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What I Didn’t Expect

Chapter 1 – The Wrong Place for Something Right
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Larisa hadn’t planned on staying.

That was the first thing she told herself as the train slowed into the station, metal grinding softly against the tracks, the world outside her window shifting from blurred motion into something solid and real. Temporary. That was the word she preferred. Easier to hold. Easier to leave behind.

She adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder before the doors even opened, already preparing to step off, to move forward, to not linger long enough for anything—or anyone—to matter.

The town wasn’t what she expected.

It was quieter. Not empty, but settled in a way that made her feel like she was intruding on something already complete. Tree-lined streets stretched out beyond the station, early evening light filtering through leaves just beginning to turn. There was a softness to everything—the buildings, the air, even the distant hum of conversation drifting from somewhere unseen.

Larisa exhaled slowly, almost annoyed by the calm.

She preferred places that didn’t try to feel like home.

Pulling her phone from her pocket, she double-checked the address she’d been sent. Shared housing, the message had said. Flexible lease. Short-term options available.

Perfect.

No expectations. No attachments.

Just a place to sleep while she figured out her next move.

The walk wasn’t long, but it was enough for her to notice things she didn’t want to notice—the way people greeted each other on the sidewalk, the small café on the corner with its door propped open, laughter spilling out like it belonged there. It felt too... connected. Too easy.

She kept her eyes forward.

By the time she reached the house, she was already rehearsing distance.

It stood at the end of a quiet street, a slightly worn but well-kept place with a wide porch and soft yellow light glowing through the windows. Not flashy. Not impressive. But lived-in.

She hesitated at the gate for half a second longer than necessary.

Then she pushed it open.

The porch creaked faintly under her steps as she approached the door. Before she could second-guess herself, she knocked—firm, efficient, controlled.

Footsteps answered almost immediately.

The door opened to reveal a man who looked like he had been expecting her, even if she hadn’t told him exactly when she’d arrive.

“Larisa?”

His voice was warm, steady—like it didn’t need to prove anything.

She nodded once. “Yeah.”

He stepped back without hesitation, opening the door wider. “Come in. I’m John.”

Of course he was.

There was something about him that felt exactly like that name—grounded, unpretentious, quietly confident. He wasn’t imposing, but he filled the space in a way that made it feel... stable.

Larisa stepped inside, her gaze flicking quickly over the interior. Open living room. Soft lighting. A faint scent of coffee and something faintly sweet—vanilla, maybe.

“Long trip?” John asked, closing the door behind her.

“Long enough.”

He smiled slightly, like he understood the answer for what it was: not an invitation for more.

“Your room’s upstairs,” he said, gesturing casually. “You’ll be sharing the house with two of us. Me... and Erica.”

The name landed differently.

Larisa didn’t know why.

“Okay,” she said, keeping her tone neutral.

As if summoned by the mention, a voice drifted in from somewhere deeper in the house.

“Is she here?”

The energy shifted before Larisa even saw her.

Where John had been steady, grounded—this was something else entirely.

Footsteps approached, lighter, quicker. And then Erica appeared in the doorway leading into the living room, like she had stepped into the moment without hesitation.

She was... not subtle.

Not in the way she moved, or looked, or even in the way her eyes immediately found Larisa and stayed there, unflinching, curious, almost amused.

“Hi,” Erica said, like the word carried more weight than it should.

Larisa felt it anyway.

“Hi.”

There was a brief pause—just long enough to notice, not long enough to be awkward. But something passed between them in that space. Something unspoken. Unexpected.

Erica tilted her head slightly, studying her. “You look like you were expecting something else.”

Larisa raised an eyebrow. “Was I?”

“Yeah,” Erica said easily. “You have that look.”

“And what look is that?”

“The ‘I’m not staying long’ look.”

Larisa almost smiled.

Almost.

“Then I guess I’m exactly where I meant to be.”

Erica’s lips curved, slow and knowing. “We’ll see.”

John cleared his throat lightly—not tense, just... grounding the moment again.

“I’ll show you your room,” he said, already turning toward the stairs. “You can get settled.”

Larisa followed him without protest, but she could feel Erica’s gaze lingering for a second longer before it finally pulled away.

Upstairs, the hallway was quiet. The room he showed her was simple but comfortable—a bed, a desk, a window that overlooked the street.

Temporary.

Perfect.

“You’ve got your own space,” John said, setting her key down on the small dresser. “Bathroom’s shared. Kitchen’s open—just don’t let Erica convince you to try anything experimental after midnight.”

There was a hint of humor there.

Larisa glanced at him. “That sounds specific.”

“It is.”

She let out a small breath that might have been a laugh.

John noticed, but didn’t make a big deal of it. “If you need anything, just ask.”

“I won’t,” she said automatically.

His smile didn’t fade. “You might.”

Something about the way he said it—calm, certain—made her pause for half a second.

Then she looked away. “Thanks for the room.”

He nodded once and stepped back toward the door. “Get some rest.”

When he left, the silence settled quickly.

Larisa dropped her bag onto the bed and stood there for a moment, taking in the space. The quiet. The unfamiliar sense of... something she didn’t have a word for.

Downstairs, she could hear faint voices—John and Erica talking, easy and unforced. Like they had done it a hundred times before.

Like they belonged here.

Larisa exhaled slowly, running a hand through her hair.

This was fine.

It was just a place.

Just a stop between one life and whatever came next.

Nothing more.

She moved to the window, glancing out at the street below. The light had shifted further into evening now, soft shadows stretching across the pavement.

For a moment, she let herself just stand there.

Still.

Then—

Laughter drifted up from downstairs.

Erica’s, unmistakable.

Followed by John’s quieter response.

Larisa’s fingers tightened slightly against the edge of the window frame before she let go.

Something about this place felt... different.

Not wrong.

Just—

Not what she expected.

And that, more than anything, made her uneasy.

Because the last time something unexpected had found her, it hadn’t left quietly.

She stepped back from the window, forcing her thoughts into order, into something manageable.

Temporary.

She was only here temporarily.

Whatever this was—whatever it felt like—

It didn’t matter.

It wouldn’t.

But as she sat on the edge of the bed, listening to the low murmur of voices below, Larisa couldn’t quite ignore the quiet shift settling somewhere deep inside her.

Uninvited.

Uncertain.

And just beginning.
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Chapter 2 – Noticing Too Much
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Larisa woke earlier than she needed to.

It wasn’t the bed—it was comfortable enough. Not the noise, either. The house was quiet, settled in that deep early-morning stillness that made everything feel suspended.

It was something else.

Something unfamiliar.

She lay still for a moment, staring at the ceiling, trying to place it. That restless awareness sitting just under her skin, like her mind had already started moving before she could catch up.

New place, she told herself.

That was all.

It always took her a day or two to adjust—to map the space, the people, the routines. To understand where she fit, or more accurately, how to remain just outside of everything.

She pushed herself up, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. The floor was cool beneath her feet. Grounding.

Good.

She dressed quickly, efficiently, choosing familiarity over comfort—dark jeans, a simple top, something that didn’t invite attention. Something that didn’t ask questions.

By the time she stepped into the hallway, the house was still quiet.

But not empty.

There was a faint sound coming from downstairs. Not voices this time. Something softer.

Music.

She paused at the top of the stairs, listening.

It wasn’t loud—just a low, steady rhythm, something instrumental. Calm. Measured. The kind of background sound that didn’t demand attention but shaped the space around it.

Without thinking too much about it, she moved down the stairs.

John was in the kitchen.

Of course he was.

He stood by the counter, sleeves pushed up slightly, one hand wrapped loosely around a mug while the other rested against the edge of the sink. The morning light filtered in through the window behind him, catching in soft lines across his shoulders.

He looked up when she entered, like he had been aware of her presence even before she stepped fully into the room.

“Morning.”

His voice carried the same steadiness as last night—low, even, unhurried.

Larisa nodded once. “Morning.”

There was a brief silence, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. Just... space.

John gestured lightly toward the counter. “Coffee’s fresh. Help yourself.”

She hesitated for a fraction of a second before moving closer. The scent reached her before she even poured it—rich, warm, familiar. She wrapped her fingers around the mug, letting the heat settle into her skin.

“Thanks.”

He watched her for a moment—not in a way that felt invasive. Just... present.

“Sleep okay?”

“It was fine.”

Another simple answer.

Another one he didn’t push.

“Good,” he said, taking a sip of his own coffee.

The music continued softly in the background, filling the silence between them. Larisa leaned back slightly against the counter, aware of how easy it would be to just stand there. To let the quiet stretch.

It wasn’t her usual instinct.

But something about him made it feel... allowed.

“You always up this early?” she asked, more to break the thought than out of real curiosity.

“Most days,” he said. “It’s quieter.”

She let out a small breath that might have been agreement. “Yeah.”

Their eyes met briefly, and something passed there—not intense, not overwhelming. Just recognition.

He looked away first, not abruptly. Just naturally.

Grounded, she thought.

That was the word for him.

He didn’t pull you in.

He made you feel like you could stand still.

And for someone like her, that was... dangerous in its own way.

Footsteps broke the moment.

Faster. Lighter.

Without turning, Larisa already knew who it was.

Erica entered the kitchen like she brought the air with her—energy shifting, the quiet bending around her presence.

“Wow,” she said, voice still thick with sleep but threaded with amusement. “You’re both awake. That feels suspicious.”

Larisa glanced over.

Erica’s hair was slightly messy, her expression unguarded in a way that felt almost deliberate. She leaned casually against the doorway for a second before pushing herself off it, crossing into the room without hesitation.

Her eyes landed on Larisa immediately.

Stayed there.

“Morning,” Erica said, softer now, like the word meant something different this time.

Larisa held her gaze for a second longer than necessary. “Morning.”

John exhaled quietly, something like a suppressed smile tugging at his expression as he moved toward the coffee maker again.

“Want some?” he asked Erica.

“Always,” she said, though her attention hadn’t shifted.

Not really.

Larisa felt it—that focus. Not heavy, not uncomfortable. Just... intentional.

Too intentional.

She turned slightly, taking a sip of her coffee to give herself something to do.

Erica stepped closer, resting her hip lightly against the counter near Larisa—not too close. Just enough to be noticed.

“You’re an early riser too?” Erica asked.

“Sometimes.”

“Or just couldn’t sleep?” she pressed, a hint of curiosity slipping into her tone.

Larisa raised an eyebrow. “You always ask this many questions in the morning?”

Erica smiled, slow and unapologetic. “Only when I’m interested.”

There it was.

Direct. Unfiltered.

Larisa felt something flicker in her chest—sharp, quick. Not entirely comfortable.

Not entirely unwelcome.

John handed Erica a mug, the simple movement cutting through the tension without breaking it.

“Careful,” he said lightly. “You’ll scare her off.”

Erica took the mug, brushing her fingers briefly against his. “You say that like she scares easily.”

“I don’t,” John replied. “But I think she likes her space.”

Larisa glanced at him.

He wasn’t looking at her when he said it. Just stating it, like an observation, not a judgment.

Accurate.

Annoyingly so.

“I do,” she said simply.

Erica hummed, taking a sip of her coffee. “That’s fine. I like figuring out where the edges are.”

Larisa let out a quiet breath. “Sounds like a bad habit.”

“Or a useful one,” Erica countered.

Their eyes met again.

This time, it held.

For a second too long.

Larisa looked away first.

She set her mug down on the counter, more deliberately than necessary
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