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Hazel didn’t want to be there.

Every laugh felt like it belonged to someone else. Every group photo, every barbecue story, every kid tearing across the lawn with sticky hands, none of it felt hers. She was just a tagalong. A plus-one, without one. A distant once in-law whose name nobody could quite place, and the feeling was mutual from the other way round. 

Some uncle had dusted off an ancient speaker system, blasting classic rock like it was still the '80s. And God, was the music loud. And yet, it still wasn’t as loud as the cartoonishly exaggerated laugh of old ladies sharing gossip. 

The air smelled like too much perfume and grilled meat. Someone, an aunt, maybe an older cousin, handed her a paper plate she didn’t ask for. She smiled, nodded, drifted to the edge, and kept going. It was like a reverse spy mission where instead of infiltrating and vanishing within the crowd, she was getting out. 

Past the plastic folding chairs. Past the cooler full of melting ice. Past the old woman asking if she was “the girlfriend or the cousin?” Hazel told her that she was neither. To her surprise there were no additional questions. Or maybe her walking speed gave everyone who saw her a dead giveaway that she didn’t want to talk in the first place. 

If not for the fact that she had to be in a new branch of her office building close-by, she wouldn’t even be here. Sometimes you’re in the right place at the right time for the boring reasons. Regardless, it's too late to regret. She’s here and she’s looking for it. 

She found it behind a wall of overgrown hedges, a sliver of quiet. If this was a slasher movie she would be the first to go, and knowing how dull things were inside, she’d be glad to. Fuck, she’d volunteer if she could. 

Crazy thing was, she’s not even some antisocial shy type who avoids people, nor is she the debby downer type who goes out of her way to suck the joy out of a party, but the environment here was just so off. 

Every conversation was as generic as they come. Every ‘fun’ story someone shared felt like it came straight from a Reddit/Twitter thread but lamer. Compared to that, the quiet outside was about as relaxing as a sauna. 

The garden was small and messy. Half-wilted flowers. A cracked birdbath. Dying rosemary that hadn’t seen water in weeks. But it was away. Out of reach. The only spot the string lights didn’t quite reach.

She pulled out the cigarette she didn’t even want, a leftover from a night she didn’t remember, and lit it with the cheap gas station lighter she kept buried in her purse.

Smoke curled into the dark. Bitter. Pointless. But it gave her something to do with her hands other than rub her temples. She wanted to rub a different part of her body to relax herself but she didn’t want to risk getting caught. If she were to be caught, she’d give her distant ‘family’ a very memorable way to remember her. 

She exhaled the smoke, trying to form rings out of it and failing. She kept at it nonetheless. It gave her permission to look busy. Look occupied, even if she felt like she belonged somewhere else. She’d had more in common with the statues at a museum than the people, the ‘family/relatives’ she had here. 

She leaned back against the fence, eyes closed, letting the faint thrum of the party turn into background noise. The kind of white noise she could sleep to. The only thing missing was rain and some piano music. 

This, right here, was the most herself she’d felt all evening. 

Then, he found her there, or maybe they both found each other.

She didn’t hear him approach, but when she opened her eyes, he was already standing there, framed by the hedge like he’d stepped out of a different story.

Taller than she expected. A little older, too. Not in the way that meant worn-down, more like well-traveled. Like he’d collected places the way other people collected fridge magnets. And now he was here, in this dim little pocket of a rented backyard, looking at her like he got it. Like he got her. 

“Escaping too?” he asked, nodding toward the distant laughter and clang of a grill lid being slammed shut.

His voice was low. Warm. Touched with something foreign, not an accent, not exactly, just softened vowels and the rhythm of someone who hadn’t said rooted in a long time.

She gave a short nod, exhaling smoke that she suddenly felt embarrassed about. “Only way to survive these things.”

He chuckled, not a loud one, but real, unlike half the aunties at the party. He sat beside her on the short garden wall like it was the most natural thing in the world. 

If this was a bar, she’d be asking him, my place or yours, in the next 10 to 15 minutes, just to get away from here. She knew that with more assurance that she knew him, and she did know him, knew enough about him to be interested at least. 

He was Angus. The adopted cousin everyone whispered about. Just got back from somewhere in Asia. Or maybe Europe? Still single. Still mysterious. Still looked like the kind of man who didn’t need social media to feel complete. 

Not that he didn’t post, he just didn’t use Social media for validation like some others do. That was for posting half naked pictures of himself, showcasing those defined muscles and abs, while he travelled from anywhere from China to Chile. 

He pulled a small silver flask from the inside of his jacket and offered it with a crooked grin. “It’s either this or Aunt Linda’s sangria. Your choice.”

She didn’t hesitate. Took the flask. Tilted it back. Warmth hit her throat, smooth and sharp.

“Whiskey,” she said, handing it back.

“Japanese,” he replied, like that explained everything. It kind of did. Some people take small statues, or candy, or lockets and rings as souvenirs, he takes alcohol. Makes sense. The flash was eye-catching enough to draw attention, even if it was empty. The drink inside was just an extra treat for a select few. 

For a while, they just sat there, two strangers tethered to the same noisy party by bloodlines and obligation, saying nothing, sharing heat in stolen sips. Neither pointing out how they were practically sharing kisses by sucking on the same flask. 

Then he looked at her sideways, not quite smiling. “You don’t look like you belong here.”

She huffed a dry laugh, tucking her legs up on the wall. “I don’t. It's a pretentious family reunion where half of us aren’t even bloody related. It's for people in their 50s discussing politics and cursing the new generation, not for people in their 20s and 30s, like us. ”

Angus nodded, like he’d already figured that out. Then passed the flask again.

And just like that, the garden didn’t feel so lonely anymore. The conversation felt real and people conversing felt compatible. 

What started as casual small talk, where are you living now, how long are you staying, why does everyone talk about Aunt Linda like she’s royalty, turned fast into a shared eye-roll over the entire thing. It was like a competition. Who’s more bored? Ding Dong and the winner is...

They laughed. Really laughed. He’d mention Uncle Harry’s addiction to medicine, while she’d mention Aunt Megan’s desperate attempt to remain slim and capture the spotlight of every room. The very thought of her actually being genuine without a camera present, was like believing Santa was real. 

The more they talked about some of their Knives Out type family members, the more they laughed at how absurd such reunions were. 

Their laugh, that tired, unfiltered kind that bubbles up when two people stop trying to be polite and just say what they actually think. About the forced hugs. The same four stories being recycled at every table. The weird pride people took in remembering baby names and birth orders. 

“It’s exhausting,” she said, rubbing her temples with the cigarette still in hand, giving her shadow the illusion that the smoke was coming out of her brain. “Pretending to care about people you’ve rarely met and barely remember. Every reunion, the older people grow in number while the young ones shrink. They’re like zombies, probably waiting for us to return so that they can feast on our youthful flesh.”

He grinned, leaning back on his palms. “Tell me about it. I got hugged by someone who said I was ‘so
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