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Chapter 1

Here begins the first entry of the Diver’s diary. We call him the Diver not for his aquatic skills, though he swims well enough.

***

I don’t know who’s reading this, but earlier this year I quit my job by email. My leave request said, “Duration: Indefinite.” My supervisor thought it was a joke and replied with his usual bile: “Do as you wish, and be back soon. Remember, we are going through hard times…” (I counted the word “family” five times.) Knowing me, he probably assumed I’d thrown a tantrum and would crawl back in a week or two. He was wrong. Bet he spent that whole month waking up in a cold sweat. I can almost hear his boss yelling, “HOW THE HELL could you approve that request?!” I changed my phone number and blocked more than a few people. No one has shown up at my apartment yet. Clearly, they got the message.

Even now, that last email still gets on my nerves. I’ve had enough. Too many times they’ve tried to shackle me with words like “family” and “responsibility.” What a joke. As if having one family isn’t exhausting enough. And if I have any responsibility, it’s to myself. I’m going home now—to my hometown, I mean. I wouldn’t call that house a home. Just another nuisance to deal with.

Soon I’ll turn 26, and it feels strange to be writing what might be my autobiography. Or maybe a confession. To whom? I’m not sure. I tend to be more honest about my feelings when I put them into words, so I’ll pretend someone is listening. I haven’t thought of a title yet, but if this thing has one by the time you read it, you’re one step ahead of me.


Chapter 2

Big news: it’s my fourth day back home. I’m still adjusting to my new room. My entire body aches, and sleep has been tough. Apparently, being a lifelong insomniac doesn’t help. I’ll have to get an air conditioner installed soon, or I won’t survive this summer. I should be in bed by now, but I need to write this down while it’s still fresh. If I wait another week, I’ll probably forget the details and give up entirely. This whole thing already feels like a mountain of work. Sky god, please help… This room feels so cramped. At least I have my desk and chair set up. Oh, wait. Forgot something.

I just got up to lock the door. New feature unlocked in this version of our house: door locks. Hah, the irony. The thought of someone opening the door without knocking makes me shudder. My mother might bring me some food she just bought, or Ivan might want to ramble about something; I’m too drained for either. A “Do Not Disturb” sign would be ideal, but in this family, it would be seen as an act of betrayal. This wasn’t supposed to be a bedroom. Initially, my parents intended to build three—one for them and two for their sons. But then they fought and grew to hate each other so much they couldn’t stand sharing a room. Same old story, new setting. In any case, I’m glad my room has a lock.

Wait, what am I even thinking? Moving all this stuff and myself back here only to feel safe in a locked room? That’s pretty messed up. Oh no… damn it. If I could pack my stuff once, I can definitely do it again. It’s no big deal. I can move back to South City or anywhere I want. I just need to stay sane.

Well… this is probably my first episode of reverse homesickness. I knew it would happen. I knew I would miss South City like crazy. In the months before leaving, I wandered around the city aimlessly. Every so often, something would catch my eye. I’d stop my bike, stand there, and let it all sink in. It didn’t matter where I was, as long as I could feel the city’s essence and imprint it on my memory one last time. I hit the streets day and night. Food was never a priority; something quick from the nearest convenience store would do. It was Jen’s idea that I should go by myself first. She pointed out that I had a habit of leaving things behind without a proper goodbye, and she thought this was my chance to finally learn how. It became a journey to revisit familiar spots and stumble upon new ones: street markets, parks, churches, the old neighborhoods where I used to live, schools, my college campus, bridges, riverbanks… anywhere but the beach, since South City doesn’t technically have one. Ah, memories… I took countless photos and videos, but nothing can replicate the feel of a place or a moment. The best we can do is capture an image that acts as a key—one that unlocks a surge of memories and emotions tied to that time and place.

My last month there was, naturally, dedicated to packing. When it’s time to pack, you realize that every impulse purchase results in either a hasty sale or a regretful toss into the trash. “Should I pack this or not?” That question came up again and again. I hired a truck just big enough to fit everything inside. Jen was against the idea of hauling all my things home, but I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving them at her place. That was too much, too complicated. We had already broken up, and I didn’t know if I’d be returning to South City soon, or ever. Having all the belongings of someone who is no longer there feels strange; it’s like keeping the relics of a dead person. Jen said she didn’t mind and would put them to good use. I almost asked, “So tell me, what use do you have for another fridge, for example? Or another wardrobe?” But knowing it wasn’t the time for sarcasm, I softened my tone and asked, “Jen, wouldn’t a few small things be enough?” She paused, considered it, and eventually agreed to pick out a few items. I’m not going to list them all here, but one of them was the stainless steel pan we both loved using whenever we cooked at my place. A wise, lovely choice.

Thinking about that pan makes me regret not taking a memento from her. I guess she could mail me one if I ask.

But before that…


Chapter 3

The Diver continued writing in his diary, but to understand what happened next, we must turn our attention to Jennifer.

During his final week in South City, the Diver took refuge in Jennifer’s apartment, joining her for one last bittersweet journey. They shared long, profound conversations while riding on her motorbike—his own had already been loaded onto the truck with the rest of his belongings. She felt as though they were becoming soulmates again. With him, she could voice thoughts she had kept hidden from everyone else and hear whatever was on his mind, no matter how tangled or confusing. Sometimes, though, their conversations would trail off. They would fall into a shared silence, as if savoring the little time they had left. He never knew that for the past year, Jennifer had secretly nursed the hope of reconciliation. But now, their parting was the only reality awaiting her.

Every street corner held a memory, and each place they had claimed for themselves in bustling South City stirred different emotions in her. She remembered their dates, their arguments, and the all-night conversations tucked away under streetlights. She remembered their first date in perfect detail: the anticipation, the sweet, fumbling awkwardness when they met, and the sleepless night that followed. Their story began with something that felt both random and fragile: she had stumbled upon him in the middle of an online debate with strangers. He struck her as intelligent and grounded, yet fiercely passionate—a combination too compelling to ignore. When she noticed he lived in the same city, she acted on impulse and reached out to him, unaware that her life was about to change course. She smiled faintly at the memory, thinking how true it was: when you let someone that special into your life, a part of you comes alive—a part that leaves when they do.

The night was cool for summertime. They drove slowly along the riverbank, past rows of shuttered shops whose neon signs seemed too bright to Jennifer. She closed her eyes and rested her head on the Diver’s shoulder; thoughts of light pollution drifted through her mind. He said nothing and drove on.

“Do you really have to go?” Jennifer asked the night before his departure, as they lay in bed holding each other.

The Diver sat up, his gaze meeting her teary eyes. Silently, he tried to come up with a sensible answer, something better than the ones he had given the last dozen times she asked.

“You think what I’m about to do is pointless?” he asked.

“Oh, come on. You know that’s not what I mean,” she said, propping herself up.

“Well, I don’t know,” he said after a short pause. “I guess when you feel like you’re only a step or two from the edge of insanity, no decision seems too extreme anymore. I know that sounds… I’m not trying to justify it, Jen.”

“But why do you have to move back for good? I don’t understand.”

“For good? No. Of course I’m not staying forever.”

“You packed up your entire apartment, Leon. People don’t do that if they’re leaving for just a month. So maybe it’s a year, maybe more. You always hated that place, and now—” Her voice broke. “Who knows what might happen in a year?” She turned her back to him.

A heavy silence followed. The Diver had already decided what to say; he was just waiting for the right moment. His eyes drifted to the window, where he saw only empty streets. A gust of wind rushed through the gap, rattling the latch. In the darkness of midnight, he had a strange feeling that their conversation was being heard by no one and everyone at the same time. And he was not sure why it mattered to him if someone did. Usually, it was Jennifer who worried about such things.

“If I just stay there for a few weeks,” he began, “it’s no different from a New Year’s holiday. That won’t work. Jen, look at me. I’m serious.” He waited until she turned to him, then said, “I need to recreate the feeling of waking up in that house with nowhere else to go. It’s the only way I can understand what really happened to me. If you think that’s crazy, imagine what it was like for a child.”

Jennifer reached for his hand and gently pressed it to her cheek. She remained silent, avoiding his eyes.

“You get what I mean, right?” he asked.

She shook her head slowly.

Morning came far too soon. Sunlight flooded their room. It was a Sunday, and the sound of children playing drifted up from the alley, yet their joy could not lift the weight of the previous night from her chest. She promised herself she would get through this goodbye without shedding a tear. Now was not the time to fall apart.

“You know,” she called out toward the bedroom as she made ham and pâté sandwiches in the kitchen, “I wouldn’t mind if you forgot something here. Actually, I kinda hope you do. So no, I’m not helping you pack, Leon.”

“Oh. Fair enough, lady,” he called back.

“You’re not going to argue?” she asked.

“Nope.”

She chuckled quietly, surprised by how easily he agreed.

When he stepped out, two plates of sandwiches were already on the table. They began to eat, making small talk, and soon agreed to head for the airport early to avoid the scorching noon sun.

“You’ve barely touched your sandwich,” he said.

“Yeah, I’m not hungry.”

She took her plate to the fridge and put the sandwich away.

“Hey, what are you doing?” she asked, seeing him standing at the sink.

“The dishes.”

“Why? I can do that later. Let’s go.”

“I don’t want to leave you with a mess to clean up when you come home.”

She fell silent as he started scrubbing the cutting board.

“Thank you…” she said softly.

“It’s nothing.”

“Right,” she thought. “But what about the last week?”

In less than ten minutes, everything was clean. Jennifer changed clothes while the Diver checked his belongings one last time.

“Don’t rush; I haven’t called a cab yet,” she said.

“If you call it now, it should get here just as we’re ready to leave.”

“Oh. Alright, then.”

A moment later, she pulled his suitcase to the door. He glanced at his phone: 10:22. He followed her, backpack slung over one shoulder, and paused in the doorway. He turned to look back into the apartment, where a ray of light from the open door cut across the floor.

“Want to take a picture?” she asked.

“Sure.”

He took out his phone and snapped a photo, then a short video, and as he did, he let his eyes drift over the apartment one last time. The place already felt inexplicably distant.

“Let’s get one together,” he said, moving in close.

“Okay.”

They walked to the end of the alley. The heat was unbearable, relieved only when they slipped into the cool interior of the waiting blue cab. As the car pulled away, they spoke only in whispers, which was their habit around strangers. He told her she looked beautiful in her light blue shirt and black skirt. She gave only a faint smile and a nod.

They said nothing more. She quietly watched the streets slip by outside her window. A black puppy sleeping in a dusty yard caught her eye. She turned and tapped his arm, pointing. They shared a brief laugh at the sight of the creature, looking so delightfully relaxed.

And then, silence again.

She lowered her head. Her fingers tugged at the hem of her skirt. She had imagined this day countless times, yet she was nowhere near ready. She thought about the nature of parting, and then it struck her: the pain of separation lies in its suddenness—if it could be softened into gradual steps, perhaps it would be easier to endure.

As they walked to the terminal, she turned to him. “Hey, could you send me something from Coastal City in a few weeks?”

He paused for a moment. “Of course. What would you like?”

“Um… dried seafood, maybe.”

“No problem.”

“Okay.” She nodded.


Chapter 4

At last, after more than two years, the Diver set foot in Coastal City again. Throughout the flight, he had felt a surge of excitement overhearing the unmistakable accent of passengers a few rows ahead. As he stepped off the plane, he could have sworn he caught the salty air of the coast, even though the airport was nowhere near the sea. He figured it had to be his imagination—a trick of memory.

He followed the stream of passengers, his gaze fixed on the “Just landed” message he had sent Jennifer. Still no word from her, even though she should have been home long before his flight took off. “Maybe she just needs some rest—or some quiet time,” he told himself. He wrestled with one anxious thought after another, but he knew Jennifer was not the type to do anything reckless. With that, he swallowed his worry and scrolled to his father’s number.

“Hey, Dad.”

“Leon? You landed?”

“Yeah, I’m heading to baggage claim now.”

“Alright, I’m waiting out front. Just look to the left when you come out.”

“Okay, see you.”

“Yep, yep. See ya.” His father hung up.

“Weird,” he thought. There was something off in his father’s tone. Maybe he sounded more… cheerful than usual.

He stood by the baggage carousel, near the opening. After a few minutes, faint thuds came from behind the curtain, and the first bags began to emerge. Then he heard someone cursing angrily, followed by a loud crash. A moment later, a giant cardboard box the size of a desk appeared on the belt, wrapped in straps, looking almost proud of itself.

“Ah, that explains it,” he thought.

As he wondered what was inside the box, his phone chimed—the specific tone he had set for Jennifer.

Jennifer: Sorry. I fell asleep

His shoulders relaxed, and he looked up in relief. He started to type, “How are you feeling?” then erased it, realizing how stupid it sounded.

Leon: Glad you got some rest

Jennifer: How was your flight?

Leon: Expensive

[Jennifer reacted to his message with a “haha.”]

[She sent a laughing horse GIF.]

[He replied with the same GIF, but mirrored.]

[She reacted to his GIF with a “haha.”]

He chuckled, already hearing her laugh in his mind.

Leon: Regrets~

Jennifer: I’ve had a bunch~

The messages kept coming, light and playful, making him smile to himself. He stood there long enough for his suitcase to circle past him twice before he finally grabbed it. “I’m running late,” he thought, then typed:

Leon: Hey, I should get going. My father’s outside

Jennifer: Okay, talk to you later

Jennifer: Better not keep him waiting

Jennifer: He might get cranky

[He tapped the “okay” reaction on her message, then reconsidered and changed it to a “haha.”]

He sat down, set his suitcase on the floor, and opened it to retrieve a folded hooded jacket. After putting it on, he glanced up and saw that the other passengers had gone. The carousel was empty, its belt still spinning steadily. The jacket was wrinkled, but he felt more comfortable. As he stood up, he heard a soft clack, and the carousel stopped. The steady hum that had filled the air vanished, leaving behind a strangely artificial silence.

He pulled his suitcase toward the exit. The chill of the terminal faded as the heat from outside poured in. The afternoon sun lit up patches of clouds ahead, painting them a vivid red-orange. With every step, the sky unfolded before him, wider, clearer. It was the kind of sunset only Coastal City had, the same red-orange glow he had watched as a kid, gazing down the endless railway tracks.

A staff member at the exit checked his ticket against the tag, then nodded him through.

“Welcome,” the man said.

“Thank you. Have a good one.”

To the left, near a column supporting the upper roadway, a man raised his hand. He looked to be in his late 50s, with tanned skin and clothes neatly put together in a clumsy, almost schoolboyish way. His hair was dyed black, clearly an attempt to look younger, but it only sharpened the contrast with his prematurely aged face and sagging cheeks. Standing beside him was a middle-aged man the Diver did not recognize, though he knew at once that this man had been roped into conversation by his father. This man’s hair had turned almost completely gray, and though he was probably older than the Diver’s father, he somehow looked younger. His clothes were neat yet effortless, natural, and elegant.

“My younger son,” his father said, turning to the new acquaintance with a smile just as the Diver approached.

“Well, thaaat explains it,” the Diver thought.

“Good afternoon, sir. How are you?” the Diver said to the man with a slight bow. In this culture, a junior rarely initiates a handshake with a senior.

“I’m doing well, young man,” the man said with an innocent smile. “Welcome home.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“This gentleman is actually waiting for his son from the same flight,” the father said.

“Oh, really?”

“Hey, he looks just like his father!” the man said with a laugh, turning to the father.

“What the…” the Diver thought, feeling his face flush.

“Back to help build up the hometown, huh?” the man went on. “This place needs more young folks like you.”

“Well… honestly, right now I’m just hoping to taste some of Coastal City’s food again,” the Diver said.

The man burst into a hearty laugh. “Very humble. Truly a fine young man, your son.”

The Diver gave a faint, reluctant smile, while his father grinned.

“You should see my older son,” the father said. “Tall, handsome, and very talented.”

“Someday, then.”

“Alright, it was nice talking to you,” the father said, extending his hand. “Well, good health to you, my friend.”

“Ah, yes, you take care as well. May everything go smoothly for you,” the man said, then paused. “And more importantly—may you achieve your goals, even in middle age.”

The father chuckled. “Sure, you too.”

“Yes, yes.”

The man turned and offered his hand to the Diver.

“As for you, young man,” the man said, lowering his voice, his expression serious. “I wish you a wonderful and memorable youth. It doesn’t come back, you know? Time really flies.”

“I appreciate it, sir,” the Diver replied, lightly gripping the man’s hand. He wondered if the man was drunk.

“Good. Until our paths cross again,” the man said.

“Until we meet again. Take care.”

They parted ways, and his father came over to take the suitcase.

“Quite a fun guy, isn’t he?” the father said.

“Yeah.”

“Retired contractor. He might look simple, but he owns six plots of land around the city.”

“Oh.”

The Diver glanced back at the man, who now stood with hands clasped behind his back, still watching the airport doors.

“Are you hungry?” his father asked.

“Not at all, Dad. Let’s go home.”

“My car’s over there.”

Several cab drivers approached to offer rides. They were persistent but quickly gave up when they saw the two heading to the parking area. A few moments later, the Diver’s suitcase was tossed into the trunk. He got into the passenger seat and closed his door just before his father got in and slammed his own shut, the pressure making the Diver’s ears pop unpleasantly. The car reversed and merged onto the main road.

“Goodbye. I’m so done with airports,” the Diver thought, gazing back at the ever-changing Coastal City airport.

And the car sped away.


Chapter 5

Downtown Coastal City, like its airport, had changed significantly. Having an airport in the city center was unusual, and though there had been proposals to relocate it to the outskirts, nothing concrete ever came of them. No matter how reasonable the proposals were, they could never outweigh the convenience for hundreds of thousands of tourists, the city’s main source of revenue.

As he watched the street, the Diver noticed how the buildings had changed and tried to remember what they had been before. The sun had set, and the streetlights came on. Their glow, along with the muffled hum of rush hour beyond the car window, lulled him toward sleep. He was just beginning to drift off when his father said,

“They moved your things to the house earlier this afternoon.”

The Diver snapped awake. “Really? It was supposed to be tomorrow.”

“Yeah, they just showed up with everything. No heads-up at all. They said they couldn’t get a hold of you.”

“But I was on the plane.”

“I know.”

Heat rose in the Diver’s chest. He imagined his belongings being mishandled without him there to supervise.

“Everything was more or less fine,” the father continued. “Your mom went through the inventory—the right number of boxes, seals still intact. There was a mess, though.”

“What’s wrong? Is something broken?”

“Not broken. But a bottle of soy sauce spilled. It leaked onto the two boxes underneath. I checked; it’s just clothes. You can toss them in the washer later.”

The Diver paused. “Yeah, I’ll look into it. Thanks for letting me know.”

“The thing is, your mother wouldn’t stop complaining. Why didn’t you just throw that bottle away? It’s not a great loss and would’ve saved us all this hassle.”

The Diver remained silent. Jennifer had labeled the condiment box “This Side Up,” but the movers clearly had not paid attention.

“I’m sorry it happened,” the Diver said.

“Not a big deal. Just… your mother, you know.” The father paused. “Is that all your stuff?”

“Oh, yes.”

“So, you’re not going back to South City?”

“Not anytime soon, I don’t think.”

The car stopped at a red light, waiting to turn left.

“What about your job, then?” the father asked.

“Yeah… I quit three months ago.” The Diver rubbed his forehead, his eyes darting to the vehicles waiting nearby.

“Hmm. Can I ask why?” the father asked in a low tone, gripping the steering wheel.

“I just didn’t like the place, that’s all.”

The father paused. “Was the pay low? I thought they paid well.”

“They did, but it’s not that. I simply couldn’t picture myself working there for a few more years.”

The Diver heard nothing from his father for a moment, then glanced sideways to find him looking deeply offended. “Oh no,” he thought.

“Look, I really don’t understand what you’re thinking,” the father said, his tone suddenly calm. “They gave you that scholarship. It’s a good company. The pay is decent. You don’t just walk away from that kind of opportunity when you’re barely a few years out of college. It’s such a waste, if you ask me.”

“Well,” the Diver thought, “the real question here is: who asked?”

They were silent for a moment.

“So, what’s your plan now?” the father asked. “This is a small town. Or do you have plans with Ivan?”

“What? No, we don’t have any plans,” the Diver replied hastily, surprised his father had mentioned Ivan. He was about to add, “I’m exhausted. I just want to lie low for a while,” but he knew saying that would offend his father even more.

“At least I can picture you two working together,” the father said.

The Diver said nothing. He did not find that very funny.

“Your company—they have a branch here in Coastal City, right?”

“They do.”

“Have you thought about a transfer? I bet they’d be happy to have you back. You were one heck of an investment for them, after all. If I were you, I’d give them a call, tell them you’d love a position here, and that you understand it might take time to arrange. It’s a no-brainer, see? Maybe if you went back and put in a few more years, you could even make partner.”

“Hilarious,” the Diver thought. “If you were me, huh? But at the end of the day, we can never escape ourselves, so what’s the point?”

Without waiting for a response, the father continued, lecturing on the importance of diligence and dedication. He spoke of how many young people these days, particularly the children of his friends, struggled to find proper jobs, despite their qualifications.

“If he’s so eager to have this monologue, I’ll leave him be,” the Diver thought. He pulled his hood up, took out his phone, and started tapping on it.

“This kid… I’m not even done talking,” the father thought. He glanced sideways, but his son’s face was completely hidden in the hood. “I chose my words carefully, and yet he still won’t listen. What’s wrong with him?” The father clenched his teeth. “Such a soft boy. I’ll see how you manage to survive.”

From that point on, a mutually understood silence settled between them. They drove along the familiar streets of Serene Cove toward the new house—a place the Diver had not seen since his family bought the land and built on it. This neighborhood, where he used to wander after school, was also near the homes of many old friends. Despite that, he no longer cared to observe the changes in the streets; all he felt now was the suffocating, sickening sensation of being trapped in a confined space with the man beside him. He chuckled to himself, realizing he had just been subjected to a calculated, premeditated lecture, not a natural or spontaneous outburst. “You have to admire the ability of those so-called normal people to pretend they have everything in their lives figured out,” he thought.


Chapter 6

The car turned right at a crossroads, passed another row of houses, and stopped at a T-junction in front of a tall house with a white gate. The front of the house faced the street, while its right side bordered a deep, narrow, dark alley. The spot was dim; the nearest streetlight stood diagonally across the road, its glow blocked by a tree canopy. Just as the Diver stepped out of the car, the white gate swung open. A tall woman appeared; she was in her early 50s, with her hair tied back. Her stern face looked remarkably young for her age. More precisely, she looked as though she had not aged a day since the Diver had last seen her. The woman smiled gently at him. She, too, had dyed her hair black.

“Hi, Mom,” the Diver said, pulling down his hood.

“Oh, hi, Leon. Come on in.”

He carried his backpack and suitcase into the yard while his father stood by the car, gazing into the distance.

“Aren’t you coming in?” the mother asked her husband.

“Nah, I’m meeting up with the guys.”

“Going out again now?” she asked, her voice anxious.

The Diver left them to their conversation. He stepped into the yard and looked to his left, where his familiar old motorcycle was parked beside a gleaming dark blue sport bike. He moved closer. “So this is Ivan’s bike, huh?” he thought, finally seeing the machine he had heard so much about. Then he turned to his own. “Hmm… looks fine,” he thought. “Alright.”

Inside, his belongings were stacked in a corner near the TV stand. The old sofa set had been pushed aside to make room for the boxes and furniture. To his right was a modern kitchen area with a range hood, a stone-topped dining table, and tall bar stools. Two chandeliers hung from the ceiling, casting a yellow glow—elegant, but somehow out of place. The room looked recently cleaned, the wood-grain tile floor gleaming. He knelt and inspected his belongings for scratches or damage. At a glance, they seemed intact. He began to count the boxes.

“15 boxes in all,” the mother said as she walked in. “I set aside the one with condiments and the two with clothes because of the soy sauce spill. Did Dad tell you about that?”

“Yes, he mentioned it,” he replied.

“Well, I’ve cleaned them up as best I could, but with your clothes, I wasn’t sure which wash setting to use.”

“I’ll handle that later. Thanks so much, Mom.”

“Hmm… You should file a complaint, you know.”

“Oh, definitely. Wrong delivery time, and they made a mess.”

“You don’t need to open all the boxes yet. They’ll be back tomorrow morning. This afternoon, they were really trying to get me to sign all their forms, saying it was urgent, but I wouldn’t budge. What kind of nonsense is that? How can the original contract be in your name and then they expect me to sign the acceptance forms?” She threw her hands up.

“They actually tried to pull that?” he asked, surprised, though too tired for it to show in his face or voice.

“Of course they did! They kept saying that if there were any issues, we could just report them later, that they needed the signed receipt to take back to their warehouse manager. I told them flat-out it was their fault for showing up early, not ours. So in the end, they agreed to come back tomorrow.”

He sighed. “Mom, you have no idea how grateful I am that you didn’t sign.”

“Oh, it’s just doing the right thing, sweetie,” she said, with a smile on her lips but not in her eyes. “Those two movers, though—their attitude was terrible. So young, yet so careless with everything. Naturally careless! I even gave them a tip, thinking maybe the company wasn’t paying them well, and now I regret it. Oh, heavens.” She paused for a moment. “Anyway, you must be tired. Let me show you to your room so you can rest. Come on.”

“Well, she hasn’t changed a bit,” he thought.

The mother helped him with the backpack, which she insisted on carrying, and they went upstairs. “Look, we have stair lights now,” she said, flicking the switch on and off with a childlike grin. His room was at the end of the second-floor hallway on the right, next to the bathroom. The narrow bed from the old house was already there, with a small foam mattress, a pillow, and a thin blanket. Everything looked clean and fresh; he guessed his mother had prepared it all. She asked if the room was too small; he said it was fine. When she asked if the single window made it too dark, he told her he preferred it that way.

“But we’ll definitely need to get an air conditioner installed soon,” she said, and he agreed.

A door handle clicked across the hall. In the opposite doorway stood a tall young man of average build, wearing a gray jacket and faded blue jeans.

“HEL-lo, everyone,” he said.

“Ah, it’s Ivan,” the mother said cheerfully, as if she had not seen him for weeks. She turned to the Diver with a smile.

“Hi,” the Diver said lazily.

“You don’t look so well, Leon,” Ivan said.

“It’s been a long trip,” the Diver said.

“Are you heading out somewhere, dear?” the mother asked, her eyes quickly scanning Ivan up and down.

“David’s birthday party.”

“Which David?”

“David from middle school.”

The mother paused for a moment. “Oh, I remember now!” she exclaimed. “How’s he doing these days? Wait—you’re not bringing anything?”

“Nope.”

“How could you? It’s a birthday party. You should at least bring a little something.”
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