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The fridge hummed differently when I came back.

Not louder. Not quieter. Just steady. As if it had learned how to keep going without asking whether anyone was listening.

I stood in the doorway longer than necessary, keys loose in my hand, letting the apartment come into focus piece by piece. The couch with its uneven cushions. The window that caught the afternoon light and bent it slightly toward the floor. The narrow hallway where the bedroom doors faced each other like a question that never quite resolved.

I took inventory the way I used to take inventory of exits. Not because I was afraid. Because the habit had lived in my body longer than fear itself.

Everything was the same.

That was the strange part.

Nothing had shifted. Nothing had been rearranged to accommodate me. No careful clearing of space. No visible signs of welcome or warning. The apartment existed exactly as it had before I left, and somehow that felt like permission. A kind of neutrality that did not demand anything from me.

The air smelled faintly like onions and something earthy. Lentils, maybe. Warm, slightly metallic, the way cooking always made the apartment smell like it had intentions.

Jonas was in the kitchen with his back to me, stirring something on the stove. He wore the grey T-shirt he slept in when he forgot to change after a shower. The sleeves were pushed up to his elbows, and a faint line of steam rose from the pot in front of him. The window above the sink was open just enough to let in the sound of traffic and a thin slice of outside air.

“You’re home early,” he said, without turning.

“I finished early,” I replied.

It felt important not to explain further. Not to justify my time. Not to offer proof that I deserved to be there. The words landed and stayed. A complete sentence. A complete truth.

I took off my shoes and lined them up by the door, toes facing forward. The habit followed me everywhere. Some part of me still believed that if my shoes were orderly, the rest of my life might eventually comply.

My bag went on the chair by the table, not the floor. The chair had a permanent dent in the seat cushion where Jonas sat when he ate too quickly and leaned back too hard. I avoided that chair. Not out of superstition. Out of preference. I liked to keep certain spaces unoccupied, even in my own home.

Jonas turned off the stove and reached for bowls. “I made lentil soup. I wasn’t sure what time you’d be back.”

“That’s fine,” I said automatically, then stopped myself. “I mean. I’d like some.”

The correction mattered. Not because he would have punished the first version. Because the first version was a reflex. A smoothing reflex. A reflex to keep everything easy for someone else.

He glanced at me, just briefly. There was no judgment in his expression. Just recognition, the way someone recognizes an old habit without deciding it defines you.

“You don’t have to phrase it like a negotiation,” he said.

“I know,” I replied. “I’m practicing.”

He nodded and went back to the stove, ladling soup with the quiet precision of someone who had learned not to spill things unnecessarily. His wrist moved in a practiced arc. He didn’t fill the bowls too high. He didn’t rush. His movements were efficient but not sharp.

I sat at the table and watched him move around the kitchen. The familiarity of it surprised me. Not because I had forgotten him, but because I had not realized how deeply his movements had embedded themselves in my sense of normal. The way he reached for the salt without looking. The way he turned the bowl slightly before setting it down, aligning it with the edge of the table. The way he checked the stove knob twice even after turning it off, like the knob needed to be convinced.

He set a bowl in front of me, then one for himself, then sat across from me. The space between us felt deliberate rather than tense. Chosen rather than enforced. The kind of space you create when you want to remain human to each other.

We ate quietly for a few minutes. The soup was warm and grounding. I focused on the texture, the way the steam fogged my glasses for a moment before clearing. The lentils were soft but not mush. There were carrots cut into uneven coins. A bay leaf floated near the surface like an afterthought.

Jonas ate like he always did: steadily, without making a show of it. His spoon scraped the bowl once, then he adjusted, as if he disliked the sound more than he disliked the soup cooling.

My body kept waiting for the moment that would require me to perform. To reassure him. To make the evening feel normal. But normal was not the goal. Normal had too often meant silence.

I set my spoon down carefully, not with a clink.

“I want to add a rule,” I said.

Jonas looked up slowly, spoon hovering above the bowl. “Another one.”

“Yes.”

His eyes flicked to the fridge without him realizing he was doing it. The yellow sticky note was there, exactly where it had been. Slightly crooked. Edges curling. Three lines of handwriting that had started as a joke and hardened into something like a contract.

He leaned back slightly, hands folding together on the table. He did not sigh. He did not smile. He waited.

“Okay,” he said. “Tell me.”

I took a breath. My chest tightened the way it always did before I asked for something that mattered. Before I named a boundary out loud and risked discovering whether it would be respected. That tightening was familiar. It was old. It did not mean danger. It meant memory.

“The first three rules were about boundaries,” I said. “Rooms. Guests. Love. They were about keeping things from getting messy without consent.”

Jonas nodded once, eyes steady on me. He was listening the way he listened when something mattered. Not interrupting. Not trying to anticipate the end. Not preparing his defense.

“This one is about choice,” I continued. “About not turning care into control.”

His jaw tightened, almost imperceptibly. The muscle near his cheekbone moved once, like he swallowed something he didn’t like the taste of.

I let the silence stretch for a moment, not to punish him. To make sure I was saying what I meant.

“I want us to agree not to make life-altering decisions for each other,” I said. “No sacrifices made on behalf of the other person. No handling things alone because we think we know best. No deciding what protects the other without asking.”

I waited. He did not interrupt. His stillness was not passive. It was effort. I could see it in the way his shoulders stayed square, in the way his fingers pressed into each other slightly.

“If something changes our lives,” I went on, slower now, feeling the weight of each word, “we talk about it. We decide together. And we each own our own choice.”

Silence settled between us, thick but not hostile. It was the kind of silence that happens when both people are taking something seriously at the same time.

Jonas looked down at his hands, then back up at me. “This is because of me.”

“It’s because of both of us,” I said gently. “You move toward danger. I disappear from it. Neither of those things is neutral.”

His throat moved. He exhaled, long and controlled, like letting go of pressure without letting go of control.

“Say it again,” he said.

It wasn’t a stalling tactic. It was a request for clarity. Like he wanted to hear the words without the softening he knew I sometimes tried to add.

“We do not make life-altering decisions for each other,” I repeated.

He nodded. “Okay.”

“Okay?” I asked, needing to hear the commitment fully, not just the word. I needed it to land somewhere deeper than politeness.

“Yes,” he said. “Rule Four.”

Relief hit me harder than I expected. My shoulders dropped, and I had to blink a few times before the sting behind my eyes faded. The relief wasn’t just about the rule. It was about being heard without being managed. About saying a boundary and not being asked to make it smaller.

Jonas stood and walked to the fridge. The yellow sticky note with our rules was still there, edges curling slightly. He uncapped a pen and added a new line in his careful handwriting. He wrote slowly, as if speed would make it less true.

Rule Four: We do not make life-altering decisions for each other.

He stepped aside so I could see it.

Something loosened in my chest that I had not realized was still clenched. A tiny hinge
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