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I
  didn’t believe in bad omens. Not until the elevator doors opened
  on
  the sixth floor of Briarwood Street and my past stepped out
  wearing
  black jeans, a battered leather jacket, and the same unreadable
  expression I remembered too well.




  
Mason
  Reed.




  
For
  a second, my brain refused to connect the dots. The famous rugby
  star. The man whose face smiled from billboards and sports
  magazines.
  The boy who once shared cheap takeaway dinners with me on a
  cracked
  balcony in Brighton, laughing like the world wasn’t already busy
  falling apart.




  
My
  new neighbor.




  
The
  corridor smelled faintly of fresh paint and someone’s burnt
  toast.
  A normal smell. A normal building. Nothing about this moment felt
  normal.




  
Mason’s
  eyes met mine, and whatever warmth I thought I saw on magazine
  covers
  disappeared. His gaze hardened, jaw tightening like I’d
  personally
  insulted him by existing.




  
Of
  course he lived here. Of course the universe would tuck him
  neatly
  into the one place I’d chosen to hide.



“

  
Of
  all the buildings in London,” I muttered, gripping the strap of
  my
  tote bag like it might save me from reality.




  
He
  didn’t smile. Didn’t nod. Just stared at me as if I were a bad
  decision he hadn’t yet recovered from.




  
The
  elevator dinged behind me, doors sliding shut, trapping me in the
  awkward silence of the hallway with the man I had spent years
  trying
  not to think about.




  
I
  took a breath. Then another.
  


   Be normal, Clara. You are an
  adult. Adults can handle awkward coincidences without
  combusting.



“

  
Mason,”
  I said, managing to keep my voice steady. “Didn’t expect to see
  you here.”



“

  
Clearly,”
  he replied. His voice was lower than I remembered, rougher around
  the
  edges, like time had carved new shadows into it. “Didn’t expect
  to see you anywhere near my life again.”




  
That
  stung more than I wanted to admit.




  
We
  stood there, the distance between our doors suddenly feeling far
  too
  small. He lived across the hall. Of all the cursed possibilities.
  Across. The. Hall.




  
I
  fumbled for my keys, suddenly hyper-aware of how ridiculous I
  must
  look: hair in a loose knot, oversized sweater, exhaustion
  clinging to
  me like a second skin. I had moved here for quiet. For anonymity.
  For
  a chance to rebuild something small and peaceful after the
  implosion
  of the last year.




  
Apparently,
  peace wasn’t included in the lease agreement.



“

  
So,”
  I said, hating the casualness in my tone, “you live here
  now.”



“

  
Temporary,”
  he replied. “Or that was the plan.”




  
There
  was something behind his words. Tension. Pressure. The kind
  people
  carried when the world expected them to perform perfectly every
  single day.




  
I
  didn’t ask. I didn’t have the right to.



“

  
Right,”
  I said. “Well. Welcome to Briarwood Street.”




  
He
  scoffed softly. “Funny. I was about to say the same thing to
  you.”




  
I
  unlocked my door, heart thudding too fast. The apartment behind
  me
  was still half-unpacked, boxes stacked like barricades against
  loneliness. The idea that Mason Reed would now exist on the other
  side of this thin wall made the place feel smaller.



“

  
Look,”
  I said, turning back to him. “I know things ended badly. But
  we’re
  adults. We can coexist without—”



“

  
Without
  pretending none of it happened?” he interrupted, his eyes sharp.
  “That’s your specialty, Clara. Not mine.”




  
There
  it was. The anger I remembered. The one that had burned quietly
  until
  it didn’t.



“

  
I
  didn’t pretend,” I said, even though a part of me knew it wasn’t
  entirely true. “I left because staying was destroying me.”



“

  
You
  left because you didn’t trust me,” he shot back.




  
The
  words hit like a door slamming shut.



“

  
I
  left because everything was complicated,” I said. “You had your
  career, your expectations, your future. I was barely keeping my
  head
  above water.”




  
He
  stepped closer, not invading my space, but close enough that I
  could
  smell the faint trace of cologne and city air. “You didn’t even
  give me a chance to explain.”



“

  
And
  you didn’t give me a reason to believe you,” I replied.




  
Silence
  stretched between us, thick with things we hadn’t said years ago
  and probably never would.




  
Then
  Mason exhaled slowly, running a hand through his hair. The anger
  didn’t disappear, but it dulled around the edges. “This is
  pointless,” he said. “We’re not rewriting the past in a
  hallway.”



“

  
Agreed.”




  
He
  nodded once. “We keep things simple. Neighbors. Nothing
  more.”



“

  
Neighbors,”
  I echoed.




  
The
  word felt fragile, like glass.




  
Mason
  turned to his door, unlocking it with practiced ease. Before
  stepping
  inside, he paused. “For what it’s worth, I didn’t move here
  because of you. I didn’t know.”



“

  
I
  know,” I said quietly. “Same.”




  
He
  hesitated, as if there was more he wanted to say, then
  disappeared
  into his apartment. The door closed with a soft click that echoed
  louder than it should have.




  
I
  stood there for a long moment, keys still in my hand, heart
  tangled
  in old memories and new worries.




  
Across
  the hall, the man who once meant everything to me was now a
  stranger
  with a familiar face.




  
And
  somehow, I knew this wasn’t just an awkward coincidence.




  
It
  felt like the beginning of something I wasn’t ready to
  face.
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By
  the time the charity event ended, my cheeks hurt from
  smiling.




  
The
  kind of smiling you do when you’re performing for strangers is
  different from the kind you do when you’re actually happy. It
  stretches your face into something convincing but hollow, a mask
  that
  only relaxes once you’re safely alone. Mason seemed built for
  that
  kind of performance. He moved through the crowd with easy
  confidence,
  greeting sponsors and fans with practiced charm.




  
I
  followed his lead, laughing at the right moments, nodding along
  to
  conversations I barely heard. Every now and then, his hand would
  find
  the small of my back again, grounding me, reminding the world of
  the
  story we were selling.




  
We’re
  together.
  


   We’re fine.
  


   Nothing complicated here.




  
By
  the time we stepped outside into the cool night air, my social
  battery was completely drained.



“

  
I
  need five minutes of silence,” I said, exhaling.




  
Mason
  chuckled softly. “You did great.”



“

  
I
  lied to three people about how we met,” I said. “I’m going to
  need therapy.”



“

  
We’ll
  workshop your origin story,” he replied. “Make it
  consistent.”



“

  
Please
  don’t use the word workshop about my life.”




  
We
  walked along the river in companionable quiet for a moment, the
  city
  humming around us. The event had been a success, according to
  Mason’s
  manager, who’d sent a thumbs-up emoji and a reminder about
  upcoming
  appearances. I tried not to think about how quickly this
  arrangement
  was becoming real.



“

  
Do
  you ever get tired of this?” I asked, nodding toward the building
  behind us. “The expectations. The constant watching.”



“

  
All
  the time,” Mason admitted. “But tired doesn’t make it go
  away.”




  
I
  studied him under the streetlights. Without the crowd and
  cameras, he
  looked younger. Less polished. More like the boy I used to
  know.



“

  
Why
  rugby?” I asked. “Really why.”




  
He
  shrugged. “It was the one thing that made sense when everything
  else didn’t.”




  
I
  understood that more than I wanted to. Creative work had been
  that
  for me once. A place to put all the things I didn’t know how to
  say
  out loud.




  
We
  reached the corner where our paths diverged. For a second,
  neither of
  us moved.



“

  
Well,”
  I said, “this was… a night.”



“

  
High
  praise,” he teased.




  
I
  turned to leave, then hesitated. “Mason?”



“

  
Yeah?”



“

  
This
  doesn’t change anything,” I said carefully. “We’re still
  pretending. The rules still stand.”




  
His
  gaze softened, but his voice stayed even. “Of course.”




  
We
  walked home in silence, the familiar rhythm of our footsteps
  strangely comforting. The building loomed ahead of us, ordinary
  and
  unassuming. It felt surreal that something so complicated was
  unfolding in such a normal place.




  
In
  the elevator, the tension returned.




  
The
  confined space made everything louder: the hum of the cables, the
  soft scuff of our shoes, the awareness of how close we stood
  without
  touching. I stared at the floor numbers, willing them to move
  faster.



“

  
Mason,”
  I said suddenly, “can I ask you something without it turning into
  a
  fight?”




  
He
  glanced at me. “I’ll try.”



“

  
Do
  you actually trust me?”




  
The
  question hung between us.



“

  
I
  don’t know yet,” he said honestly. “But I’m trying.”




  
It
  wasn’t the answer I wanted, but it was better than a lie.




  
The
  elevator stopped. The doors opened onto our floor. We stepped out
  together, the quiet of the hallway wrapping around us.




  
At
  our doors, we paused.



“

  
Good
  night, Clara,” he said.



“

  
Good
  night,” I replied.




  
I
  went inside and closed the door, leaning against it as the click
  echoed through the apartment. My heart was doing something
  annoying
  and hopeful, which I firmly told it to stop.




  
This
  was pretend.
  


   Temporary.
  


   Safe.




  
Across
  the hall, I heard Mason’s door close.




  
The
  silence that followed felt heavier than the noise ever
  had.




  
Later,
  as I lay in bed, my phone buzzed with a message from an unknown
  number.




  

    
Mason:
  


  

  Thanks for tonight. I know this isn’t easy.




  
I
  stared at the screen, thumb hovering over the keyboard.




  

    
Me:
  


  

  Don’t get used to it.




  
The
  three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.




  

    
Mason:
  


  

  Too late.




  
I
  locked my phone and set it face down on the nightstand, heart
  racing.




  
Fake
  smiles were easy.




  
It
  was the real tension that scared me.
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The
  morning after the kiss felt unreal.




  
Not
  in the cinematic way, where everything is softened by golden
  light
  and quiet acceptance. It felt unreal in the way mistakes do —
  sharp-edged, heavy, impossible to ignore. I moved through my
  apartment on autopilot, making coffee I forgot to drink, staring
  at
  my phone without reading anything on the screen.




  
Across
  the hall, Mason’s door stayed closed.




  
Part
  of me was relieved. The other part kept glancing toward the door
  like
  it might open on its own and explain everything.




  
It
  didn’t.




  
By
  noon, my phone buzzed with a message from his manager, forwarded
  through the PR assistant we’d been told to contact for
  schedules.




  

    
Press
    visit. Tonight. Short and controlled. Be ready at 7.
  




  
I
  stared at the message, a bitter laugh slipping out. Of course the
  world wouldn’t pause for our complicated feelings. The
  performance
  continued, with or without our consent.




  
When
  I knocked on Mason’s door that evening, I did it because
  professionalism demanded it.




  
Not
  because my chest felt tight.




  
He
  opened it looking like he hadn’t slept much. Shadows lingered
  beneath his eyes, and his usual calm felt brittle.



“

  
Hey,”
  he said.



“

  
Hey,”
  I replied.




  
We
  stood there for a second too long, both of us pretending the air
  between us wasn’t charged with everything we hadn’t said.



“

  
We
  should talk,” he said.



“

  
We
  should get ready,” I countered. “The press won’t wait for us to
  process our emotions.”




  
A
  flicker of something like pain crossed his face. “Right. Of
  course.”




  
The
  press visit was held in his apartment, which I hadn’t seen since
  the night the power went out. In daylight, the place felt sterile
  —
  clean lines, neutral colors, nothing personal. It didn’t look
  like
  anyone lived there. It looked like a hotel room someone had
  decided
  to stay in for a while.




  
We
  took our places on the couch as the small press team filtered in.
  Cameras. Smiles. Light questions about recovery and upcoming
  plans. I
  slipped into my role easily, leaning in just enough, laughing
  softly
  at the right moments.




  
Behind
  closed doors, we were a mess.




  
In
  front of cameras, we were perfect.



“

  
Do
  you worry about balancing your career with your relationship?”
  one
  reporter asked Mason.




  
He
  glanced at me. “I’ve learned that balance isn’t about equal
  time. It’s about being present when it matters.”




  
The
  words sounded rehearsed.




  
They
  weren’t.




  
I
  felt something in my chest tighten, an ache I didn’t have a name
  for.




  
After
  the team left, the silence in the apartment was deafening.



“

  
That
  was unnecessary,” I said, breaking it first.



“

  
What
  was?”



“

  
Looking
  at me like that,” I replied. “We can’t afford that kind of
  honesty in front of people.”



“

  
I
  wasn’t performing,” he said quietly.



“

  
That’s
  the problem.”




  
We
  stood on opposite sides of the room, the space between us filled
  with
  rules we’d already broken.



“

  
This
  isn’t sustainable,” Mason said. “We can’t keep pretending
  everything’s fine when it isn’t.”



“

  
So
  what do you want?” I asked. “To stop? To tell them the truth? To
  let the story implode?”



“

  
I
  want us to stop lying to each other,” he said.



“

  
I’m
  not lying,” I replied, though the words felt thin. “I’m
  choosing what to share.”



“

  
That’s
  the same thing,” he said softly.




  
The
  truth hovered between us, fragile and unwanted. The kiss. The
  feelings. The history that refused to stay in the past.



“

  
There
  are things you don’t know about why I left,” I said
  suddenly.




  
His
  eyes sharpened. “Like what?”




  
I
  hesitated. This was the door I’d kept closed for years. The one
  that hid all the reasons I’d been too ashamed to say out
  loud.



“

  
I
  didn’t just leave because I was scared of your career,” I said.
  “I left because my life was falling apart. My dad was sick. The
  job
  I loved was disappearing. I felt like I was losing everything at
  once, and I didn’t know how to ask you for help without feeling
  like a burden.”




  
Mason’s
  expression shifted, anger softening into something like regret.
  “You
  could’ve told me.”



“

  
I
  know,” I said. “But knowing and doing aren’t the same when
  you’re drowning.”




  
He
  crossed the room slowly, stopping a careful distance away. “I
  wish
  you’d trusted me with that.”



“

  
I
  wish I had too,” I admitted.




  
Silence
  settled, not heavy this time, but thoughtful.



“

  
There’s
  something you don’t know either,” he said.




  
I
  looked up. “What?”



“

  
The
  night you left,” he said, voice steady but tight, “I was going to
  tell you I’d turned down an offer to train abroad. I didn’t want
  to build a future you weren’t part of.”




  
The
  confession hit harder than any argument ever had.



“

  
You
  never said—”



“

  
I
  never got the chance,” he replied. “You were already
  gone.”




  
The
  weight of all the almosts pressed down on us. The futures we’d
  nearly chosen. The conversations we’d never had.



“

  
We
  can’t rewrite it,” I said quietly.



“

  
No,”
  he agreed. “But we don’t have to keep pretending it didn’t
  matter.”




  
I
  met his gaze, heart aching with the truth of that.




  
Outside,
  the city moved on. Cars passed. Voices drifted up from the
  street.
  Life didn’t stop for unresolved feelings.




  
Behind
  closed doors, secrets had a way of surfacing.




  
And
  once spoken, they refused to go back into hiding.



 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






