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Chapter One
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Rain taps a restless rhythm against the windows as I curl deeper into the couch, the book in my lap long forgotten. The apartment smells like the rosemary candle Adrian insists on burning after rainy days. It’s a habit he picked up from Elias, though neither of us mentions that anymore.

A soft snick from the direction of the front door tells me that he’s home. Tonight, his footsteps drag heavier than usual, dress shoes leaving damp ghosts on the hardwood. He smells like storm and expensive cologne, that familiar bergamot note gone sharp with exhaustion. 

“Long day?” I ask, marking my page with a finger.

He drops to the sofa beside me, loosening his tie with one hand. “Elias sent another email.”

Ah. That tone. The one that means he’s been chewing on something bitter for hours.

I close my book. “What does he want?”

Adrian exhales through his nose, collapsing onto the couch beside me. His warmth seeps into my side, familiar as sunlight. “The usual. Asks if we’ve changed our minds.” His thumb brushes my knee absently. 

I don’t answer. We’ve had this argument too many times, of Elias refusing to uproot his life, us refusing to keep living out of suitcases. Six months of flying back and forth, of tangled limbs and tearful goodbyes at airports, had worn us all thin. 

Some endings drift in like quiet tides.

Adrian’s phone buzzes. He glances at it, then groans. “Work.”

I nudge him with my foot. “Go. I’ll make tea.”

He catches my ankle before I can stand. “You’re too good to me.” His lips graze my instep, a fleeting touch that still sends heat up my spine.

The kettle’s just begun to whistle when the doorbell rings, leaving Adrian frowning. “You order something?”

“At midnight?”

I peer through the peephole and freeze.

Rhea.

My best friend since college stands on the other side, soaked from the rain, her duffel bag slung over one shoulder. Her riot of dark curls is longer now, her skin sun-kissed from months traveling Southeast Asia. She grins at the door like she can sense me staring.

“Open up, V! I know you’re home!”

I shrieked and launched myself at her, nearly knocking her over with the force of my hug. "What the hell are you doing here?"

She crushes me in a hug that smells like lavender and airport pretzels. “Missed you too, bitch.” Over my shoulder, her gaze snags on Adrian, who’s appeared like a shadow behind me. Her eyebrow arches. “Wow. Sorry, didn’t realize you had company,” she said, voice light but curious. 

“Yeah, we moved in about... a year ago? It’s been good.”

Adrian extends a hand. “Adrian.”

Rhea shakes it, but her eyes don’t leave his. “Rhea. Viv’s favorite person.”

I rolled my eyes, but my heart was still pounding from the thrill of seeing her. "Ignore her. She’s delusional."

She drops her bag with a thud. “So... I broke up with Jerome. Mind if I crash here?”

Adrian’s thumb strokes the small of my back, a silent question.

I don’t hesitate. “Of course not.”

The three of us stay up far too late, laughing over a bottle of wine as Rhea regales us with stories from her travels. Getting lost in Bangkok, nearly arrested in Prague, the Australian surfer who followed her to three hostels before she (maybe) gave in. Adrian only listens silently, like he isn’t sure yet what to make of Rhea.
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