, and so she didn’t. She just sat there, frozen, while the minutes ticked by like a slow, cruel metronome.

      And then there was the rent. Oh, the cold, unfeeling math of it. Every month, she would spread her coins across the kitchen bench in a ritual that had long since lost any semblance of hope. She would nudge them into little piles, as if rearranging them might somehow coax the numbers into mercy, as if the act of counting could will more into existence. But the figures never lied. They never bent. They stared back at her, unyielding, a stark reminder of how little she had and how much she needed. It was a game she played with herself, one she always lost.

      Caffeine, at least, was a reliable companion. It had started as a habit, a crutch to get her through the early mornings when the world still felt too dark and too quiet. But somewhere along the way, it had become something more—a philosophy, a rhythm, a reason to keep moving when everything else felt like too much. Three cups by noon was a good day. Four meant she was holding on. Five was survival. Especially on Tuesdays, when the weight of the week pressed down hardest, and the thought of facing another seminar, another stack of readings, another sleepless night made her want to crawl back under the covers and never emerge.

      As for romance? That was something that happened in books. She would curl up on the worn corner of her couch, a mug of coffee cooling beside her, and lose herself in stories where love was grand and sweeping, where heartbreak was elegant, where every tear felt purposeful. She envied those fictional women their neatly packaged suffering, their conflicts that resolved in two hundred pages or less. Real life was messier. It was bad lighting and awkward silences, half-truths and misplaced expectations. It was the exhausting work of trying to decipher what someone meant when their words said something entirely different. Anthea had enough of that already—enough ambiguity, enough emotional algebra. She didn’t need the added complication of dating.

      But then came the comments. The raised eyebrow from her mother, that single, loaded sound that managed to convey disappointment, concern, and exasperation all at once. The sigh from her best friend, the kind that carried the weight of a thousand unsaid words, all of them some variation of you’re trying too hard or you’re not trying hard enough. And so, after months of resistance, Anthea let herself be talked into signing up for a blind-date website. Her best friend had been chipping away at her defences for ages, her persistence as steady and inevitable as water wearing down stone. "Just try it," she’d said, her voice bright with the easy confidence of someone who had been in a happy relationship for three years and had long since forgotten what it was like to wade through the murky waters of modern dating. "What’s the worst that could happen?"

      Oh, if only she had known.

      Before Anthea had even mustered the courage to meet anyone in person, the messages started. Long, rambling texts that read like self-help manifestos, as if the men on the other end were auditioning for a role they’d titled Your Personal Guru. One sent her a photo of his car—gleaming, polished, parked at an angle that suggested he thought it was somehow impressive. She stared at her phone for a full thirty seconds, willing the image to make sense, as if it might suddenly reveal itself to be a joke. It wasn’t. And then came the follow-up message, a desperate attempt to explain why he’d sent it, which only made the whole thing worse. She didn’t respond. She didn’t know how.

      Still, she went on the date. Partly because she’d promised. Partly because, buried beneath layers of cynicism, there was still a stubborn little spark of hope that refused to be snuffed out. Maybe, just maybe, reality wouldn’t be as exhausting as the preview.

      It was worse.

      The parade of disasters began in earnest. There was the man who spoke about himself in the third person, as if he were narrating his own life story to an enraptured audience. There was the one who turned their dinner into a TED Talk on the virtues of minimalism, gesturing wildly with his fork while Anthea silently calculated how many pages of her thesis she could have edited in the time she’d spent nodding along. There was the candlelit dinner that felt less like romance and more like an endurance test, the kind where she found herself mentally listing all the things she’d rather be doing—organising her sock drawer, alphabetising her bookshelf, literally anything that didn’t involve smiling through gritted teeth while some stranger monologued about his passion project.

      But the worst was the cryptocurrency enthusiast. Two and a half hours of her life, gone. Two and a half hours of listening to him wax poetic about blockchain technology and financial ecosystems, his eyes alight with a fervour she was quite certain he had never once directed toward another human being. She sat there, picking at the bread basket he kept refilling, wondering if this was what hell felt like—not fire and brimstone, but an endless loop of a man explaining liquidity pools while dabbing olive oil from his chin.

      By the time she got home that night, she didn’t call her best friend. She knew what would happen: the laughter, the oh my god, you’re kidding, the well-meaning but ultimately empty reassurances that not all men are like that. And maybe they weren’t. But enough of them were. And right now, Anthea didn’t want to be told to keep trying. She didn’t want to be fixed. She just wanted someone to see her. To hear her. To understand the particular flavour of her exhaustion without immediately trying to cure it.

      So, on impulse, she messaged Irene instead.

      She wasn’t entirely sure why. Maybe it was the hour, the way the night had left her feeling raw and unravelled. Maybe it was the way Irene had a knack for listening without rushing to fill the silences. Or maybe it was simply that Irene, with her dry wit and her quiet intensity, had always felt like a safe harbour in a storm. Anthea spilled everything—the dinner, the bread, the way he’d said financial ecosystem like it was supposed to be sexy. She typed until her fingers ached, until the words blurred on the screen, until she’d purged every last drop of frustration from her system.

      Irene didn’t laugh at her. She laughed with her, and that made all the difference. She didn’t offer advice. She didn’t suggest Anthea give the man another chance or try a different app or just put herself out there more. She just… listened. And then, when Anthea had finally run out of words, Irene sent her a message that landed like a stone dropped into still water, sending ripples through her chest.

      "You keep surviving," she wrote. "But you also keep disappearing."

      Anthea read it once. Twice. A third time. She set her phone down on the kitchen bench, right beside the little stack of coins she hadn’t bothered to put away yet, and she sat there, staring at the screen as if it might offer up more answers. The words settled into her, heavy and warm, like a hand pressing gently against her sternum. She could feel them echoing inside her, a quiet insistence that she had been holding her breath for far too long.

      It wasn’t just that Irene had seen her. It was that she had named her. And for the first time in a long time, Anthea let herself wonder what it might mean to stop disappearing.
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