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PART ONE: An Ordinary Arrangement

Chapter 1: The Shape of Harmony
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Amsterdam, May 2030. The canal reflected the evening light in long, fractured lines. Klaus walked along the water at an unhurried pace. Julia moved beside him—soundless, measured, close enough to brush against him with each step.

This was their habit. A walk after dinner. The same streets. The same reflections in the glass of shop windows. The same pause at the corner where bicycles accumulated in careful disorder.

They had been together for three years. From the outside, their life appeared stable. From the inside, it felt efficient. No sudden movements. No raised voices. No unresolved conversations lurking beneath the surface.

Klaus worked in child protection services. The position demanded decisions. Removal orders. Evaluations. Assessments of parental adequacy. He believed in procedure; procedure prevented chaos.

Julia listened when he spoke about work. She did not interrupt. She did not reinterpret. She did not offer alternative perspectives disguised as concern. When he stopped at a bookstore window and pointed at a magazine, she looked where he looked. When he spoke, she observed.

This, Klaus believed, was compatibility. At home, he read in bed. Julia rested against him, her head rising and falling with his breath. When he lingered on an image of distant landscapes, she leaned closer, as if sharing the view. He would sometimes say, “You understand.” She responded with a look full of approval and trust. In those years, he slept easily. Daytime decisions did not haunt him at night. Everything functioned.

Chapter 2: The First Disturbance

The complaint came from a primary school. A nine-year-old boy declared he wanted to stop eating meat. His parents refused to cook for him separately. The teacher described the situation as emotional pressure.

Klaus visited the family in a grey apartment block on the edge of the city. The father spoke calmly at first. Then less calmly. Tradition. Religion. Authority. Klaus listened. He noted inconsistencies. He cited regulations. The boy remained silent, watching the floor.

After consultation with legal services, Klaus initiated a temporary removal for psychological evaluation. As he escorted the child down the stairs, the mother followed. Her composure dissolved somewhere between the third and second floors.

“You have no children,” she said. She wasn’t shouting now. She wasn’t hysterical. She was precise. “You do not know what it means to give birth to someone and then be told you are unfit to love him.”

Klaus did not respond. The law did not require him to respond. But the statement remained.

That evening, Julia lay beside him as he spoke in the dim light of the bedroom.

“Objectivity is necessary,” he said. “Personal experience clouds judgment. Emotion weakens structure.”

Julia pressed closer. He placed his hand on her back. The warmth beneath his palm was almost convincing. He closed his eyes. Yet, for the first time, sleep did not come immediately.

Chapter 3: Acceptable Questions

Every few months, they visited Klaus’s parents. The house stood in a quiet suburb beyond the ring road—brick, symmetrical, bordered by a garden maintained with disciplined precision. His father, Hendrik, was a member of parliament. Before her illness, his mother had been involved in philanthropic foundations that bore her name.

At breakfast, conversation moved along established tracks: legislative changes, public reaction, the language of responsibility. Julia sat near the window, calm, self-contained. She did not attempt to participate. No one required it of her.

Hendrik folded his newspaper.

“There will be a vote next month,” he said. “Expansion of legal recognition for non-traditional unions.”

Klaus did not immediately look up. “In what sense?”

“In the sense that the law should reflect evolving forms of attachment.”

The word attachment lingered in the air.

“Adoption rights for interspecies marriages,” Hendrik added. “If commitment exists, the state should not discriminate based on form.”

Klaus stirred his coffee, considering the phrasing rather than the substance.

“Stability matters,” he said finally. “Children require structure.”

“Structure is adaptable,” Hendrik replied. “That is the purpose of the law.”

Julia watched a bird crossing the garden wall. Her amber eyes followed the movement without visible reaction. On the drive home, Klaus remained silent. That evening, he stayed at work longer than usual. The concept unsettled him—not because it contradicted his principles, but because it revealed how easily his principles bent under legislative phrasing.

Chapter 4: Social Evenings

Their friends Ralf and Berta had three children and a garden large enough to absorb noise. Julia spent most of the day on the grass with the children. She endured their grasping hands, their unmeasured affection, their inconsistent attention spans. She neither withdrew nor












Chapter 5: Gradual Erosion









Chapter 6: Illness








Chapter 7: Recognition







Chapter 8: Declaration

























Epilogue: Stability
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