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The flat was quiet in the specific way quiet becomes when it has been earned through avoidance. Not peace. An agreement: if nothing asked anything of her, she wouldn’t have to decide what she could still give.

She lay on the sofa with her feet tucked beneath a throw that used to feel soft. Tonight it felt like weight. The lamp in the corner threw a tired circle of light across the coffee table—receipt scraps, a pen without a cap, an unopened book facedown as if it had surrendered.

Outside, rain worried the window in thin lines. The city was there, blurred into reflections and orange streetlight, as if even the world had decided to keep its edges to itself.

Her phone rested on her chest like a small, insistent animal.

It vibrated again.

She didn’t look straight away. She watched the ceiling instead, counting hairline cracks she’d never bothered to notice before. The phone buzzed a second time—then stopped.

She let her hand fall to it, not quite lifting it, as if touch itself had a cost. Her thumb dragged the screen awake.

Nine notifications. Then twelve. A small flood she’d been postponing. The messages had started stacking like mail behind a door no one opened.

At the top: Jade.

Jade had named herself in her phone years ago. Not Jade, but:

JADE 🔥 DO NOT ANSWER IF YOU’RE WEAK

Under it, a string of texts arrived in the kind of rhythm that pretended to be casual.

Jade: HELLO???
Jade: I just saw the most cursed couple arguing in Tesco and it reminded me of you (LOVE YOU)
Jade: Are we still doing Friday? Don’t you dare ghost me
Jade: I’m coming over if you don’t answer
Jade: I’m not even joking, I’ll bring snacks and emotional support and chaos
Jade: ok maybe I’m joking but also not??
A voice note sat beneath, seventeen seconds long. The waveform looked like teeth.

She didn’t press play.

Her throat felt dry, as if speaking would scrape.

She scrolled.

Rowan had written once. Of course he had. One message, clean as a cut.

Rowan: You’ve gone quiet. Just checking you’re safe. No pressure to reply—just a thumbs up?

Safe landed too hard. It turned the silence around her from choice into symptom.

Lower down: Clara.

Clara’s name didn’t come with emojis. Clara never performed closeness. She simply held it until it became fact.

Two messages.

Clara: Hey.
Clara: I’m around if you want company.
No question marks. No pushing. No guilt dressed up as concern.

And still—her chest tightened, as if even kindness were a hand on a bruise.

The screen dimmed. She tapped it awake again. Her thumb hovered over Jade’s latest message, then drifted to the empty space where a reply should be.

A blank text field. A small, waiting rectangle.

She stared until it became absurd that her entire life could be reduced to whether she could fill it.

I’m fine.

Her thumb moved, letters forming without commitment.

I’m fine

She read it and felt nothing. That frightened her more than exhaustion.

Backspace.

Sorry I’ve been quiet.

Typed. Paused. She could already hear Jade’s response—relief dressed as accusation, jokes sharpening into demands, the pivot into tell me everything right now.

Erase.

I’m just tired.

Tired was too small. It didn’t cover the way her thoughts came in slow, stubborn pieces. It didn’t cover how her body felt loaned out to someone else. It didn’t cover the pressure behind her eyes, as if she’d been holding back tears for days without noticing.

Erase again.

The cursor blinked at her like a patient metronome.

On the coffee table, the calendar she’d pretended not to see sat open to this week. The neat handwriting didn’t look like hers. It looked like someone who believed in continuity.

Friday: Dinner with J + R + C
Saturday: Mum call
Monday: Meeting
Everything arranged as if she were a person who showed up.

She had been that person. The one who replied. The one who remembered birthdays and deadlines and the shape of everyone else’s emergencies. The one who sent the “are you home?” text at midnight and the “proud of you” message at noon.

She had made herself useful in the way some people made themselves beautiful.

A new buzz jolted the phone against her ribs. She flinched—not from fear, exactly, but from the shock of being asked to exist again.

Jade: I swear if you’re doing that thing where you decide you’re “fine” and then disappear for a month I’m coming to your door with a battering ram
Jade: Also I’m worried, okay? Don’t make me be mature about this
Jade: Please.
That last one was smaller. Jade didn’t often use please.

Her thumb hovered over the voice note again. Seventeen seconds. She imagined Jade’s voice—too bright, too fast, carrying concern like a weapon so no one could accuse her of softness.

She couldn’t take it. Not tonight.

She moved to Rowan instead, because Rowan offered an exit route: a thumbs up. Minimal. Contained. No story required.

Her thumb rested over the emoji.

And still, her hand wouldn’t move.

It wasn’t defiance. It wasn’t cruelty. It was as if something in her had shut a door and thrown the key somewhere she couldn’t reach. Replies required a version of her who could hold her own life and theirs in the same palm.

Tonight her hands were empty.

The phone buzzed again.

Rowan.

Rowan: Not trying to pry. Just... if you’re in a hole, don’t dig alone.

No drama. No demand. Just a sentence that pressed gently against the place she’d been keeping everything.

Her eyes stung. She blinked hard, annoyed by the betrayal of her own body. Tears would mean something. Tears would imply the kind of feeling she couldn’t quite reach.

She sat up slowly, like someone relearning gravity. The throw slid off her knees and pooled on the floor.

In the kitchen, the tap dripped once. Twice. A small, consistent sound. Proof that time was still passing.

Her screen began to dim. She lifted the phone closer and watched the messages like they were happening to someone else.

Jade, all fire and noise, pounding on the door of her silence.
Rowan, standing back, watching for structural collapse.
Clara, still as a lighthouse, not calling her name—just keeping the light on.
The cursor blinked in the empty field.

She began to type anyway, because the motion was familiar.

Hey. Sorry. I’ve been—

She stopped. The sentence demanded an ending, and endings demanded honesty.

Delete.

I didn’t mean to worry you. I just needed—

Needed felt dangerous. Need implied entitlement. Need implied she expected something back.

Delete again.

Her phone buzzed.

Clara.

The message arrived without urgency and somehow felt the most final.

Clara: I’m going to stop checking in for a bit. Not because I don’t care. Because I don’t want you to feel chased.
Clara: I love you. I’m here.
Clara: But I can’t keep guessing.
She stared until the words blurred.

That was Clara—never dramatic, never harsh, but honest in a way that left no room for denial. Clara didn’t punish. She simply stepped back when the ground became uncertain.

A warmth rose in her throat, sharp and uncomfortable—the kind that preceded crying, or speaking, or breaking.

She could fix it, she told herself. One message and she’d re-enter the world. A joke. An apology. An explanation that didn’t sound like weakness.

But beneath that thought was another, quieter one—so quiet it hardly sounded like her own:

What if I can’t go back to being the one who holds everything?

She set the phone down beside her on the sofa, face up, screen still glowing.

The room stayed quiet. Rain continued. The drip in the kitchen kept time.

She pressed her palm to her sternum, as if she could physically hold herself together.

Then she did what she’d been doing for days.

Nothing.

She watched the screen dim and go black, and in the darkness it left behind, she felt the shape of what she was losing—not suddenly, not violently, but in the slow, ordinary way things leave when you stop reaching for them.

She didn’t realise she was rehearsing their ending.

The Unanswered Message

Chapter 1 — The Friend You Can’t Escape

Chapter 2 — The One Who Always Crosses the Line

Chapter 3 — The One Who Sees Too Much

Chapter 4 — The Friend Who Disappears

Chapter 5 — The Irritation Pattern

Chapter 6 — When Something Breaks

Chapter 7 — Projection in Real Time

Chapter 8 — The Friend You Want to Blame

Chapter 9 — The Mirror You Refuse

Chapter 10 — The Cost of Walking Away

Chapter 11 — The Loneliness That Doesn’t Make Sense

Chapter 12 — The Realisation You Didn’t Ask For

Chapter 13 — Seeing the Pattern Clearly

Chapter 14 — The Friend Who Refuses to Stay

Chapter 15 — Repair Without Erasure

Chapter 16 — The One Who Stayed All Along

Chapter 17 — Choosing Friends Consciously

Chapter 18 — The Ones You Needed Most

Still Here

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 — The Friend You Can’t Escape
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She had built her morning like a small, controlled ritual.

Kettle. Mug. One slice of toast she would pretend to eat. Hair twisted up fast enough to look intentional. Laptop open at the same angle as always, as if the tilt of the screen could keep the world organised. A list in her notebook with neat, narrow handwriting—three priorities, no indulgence.

The flat still smelled faintly of last night’s rain sneaking through the window crack. Outside, the city woke slowly, distant enough to ignore.

She was halfway through the first paragraph of an email—polite, firm, unarguable—when her phone vibrated once.

Then twice.

Then again, like a small animal pawing at glass.

She didn’t look. She finished the sentence, added a full stop, reread it, and wondered why her shoulders were already climbing toward her ears.

The phone vibrated again.

She exhaled through her nose—not relief. A warning to herself. Don’t let it start. Not yet.

The screen lit anyway.

JADE 🔥 DO NOT ANSWER IF YOU’RE WEAK

Jade: I’m outside
Jade: Don’t pretend you’re not home
Jade: I saw your kitchen light through the curtain gap like a beacon of cowardice
A pause, perfectly timed.

Jade: I brought coffee. Actual coffee. Not that polite brown sadness you drink.

Something tight in her chest found a name. Not anger. Not even annoyance. The familiar pressure of being found.

The buzzer went off.

Once.

Twice.

A third time, held down with determination until the sound flattened into a long, rude line.

Her laptop snapped shut before she decided to close it. Her body had already voted.

She went to the hallway and pressed the intercom.

“Jade.”

The speaker crackled, then her voice came through bright and unapologetic, as if the air itself belonged to her.

“Good morning, my emotionally constipated angel.”

“I’m working.”

“Perfect. I’m bringing you a reason not to.”

“I have a meeting at ten.”

“It’s eight-thirty.”

“That’s the point.”

A beat. Then Jade, delighted:

“You’re doing that thing where you pretend your life is a spreadsheet and if nobody touches it, it won’t collapse.”

Her jaw set. “Stop buzzing. The neighbours—”

“Love me. Buzz me in.”

She didn’t. Not immediately.

She leaned her forehead against the wall and let the cool paint steady her. She could ignore this. She could go back to her email. She could be a grown woman with boundaries.

The buzzer went again. Short. Sharp.

She pressed the button.

The lock clicked. The downstairs door opened. Footsteps climbed fast—too fast, like Jade was trying to outrun silence.

Her irritation arrived before Jade did, muscle memory.

Then Jade burst through the door as if the flat had been holding its breath for her.

A coat the colour of a warning sign. Hair in a messy knot done with one hand while texting with the other. A tote bag overstuffed with things that did not belong together—paperback book, perfume, a packet of crisps, a scarf, something metallic that clinked.

In her other hand: two coffees.

Jade held one out like a peace offering.

“Look,” she said. “I come bearing stimulants and salvation.”

“You can’t just—”

She stopped because Jade was already inside, already scanning the room, already too present.

Jade’s eyes flicked to the notebook. “Are those your little lists again?”

“It’s planning.”

“It’s self-surveillance.”

“It’s what adults do.”

Jade pulled a sympathetic face. “I’m sorry you grew up around so much disappointment that you think calm means control.”

“I didn’t grow up around disappointment.”

Jade’s eyebrows lifted in a silent oh, sweetheart. Then she brightened like she’d switched channels.

“Anyway. Coffee.”

She took it because refusing would turn this into a thing, and Jade fed on things.

The coffee was hot enough to bite. She sipped it and hated—briefly—that it was good.

Jade watched her with satisfaction. “See? You’re alive.”

“I was alive before.”

“No. You were functioning. There’s a difference.”

Jade tossed the tote bag onto the chair—her chair—as if ownership were a vibe. Then she shrugged off her coat and hung it on the hook with exaggerated flourish, performing domesticity like satire.

The flat felt smaller with her in it. Not physically. Psychologically. As if Jade’s presence took up the space where thought usually lived.

Jade turned slowly. “You’ve tidied.”

“It wasn’t messy.”

“It was emotionally barren.”

“I don’t want clutter.”

“You don’t want evidence of living.”

“That’s dramatic.”

Jade leaned in, grinning. “You love dramatic. You just pretend you don’t.”

She didn’t answer. She drank so she wouldn’t have to.

Jade wandered to the window and pulled the curtain wider without asking. Light flooded in. The city sharpened. Rain-streaked glass made everything outside look like a painting.

“There,” Jade said. “Now you can’t hide in your cave.”

“It wasn’t a cave.”

“It was a fortress.”

The word landed softly and still managed to bruise.

Fortress. Something built to keep things out. Something that also kept you in.

Jade turned back, eyes scanning her face the way Jade did—less for perfection than for cracks.

“You’ve been quiet,” Jade said. The brightness in her voice softened—barely, but enough to be real. “Like... quiet quiet.”

“I’m fine.”

Jade made a sound of pure disbelief. “That sentence has never meant anything when you say it.”

“It means I’m fine.”

“It means you’re running a silent emergency.”

Heat rose in her throat, quick and unwanted. “Why are you here?”

Jade lifted her coffee like it was a toast. “To rescue you from your tragic plan to become a woman who only communicates in bullet points.”

“I’m busy.”

“So am I. I’m just not boring about it.”

Jade sat at the table without invitation, crossing her legs as if she’d always been there. She reached for the notebook.

“Jade.”

“What?” Jade said, flipping it open, scanning the list. “‘Send follow-up.’ ‘Prepare deck.’ ‘Pay bill.’” She looked up, dead serious. “This is not a life. This is an admin folder.”

She closed the notebook with gentle finality.

“Stop.”

Jade held her gaze. “When did you start acting like the world is going to punish you for resting?”

“I don’t—”

“You do.”

Soft. Not an accusation. A truth Jade was tired of circling.

The irritation sharpened—because Jade wasn’t supposed to be able to see her. Jade was supposed to be noise. Chaos. Entertainment.

Not... accuracy.

“Don’t psychoanalyse me before nine,” she said.

Jade’s face lit up again, as if seriousness were a door she could open and close at will. “Fine. New subject.”

Jade leaned forward, conspiratorial. “I need you.”

“There it is.”

Jade ignored her. “I have to go to this thing tonight.”

“What thing?”

“An event.”

“That’s vague.”

“It’s networking.”

She blinked. “You hate networking.”

“I hate networking alone.”

The honesty slipped through before Jade could dress it up. Jade recovered quickly, speed covering vulnerability.

“It’s full of couples,” Jade said, “and people who say ‘content strategy’ with their whole chest. I need a buffer. I need you.”

“I have work.”

“You always have work.”

She stared at Jade. “Why can’t you bring someone else?”

Jade pressed a hand to her heart like a tragedy. “Because you’re the only one who knows how to look polite while internally judging everyone.”

“That’s not true.”

Jade’s grin widened. “It is absolutely true. You can be in a room full of nonsense and still look like the only person who belongs there.”

The compliment landed wrong—warm and dangerous.

“I can’t,” she said anyway.

Jade leaned back, studying her like she was an equation. “Okay,” Jade said. “Then I’ll tell you why you should.”

Here it came—Jade’s relentless logic. Not arguing. Rescuing.

“You’ve been shrinking,” Jade said.

“I have not.”

“You have,” Jade insisted. “Work. Home. Repeat. You act like joy is a suspicious expense.”

She swallowed. “I’m tired.”

“You’re always tired.”

“That’s adulthood.”

Jade’s eyes narrowed slightly. “No. That’s you.”

Silence pulled between them, thin and stubborn.

She looked away first. It was easier to be irritated than exposed.

Jade softened again. “Look. One hour. Then you go home and romance your spreadsheets.”

“I don’t romance spreadsheets.”

“You absolutely do,” Jade said, delighted. “You whisper to them in your calm little voice and they obey.”

A laugh escaped her before she could stop it. Small. Treacherous.

Jade’s face lit up, as if she’d won something. “There. That. That’s why I came. You haven’t laughed properly in days.”

The laugh faded. Her skin felt too thin.

She stood and moved to the kitchen—distance disguised as toast.

Jade called after her, “Don’t run away. I can still see your aura
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