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For every little stress, Ivy lit a cigarette. For every bad day, every restless moment, every argument, every small inconvenience— she reached for the pack, fingers trembling slightly until the first inhale 
filled her lungs.
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	he living room smelled faintly of lavender and old wood, the kind of scent that clung to a place where time moved slowly. The soft hum of the TV played in the background, tuned to some evening news segment, but no one was really watching.


	Ivy’s father, dressed in his usual checkered pyjamas, sat in his recliner, flipping through a newspaper, while her mother perched on the edge of the sofa, hands clasped together. Ivy sat across from them, her phone resting on her lap, her fingers tapping idly at the screen.


	She had just come back from work, exhausted from a long day, but she had barely had time to breathe before her mother started.


	“You remember Mrs Karam’s daughter, right?” her mother said, her tone casual but carrying an unmistakable edge. “The one who got married last year?”


	Ivy didn't look up from her phone. “Mmm,” she hummed noncommittally.


	“Well, guess what? She just had a baby!” Her mother clasped her hands together, smiling brightly. “A beautiful little girl. I saw the pictures on Facebook. So adorable.”


	She scrolled through her messages, not really reading them, waiting for the inevitable.


	“She got married at twenty-four,” her mother continued. “Such a good age to settle down. Build a family.”


	There it was.


	Ivy kept her face blank, her eyes glued to the screen, even as her stomach twisted. She had heard this speech too many times to count. Her mother’s obsession with marriage and grandchildren was relentless, like a storm that never passed.


	“A woman should not waste her best years,” her mother added. “The right time comes and goes so quickly. Before you know it, you're left with nothing but regret.”


	Ivy let out a slow breath through her nose. Her thumbs moved over her phone’s keyboard, typing out nonsense just to give herself something to focus on.


	Silence stretched for a moment before her mother finally spoke again, her tone pointed this time.


	“Do you have a man in your life?”


	Ivy sighed internally. She didn’t want to have this conversation. Not again.


	“No,” she answered simply, still not looking up.


	Her mother scoffed, almost in disbelief. “No? Not even a boyfriend?”


	“No.”


	The room tensed. Her father lowered his newspaper slightly, his eyes peeking over the edge.


	“Then what are you doing with your life?” her mother pressed, her voice rising slightly. “Thirty-three years old and no man? How do you expect to get married if you don’t even have a boyfriend?”


	Ivy clenched her jaw. “I'm focusing on work.”


	Her father let out a grunt, finally setting the newspaper down. “Work isn’t a family, girl.” His voice was firm, carrying the weight of finality. “A woman’s duty is to build a home. Work is temporary, but a husband, children— that is what lasts.”


	She exhaled, her grip tightening on her phone. “Not every woman has to get married at 33, Dad.”


	Her mother gasped as if she had just said something blasphemous. “What kind of thinking is this?” she demanded. “Tell me, are you a lesbian?”
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