
    
      Chapter 1
    

    
      After the Rain
    

    
      The rain had just stopped when the funeral began.
    

    
      Dark clouds still covered the sky, and the air smelled of wet grass and cold earth. Water dripped slowly from the branches of the trees that surrounded the cemetery. Every few seconds a drop fell and hit the ground with a soft sound.
    

    
      Sophie Carter stood very still beside the grave.
    

    
      She was eight years old, small for her age, with a thin black coat that hung a little too loosely on her shoulders. Her hands were clasped tightly in front of her, and her eyes were fixed on the wooden coffin resting above the open grave.
    

    
      Inside it was her mother.
    

    
      Laura Bennett.
    

    
      People stood around them in quiet groups, whispering to each other. Some held umbrellas. Some wiped their eyes. Others simply watched the family with sad expressions.
    

    
      Sophie did not cry.
    

    
      She had not cried all morning.
    

    
      Her face looked calm, almost cold, but inside her chest something felt tight and heavy. She did not want anyone to see how much it hurt. She did not want to give them that.
    

    
      A few steps away stood her father, Daniel Carter.
    

    
      He looked like a man who had forgotten how to move.
    

    
      His shoulders were stiff. His hands hung uselessly at his sides. When people approached him to offer condolences, he nodded politely, but his eyes looked empty, as if he were staring at something far away.
    

    
      Someone touched his arm.
    

    
      “I’m very sorry, Daniel.”
    

    
      Daniel nodded again.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      The words sounded automatic, almost mechanical. He had repeated them many times that morning.
    

    
      But he barely heard the voices around him.
    

    
      His mind was trapped in a strange silence.
    

    
      Laura was gone.
    

    
      Even though they had not been married for years, the news of her death had struck him like a sudden storm. She had always been part of his life, part of Sophie’s world. Now there was a space where she used to be, and Daniel did not know how to fill it.
    

    
      Behind him stood Emma Carter.
    

    
      She stayed a little apart from the others.
    

    
      Not too far from Daniel.
    

    
      But not close either.
    

    
      Emma held her hands together nervously. She felt like she had stepped into a place where she did not belong.
    

    
      Technically, she was family. She had married Daniel last year.
    

    
      But today, standing at the funeral of his former wife, she felt almost invisible — and at the same time, painfully visible.
    

    
      She noticed a few curious looks from people in the crowd.
    

    
      Who is she?
    

    
      The new wife?
    

    
      Emma kept her eyes lowered.
    

    
      She did not want attention.
    

    
      More than anything, she worried about Sophie.
    

    
      The little girl had not spoken to her all morning.
    

    
      Sophie’s silence felt like a wall.
    

    
      The priest stepped forward near the grave and opened a small book.
    

    
      His voice was calm and gentle.
    

    
      “We are gathered here today to remember Laura Bennett…”
    

    
      The words drifted through the gray air, soft and distant.
    

    
      Sophie heard them, but they felt meaningless.
    

    
      Her eyes stayed fixed on the coffin.
    

    
      She remembered her mother’s laugh.
    

    
      She remembered the smell of her perfume.
    

    
      She remembered the way her mother used to sit beside her bed at night and read stories before she fell asleep.
    

    
      Those moments felt very far away now.
    

    
      Almost like they belonged to another life.
    

    
      A life that had ended.
    

    
      A cold wind moved through the cemetery.
    

    
      Sophie shivered slightly but did not move.
    

    
      Daniel noticed.
    

    
      Slowly, he stepped closer to her.
    

    
      For a moment he simply stood beside his daughter.
    

    
      Neither of them spoke.
    

    
      He wanted to say something comforting.
    

    
      Something a father should say in a moment like this.
    

    
      But the words would not come.
    

    
      Everything inside him felt locked.
    

    
      Finally he placed a gentle hand on Sophie’s shoulder.
    

    
      She did not pull away.
    

    
      But she did not lean closer either.
    

    
      They stood like that in silence while the priest continued speaking.
    

    
      Emma watched them from a few steps behind.
    

    
      Her chest tightened.
    

    
      She wanted to help.
    

    
      She wanted to comfort Sophie, maybe kneel beside her and whisper something kind.
    

    
      But she knew it was not her place.
    

    
      Not today.
    

    
      Maybe not ever.
    

    
      The priest finished his speech.
    

    
      People began to step forward one by one, placing flowers into the grave.
    

    
      A woman laid down a white lily.
    

    
      An old man dropped a single red rose.
    

    
      The soft sound of petals landing on the coffin echoed faintly in the quiet air.
    

    
      Daniel reached into his coat and pulled out a small white flower.
    

    
      He looked down at Sophie.
    

    
      “It’s time,” he said softly.
    

    
      His voice sounded tired.
    

    
      Sophie took the flower from his hand.
    

    
      For a moment she held it tightly, staring at the open grave.
    

    
      The dark space below frightened her.
    

    
      It looked endless.
    

    
      Like a hole that could swallow everything.
    

    
      She stepped forward.
    

    
      The wet grass bent under her shoes.
    

    
      Carefully, she dropped the flower.
    

    
      It floated down slowly until it touched the lid of the coffin.
    

    
      The sound was barely audible.
    

    
      But to Sophie, it felt very loud.
    

    
      Something inside her chest cracked.
    

    
      She quickly stepped back.
    

    
      Her face remained calm.
    

    
      No tears.
    

    
      Daniel stepped forward next.
    

    
      His hand trembled slightly as he dropped his own flower.
    

    
      He looked down at the coffin.
    

    
      His lips moved, but no words came out.
    

    
      Emma stayed where she was.
    

    
      She did not approach the grave.
    

    
      She felt that doing so would be wrong.
    

    
      Laura had been part of Daniel’s life long before Emma appeared.
    

    
      This moment belonged to them.
    

    
      To Daniel.
    

    
      To Sophie.
    

    
      Emma simply stood quietly and watched.
    

    
      After a while, people began to leave.
    

    
      The crowd slowly grew smaller.
    

    
      The gray clouds above seemed even heavier now.
    

    
      Sophie walked toward a small bench near a tree and sat down.
    

    
      Her feet dangled above the wet ground.
    

    
      She stared at a puddle beside the bench.
    

    
      The surface reflected the cloudy sky.
    

    
      Daniel joined her a moment later.
    

    
      He stood beside the bench, unsure whether he should sit or remain standing.
    

    
      He chose to stand.
    

    
      Emma approached slowly but stopped several steps away.
    

    
      Again the three of them formed a quiet triangle of distance.
    

    
      No one spoke.
    

    
      The wind rustled the leaves above them.
    

    
      Finally Daniel cleared his throat.
    

    
      “We should go home,” he said quietly.
    

    
      Sophie did not respond.
    

    
      She simply continued looking at the puddle.
    

    
      Emma felt the silence pressing down on all of them.
    

    
      She wanted to break it.
    

    
      But she was afraid to say the wrong thing.
    

    
      So she stayed quiet.
    

    
      After a moment Sophie slid off the bench and began walking toward the parking lot.
    

    
      Daniel followed.
    

    
      Emma walked behind them.
    

    
      The rain began again, falling lightly from the gray sky.
    

    
      Small drops landed on the pavement as they reached the car.
    

    
      Sophie climbed into the back seat without saying a word.
    

    
      Daniel sat behind the wheel.
    

    
      For a moment he rested his forehead against the steering wheel and closed his eyes.
    

    
      Emma watched him but said nothing.
    

    
      Then he started the engine.
    

    
      The car slowly pulled away from the cemetery.
    

    
      Through the window Sophie watched the graves disappear behind the trees.
    

    
      Her mother was gone.
    

    
      But the emptiness she left behind had only just begun to fill the house they were returning to.
    

    
      And none of them knew how to live with it yet.
    

    
    
    
      
        Chapter 2
        

      
    

    
      The Return
    

    
      The rain followed them all the way home.
    

    
      It was not heavy anymore, just a thin gray drizzle that blurred the road and covered the windshield with quiet, steady drops. Daniel drove slowly. The wipers moved back and forth with a soft rhythm.
    

    
      Sophie sat in the back seat and watched the water run down the window.
    

    
      She did not say anything.
    

    
      No one in the car did.
    

    
      Emma sat in the passenger seat with her hands folded in her lap. Once or twice she looked back at Sophie, but the girl was staring outside, her face turned toward the glass. Emma could only see her reflection in the window.
    

    
      The car turned onto a quiet street lined with trees. Wet leaves clung to the sidewalks. The sky hung low above the houses.
    

    
      Daniel slowed down in front of a small two-story house with pale gray walls and a narrow porch. The porch light was already on even though it was still afternoon. Emma had turned it on before they left that morning.
    

    
      The car stopped.
    

    
      For a moment, no one moved.
    

    
      Daniel turned off the engine. The sudden silence inside the car felt strange after the steady sound of rain and wipers.
    

    
      “We’re home,” he said quietly.
    

    
      The words sounded wrong.
    

    
      Sophie did not move right away. She kept looking out the window. The house looked familiar, but not like 
      home
      . Not anymore.
    

    
      Before her mother got sick, Sophie had lived in a small apartment with Laura. That place had smelled like cinnamon candles and laundry soap. Her toys had been everywhere, and her mother’s music had played in the evenings.
    

    
      This house was different.
    

    
      Too quiet.
    

    
      Too clean.
    

    
      Too careful.
    

    
      Daniel opened the car door. Cool air rushed inside. Emma stepped out on the other side and pulled her coat tighter around her shoulders.
    

    
      After a few seconds Sophie opened the back door and climbed out.
    

    
      The rain touched her hair immediately.
    

    
      She stood beside the car and looked at the house again.
    

    
      Emma waited near the porch steps.
    

    
      “We can go inside,” she said gently.
    

    
      Sophie didn’t answer.
    

    
      Daniel walked toward the front door and unlocked it. The door opened with a small creak.
    

    
      Warm air came from inside.
    

    
      Emma stepped in first and turned on the hallway light.
    

    
      The house smelled like coffee and something sweet—Emma had baked earlier that morning, before the funeral, hoping it might make the house feel welcoming. Now the smell felt out of place.
    

    
      Daniel stepped aside so Sophie could enter.
    

    
      She walked slowly into the hallway.
    

    
      Her eyes moved from one thing to another. The coat rack. The small table near the door. A framed picture of Daniel and Emma from their wedding.
    

    
      Sophie looked at the photo for a second longer than the others.
    

    
      Then she looked away.
    

    
      Emma noticed.
    

    
      “Your room is ready,” she said softly. “We put some of your things there.”
    

    
      We.
    

    
      The word hung in the air.
    

    
      Sophie didn’t like it.
    

    
      Daniel closed the door behind them and set his keys on the table.
    

    
      “Do you want something to eat?” he asked. “There’s soup, or—”
    

    
      “I’m not hungry,” Sophie said.
    

    
      It was the first time she had spoken since they left the cemetery.
    

    
      Her voice was flat and quiet.
    

    
      Daniel nodded slowly.
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      The house felt too still.
    

    
      Emma cleared her throat gently.
    

    
      “Your room is upstairs,” she said. “Second door on the left.”
    

    
      Sophie didn’t respond.
    

    
      She simply walked toward the staircase and began climbing.
    

    
      Each step creaked softly under her weight.
    

    
      Daniel watched her go.
    

    
      He looked tired.
    

    
      “Give her time,” Emma whispered.
    

    
      Daniel rubbed his face with one hand.
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      Upstairs, Sophie stopped at the door Emma had mentioned.
    

    
      She pushed it open.
    

    
      The room was neat and bright.
    

    
      A small bed stood against the wall. There was a desk under the window and a shelf with a few books. Some of Sophie’s toys had been placed carefully on the dresser—her stuffed rabbit, a puzzle box, two small figurines.
    

    
      Someone had tried to make the room feel friendly.
    

    
      But to Sophie it felt like a hotel room.
    

    
      Everything was in the wrong place.
    

    
      The rabbit had been sitting on the dresser in her old bedroom, but not like that. Not perfectly straight.
    

    
      She walked inside slowly.
    

    
      The window showed the backyard. Rain tapped softly on the glass.
    

    
      Sophie set her small bag on the bed.
    

    
      Then she looked around the room again.
    

    
      It was clean.
    

    
      Too clean.
    

    
      Like someone had erased another life and replaced it with this one.
    

    
      Footsteps appeared behind her.
    

    
      Emma stood in the doorway.
    

    
      “I thought you might like the window,” she said gently. “You can see the garden from here.”
    

    
      Sophie did not turn around.
    

    
      Emma waited a moment.
    

    
      “If you need anything—”
    

    
      “You don’t have to pretend,” Sophie said suddenly.
    

    
      Emma blinked.
    

    
      “I’m not pretending.”
    

    
      “Yes you are.”
    

    
      Sophie turned around now. Her eyes were sharp.
    

    
      “You’re acting like this is my home.”
    

    
      Emma hesitated.
    

    
      “It is your home.”
    

    
      “No,” Sophie said.
    

    
      Her voice stayed calm, but the words were heavy.
    

    
      “My home was with my mom.”
    

    
      The sentence hung between them.
    

    
      Emma didn’t answer right away.
    

    
      She stepped a little farther into the room, but not too close.
    

    
      “I know this is hard,” she said carefully.
    

    
      “You don’t know anything.”
    

    
      Emma felt the words like a small удар to the chest.
    

    
      But she stayed calm.
    

    
      “You’re right,” she said quietly. “I don’t know exactly how you feel.”
    

    
      Sophie looked at her for a moment, almost surprised by the answer.
    

    
      Emma nodded toward the toys on the dresser.
    

    
      “I tried to put your things where they might feel comfortable,” she said. “But if you want to change anything, you can.”
    

    
      Sophie didn’t move.
    

    
      Emma gave a small, uncertain smile.
    

    
      “I’ll be downstairs if you need me.”
    

    
      Then she turned and left the room.
    

    
      Sophie listened to her footsteps fade down the stairs.
    

    
      The house became quiet again.
    

    
      Sophie walked to the dresser and picked up the stuffed rabbit.
    

    
      She held it tightly for a moment.
    

    
      Then she sat on the bed.
    

    
      The mattress felt strange.
    

    
      Not like the one at her mother’s apartment.
    

    
      Everything here felt like someone else’s life.
    

    
      Downstairs, Daniel sat at the kitchen table with his hands wrapped around a mug of coffee that had already gone cold.
    

    
      Emma stood near the sink.
    

    
      “How did it go?” Daniel asked quietly.
    

    
      Emma shrugged a little.
    

    
      “She’s… angry.”
    

    
      Daniel nodded slowly.
    

    
      “She has the right.”
    

    
      Emma looked toward the ceiling, where Sophie’s room was.
    

    
      “I just don’t want to make it worse.”
    

    
      Daniel sighed.
    

    
      “You’re not the problem.”
    

    
      Emma wasn’t so sure.
    

    
      Upstairs, Sophie lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling.
    

    
      The rain kept tapping against the window.
    

    
      She wondered if her mother’s apartment still smelled like cinnamon.
    

    
      She wondered if her mother’s voice still lived somewhere inside those walls.
    

    
      And she wondered something else too.
    

    
      How long she would have to live in this house that did not feel like home.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      
        Chapter 3
        

      
    

    
       A Stranger in the House
    

    
      Morning came quietly.
    

    
      The rain from the day before had stopped, but the sky was still pale and cloudy. A weak light slipped through the curtains in Sophie’s new room.
    

    
      She woke up slowly and stared at the ceiling.
    

    
      For a few seconds she forgot where she was.
    

    
      Then she heard a sound from downstairs—dishes touching, a cabinet closing—and
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