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The alarm went off at six-thirty, the same sound it had made every weekday for the past three years. He reached for his phone without opening his eyes, silencing it before it could ring twice. The room was dim, the curtains half-open, the early light gray rather than warm. Nothing about the morning felt new.

She was still asleep beside him. Or pretending to be. He couldn’t tell anymore.

He lay still for a moment, listening. The hum of the refrigerator from the kitchen. A car passing outside. Her breathing—steady, distant. It used to be something he noticed with comfort. Now it was just background noise.

He sat up, careful not to disturb her, and swung his legs over the side of the bed. The floor was cold. He welcomed that. It reminded him he was awake.

In the bathroom, he stared at his reflection while brushing his teeth. Thirty-eight. No obvious signs of unhappiness. The same face he brought to work meetings, family dinners, polite conversations. He looked like a man whose life was in order.

The mirror didn’t argue.

When he came back into the bedroom, she was awake. On her side, facing away from him, scrolling through her phone.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning,” she replied, without looking up.

That was it. No kiss. No follow-up. It wasn’t hostile. It was just thin. Like paper that had been folded too many times.

He dressed quickly. Shirt, trousers, belt. The routine was muscle memory now. They didn’t talk while he got ready. There was nothing urgent to say.

In the kitchen, he poured coffee into a travel mug. She joined him a few minutes later, wearing one of his old shirts. They stood at opposite counters, moving around each other with practiced efficiency.

“Are you working late?” she asked.

“I don’t think so,” he said. “Just the usual.”

She nodded. “Okay.”

That was the end of it. No follow-up question. No disappointment or relief in her voice. Just acknowledgment.

He left at seven-fifteen. As always.

The drive to work took forty minutes in traffic. He listened to the radio without really hearing it. His thoughts drifted, not toward anything specific, just away from the present. He wondered when exactly things had started to feel like this—flat, neutral, unexamined. There hadn’t been a fight. No betrayal. Just erosion.

At the office, the day unfolded in predictable blocks. Emails. Meetings. Lunch at his desk. Conversations that stayed on the surface. He was good at his job. Reliable. People trusted him. That was something, at least.

In the afternoon, he was asked to sit in on a meeting for another department. Someone had taken sick leave, and they needed an extra person.

The conference room was already half full when he arrived. He took a seat near the end of the table, opened his notebook, and waited.

She walked in two minutes later.

He noticed her immediately, though he couldn’t have said why at first. She wasn’t striking in an obvious way. No dramatic entrance. She took an empty chair across the table, set her laptop down, and glanced around the room.

Their eyes met briefly. Just a moment. Polite. Neutral.

She looked away first.

The meeting began. Someone talked about deadlines. Someone else mentioned budget constraints. He tried to focus, but his attention kept drifting back to her. The way she listened. The way she took notes, occasionally frowning at her screen.

At one point, she spoke. Her voice was calm, measured. No attempt to dominate the room. She made a point, backed it up, then stopped. No filler.

He found himself nodding.

When the meeting ended, people gathered their things quickly. Chairs scraped against the floor. Side conversations started. He stood, slid his notebook into his bag.

She was packing up too.

“Hey,” she said, looking at him. “You’re from operations, right?”

“Yes,” he said. “That’s right.”

“I’m—” She stopped herself and smiled slightly. “You probably know already. I’m in communications.”

“Right,” he said. He did know. He just hadn’t registered it earlier.

“There was something you mentioned about the rollout timeline,” she continued. “Do you have a minute?”

“Sure,” he said.

They moved to the side of the room, away from the noise. She asked a few practical questions. He answered them. The conversation stayed professional, focused. Still, there was something about the ease of it that caught his attention. No awkward pauses. No need to impress.

“Thanks,” she said when they were done. “That helps.”

“No problem.”

She hesitated, then added, “I don’t think we’ve worked together before.”

“I don’t think so either.”

“Well,” she said, closing her laptop bag, “I’m sure we will.”

“Probably,” he said.

She smiled again, brief but genuine, then walked out.

He stood there for a moment longer than necessary before heading back to his desk.

The rest of the day passed without incident, but her presence lingered in his thoughts. Not in a dramatic way. Just a low-level awareness. He replayed the conversation, noticed how normal it had felt. How easy.

On the drive home, he realized something uncomfortable. He had felt more engaged in that ten-minute exchange than he had in most conversations recently.

That didn’t mean anything, he told himself. People noticed other people all the time. It was harmless.

At home, dinner was already cooking when he arrived. The smell of garlic and oil filled the apartment.

“Hey,” she said from the kitchen.

“Hey.”

They ate together at the table. Talked about work. A show they might watch later. Weekend plans that were still vague. Everything was civil. Functional.

After dinner, she went to shower. He sat on the couch, scrolling through his phone, not really reading anything. His mind drifted again, uninvited, back to the office.

He felt a faint discomfort, like pressure behind the ribs. Not guilt. Not desire. Something else. Awareness.

When she joined him later, they watched television without comment. She leaned against him briefly, then shifted away, settling into her own space.

He didn’t say anything.

That night, lying in bed, he stared at the ceiling long after she had fallen asleep. The room was dark. Quiet.

He thought about how easily life could continue like this. Days stacking on top of each other. Nothing breaking. Nothing improving.

And then, unbidden, he thought of her again. The calm voice. The brief smile.

He turned onto his side, facing away from the bed’s center, and closed his eyes.

He told himself it was nothing.

For now, that was still true.

The next morning followed the same pattern. The alarm. The quiet. The shared space that no longer felt shared.

She left before him this time. A quick goodbye at the door, a reminder about groceries, a light touch on his arm that felt habitual rather than intentional. He watched her go, then stood alone in the apartment for a moment longer than necessary, keys in his hand.

At work, he tried to stay focused. He answered emails quickly, attended meetings, made small talk near the coffee machine. From the outside, nothing had changed.

But he found himself looking up when someone passed his desk. Listening for footsteps that weren’t meant for him.

He didn’t see her until just before lunch.

She was standing near the elevators, talking to someone from IT. Laughing softly at something he couldn’t hear. It wasn’t flirtatious. It was casual. Still, it held his attention longer than it should have.

She noticed him this time.

“Hey,” she said, breaking away from the conversation. “Good timing.”

“Hi,” he said. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah. Just heading out for lunch. Do you—” She paused, as if reconsidering. “Never mind. I’ll catch you later.”

He nodded, unsure whether he was disappointed or relieved.

Back at his desk, he stared at his screen without reading it. He told himself not to assign meaning to a half-finished sentence. People hesitated all the time. It didn’t matter.

At twelve-thirty, he went out to get lunch. He usually ate alone—sandwich, salad, whatever was fastest. Today, he walked a little farther than usual, past his regular places.

He saw her at a café near the corner.

She was sitting alone at a small table by the window, laptop closed, phone face down. When he passed, she looked up and smiled, surprised.

“Hey,” she said. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Neither did I,” he said. He hesitated. “Are you waiting for someone?”

“No,” she said. “Just me.”

There was a pause. Short, but noticeable.

“Do you want to sit?” she asked. “If you have time.”

“I do,” he said, and meant it.

He ordered quickly and joined her at the table. They sat across from each other, sunlight cutting between them through the glass.

“So,” she said, “how long have you been with the company?”

“Almost nine years,” he said. “You?”

“Four. I transferred from another branch.”

“That explains why I didn’t recognize you before.”

She nodded. “Yeah. It took a while to feel settled.”

They talked while they ate. About work, mostly. Projects. Departments. The way things tended to get complicated for no real reason. The conversation flowed easily, without effort. When one of them stopped talking, the silence didn’t feel urgent.

“I don’t usually take lunch like this,” she said at one point.

“Like what?”

“Slow,” she said. “Actually sitting down.”

He smiled. “Me neither.”

She glanced at him. “Then why today?”

He considered the question longer than necessary. “I guess I needed a break.”

“From work?”

He shrugged. “From routine.”

She nodded, as if that made sense. “I get that.”

They finished eating. Neither of them checked the time until he did, almost accidentally.

“I should get back,” he said. “Meeting in ten minutes.”

“Same,” she said. “Thanks for joining me.”

“Thanks for asking.”

As they stood, she added, “We should do this again sometime.”

He hesitated only a fraction of a second. “Yeah,” he said. “We should.”

Back at the office, the afternoon moved faster. He felt more alert, more present. It was subtle, but noticeable. When his phone buzzed with a message from her later that day—work-related, professional—he replied immediately.

He told himself that was normal.

That evening, traffic was heavier than usual. He arrived home later, shoulders tight, patience worn thin.

She was on the couch when he walked in, scrolling through her tablet.

“Long day?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said, dropping his bag. “Meetings stacked back to back.”

She nodded. “Dinner’s in the fridge. I ate earlier.”

“Okay.”

He reheated the food and ate standing up in the kitchen. When he joined her on the couch afterward, they sat with a careful distance between them.

“You’ve been distracted lately,” she said.

He looked at her. “Have I?”

“A little,” she said. Not accusing. Just observant.

“Work’s been busy.”

She accepted that answer too easily. Or maybe she didn’t want to push.

“Are you still okay for your sister’s thing this weekend?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said. “I’ll be there.”

“Good.”

They watched television for a while. A show they’d started weeks ago but barely discussed anymore. When an episode ended, neither of them suggested another.

Later, in bed, she turned toward him.

“Do you ever feel like we’re just... maintaining?” she asked.

He stared at the ceiling. “Maintaining what?”

“Us,” she said.

He thought about the question. About the word.

“I think that’s what long-term looks like,” he said finally.

She was quiet for a moment. “Maybe.”

She turned away, pulling the blanket closer. He lay there, awake, replaying the conversation. Wondering if he’d answered honestly, or just conveniently.

The next day, he saw her again near the elevators.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

She glanced at her watch. “Coffee?”

He knew he should say no. That this was how patterns started. That nothing good came from small, repeated choices made without thought.

“Sure,” he said.

They walked to the café downstairs. Stood side by side in line.

“This is becoming a habit,” she said lightly.

“Is that a bad thing?”

She considered. “Depends on the habit.”

They took their coffees and sat at a small table. This time, the conversation drifted away from work. Family. Music. Places they’d lived. It felt more personal, without crossing any clear line.

“Are you married?” she asked suddenly.

“Yes,” he said. “You?”

She shook her head. “No. Long-term relationship. Or—” She paused. “It was long-term.”

“Oh,” he said.

“It ended last year.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” she said. “It needed to.”

They finished their drinks in silence. A comfortable one. Or at least one that didn’t feel awkward.

As they stood to leave, she said, “I’m glad we talked.”

“Me too.”

Back at his desk, he felt a quiet unease. Not panic. Just awareness.

He knew something had shifted. Slightly. Almost imperceptibly.

But once he noticed it, he couldn’t unsee it.

And for the first time, the thought crossed his mi

He avoided her for the rest of the week.

Not deliberately at first. He didn’t change his schedule or take a different route through the office. He simply stayed at his desk longer, left meetings as soon as they ended, kept his focus narrow. When he saw her across the floor or near the elevators, he nodded politely and kept moving.

She noticed.

On Friday afternoon, she stopped by his desk.

“You’ve been busy,” she said.

He looked up from his screen. “Yeah. It’s been one of those weeks.”

She leaned lightly against the partition, arms crossed. “You didn’t reply to my message yesterday.”

“It slipped past me,” he said. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” she said. She paused. “I just wanted to check in about the timeline change.”

He answered her question. It took less than a minute. She listened, nodded, thanked him.

Before she walked away, she added, “If you ever want coffee again, let me know.”

There was no pressure in her voice. No expectation. Just an open statement.

“Okay,” he said.

She left.

He stared at his screen for several seconds before realizing he hadn’t actually absorbed what was on it.

That night, he came home earlier than usual. She was in the kitchen, chopping vegetables.

“You’re home early,” she said.

“Yeah. Things wrapped up faster today.”

She smiled. “Good. We can eat together.”

They cooked in silence, moving around each other without friction. It wasn’t unpleasant. Just quiet.

At the table, she asked, “How was your week?”

“Fine,” he said. “Busy.”

“You keep saying that.”

“It’s true.”

She looked at him, searching for something in his face. “You don’t really talk about work anymore.”

“I don’t think there’s much to say.”

“There usually is,” she said. “You used to complain about it all the time.”

He almost smiled at that. “Maybe I got tired of complaining.”

“Or maybe you’re thinking about something else.”

He met her gaze. “Like what?”

She held it for a moment longer, then looked down at her plate. “I don’t know.”

They finished dinner. Cleaned up. Sat on the couch together, a shared blanket pulled between them. She rested her head against his shoulder. He let it stay there.

For a moment, it felt close. Familiar. Almost enough.

Later, when they went to bed, she reached for him. The touch was tentative, testing.

He hesitated.

It wasn’t dramatic. He didn’t pull away sharply. He just didn’t move forward either.

She noticed immediately.

“It’s okay,” she said softly. “You’re tired.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Sorry.”

She turned onto her side. He lay awake, staring into the dark.

He wondered when hesitation had replaced desire. When closeness had started to feel like obligation.

The following Monday, he didn’t avoid her.

They ended up in the same meeting again, seated farther apart this time. He caught her glance once, then again. Neutral. Curious. Unreadable.

Afterward, as people filtered out, she waited near the door.

“Walking back?” she asked.

“Sure.”

They walked side by side down the corridor.

“You disappeared on me,” she said, not accusing, just stating a fact.

“I needed some space,” he said.

“From me?”

He considered lying. Decided not to. “From everything.”

She nodded. “That makes sense.”

They reached the elevators. The doors opened.

“Lunch?” she asked.

Not today, he thought. Not yet.

“Another time,” he said.

“Okay.”

The doors closed between them. As the elevator descended, he felt the familiar tightness in his chest. The awareness that this—whatever it was—was no longer hypothetical.

At home that evening, he noticed things he’d learned to ignore. The way she sighed when she sat down. The way conversations circled the same safe topics. The way silence filled the room without anyone trying to break it.

Later, lying in bed, she asked, “Do you still want this?”

He didn’t answer right away.

“I don’t know what that question means anymore,” he said finally.

She turned toward him. “That’s not an answer.”

“I know.”

She watched him in the dark. “If you don’t want to be here, say it.”

He swallowed. “It’s not that simple.”

“It never is,” she said. “But it always comes down to the same thing.”

She turned away, her back to him. The space between them felt wider than the bed allowed.

The next day, he got a message from her.

Coffee later? No pressure.

He stared at the screen longer than necessary.

He thought about the apartment. The silence. The unfinished conversations. The questions waiting at home.

He thought about the ease of talking to her. The way nothing felt forced. The way he felt seen without having to explain himself.

He typed a response. Deleted it. Typed again.

Okay.

He set the phone down.

This time, he didn’t tell himself it was nothing.

He knew better now.
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They met at four-thirty, later than usual, when the office had begun to thin out. The café downstairs was quieter at that hour. Fewer laptops, fewer conversations. Just the low hum of the espresso machine and muted music playing overhead.

She was already there when he arrived, sitting at a table near the back. She looked up as soon as she saw him.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

He ordered coffee out of habit, even though he didn’t really want it, then joined her. They sat across from each other, the table small enough that their knees could have touched if either of them shifted forward.

For a moment, neither spoke.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” she said finally.

“I almost didn’t,” he replied.

She nodded, as if that fit with what she already suspected. “I appreciate the honesty.”

He wrapped his hands around the cup. It was too hot to drink. “I don’t want this to get confusing.”

She tilted her head slightly. “It already is.”

He didn’t argue.

They talked about work first. It felt safer, like neutral ground. A recent project delay. A department reshuffle. Familiar territory. But the conversation kept drifting, pulling away from logistics and toward things neither of them named directly.

“You seem... different lately,” she said.

“Different how?”

“More aware,” she said. “Like you’re paying attention to things you used to ignore.”

He gave a short laugh. “That’s one way to put it.”

“And is that a good thing?”

“I don’t know yet.”

She studied him for a moment. “You’re careful with your answers.”

“I have to be.”

“Because you’re married.”

“Yes.”

She didn’t flinch at the word. She didn’t apologize either.

“I’m not trying to cross a line,” she said. “I just—” She stopped herself. “I like talking to you.”

“So do I,” he said, before he could reconsider.

The words settled between them. Honest. Uncomfortable.

She looked down at her cup, then back at him. “Do you ever feel like you’re living the life you chose out of momentum rather than intention?”

He leaned back slightly. “Every day.”

She exhaled, a quiet sound that carried more relief than surprise. “I thought it was just me.”

They talked for another half hour. About routines. About relationships that changed shape without ending. About how easy it was to mistake stability for fulfillment.

When they stood to leave, the daylight outside had faded.

“Thank you for coming,” she said.

“Thank you for asking,” he replied.

They walked back toward the elevators together. This time, neither of them stopped at the doors.

“I should get back,” she said. “I have a call in ten.”

“Me too.”

They hesitated. Not enough to be obvious. Just enough to register.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said.

“Yeah.”

That night, he told her he was working late. It wasn’t entirely a lie—he did stay longer than usual. But the extra time wasn
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