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Chapter One: The Arrival
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The drive had been too long. My father always misjudged travel times, always swore the road would be faster than it was. By the fourth hour, with the sun pressing hard against the car windows and my mother humming along to some old playlist on her phone, I had started counting how many turns of the coastal road it would take before we finally arrived. My sister had her headphones in, lost in her own world, and Dad kept cursing every curve that slowed him down.

I leaned my head against the window, eyes on the sea as it slid into view and then disappeared again behind rocky hillsides. The water looked merciless and endless, blue swallowing blue. I should have felt excitement ,  a week in a rented villa by the coast, no university deadlines, no part-time shifts at the café. Just sun, sea, food, family.

But all I felt was restless. And underneath that restlessness was something sharper. Something I didn’t want to name.

When Dad finally pulled into the gravel driveway, dust clouding around us, I exhaled with relief. The villa looked unreal, like it had been cut from some glossy travel magazine. Whitewashed walls, bright shutters, a terrace draped in bougainvillea, and beyond it, the shimmer of the sea.

Then I saw him. Marcus. He was waiting at the open gate, one hand braced on the iron, the other raised to shield his eyes from the sun.

I froze. I couldn’t help it. My breath caught in my throat as if the air had suddenly thickened.

Marcus had been around for as long as I could remember. He was Dad’s best friend,  the man who came for Sunday barbecues, who helped fix the leaking roof that one winter, who had carried me on his shoulders when I was too small to see the fireworks. He was familiar, part of the family landscape.

But standing there now, framed by the bright sky and sea, he didn’t look familiar at all.

His linen shirt clung slightly to his shoulders, sleeves rolled back to his elbows. His hair, darker at the roots but touched with gray at the temples, was damp, like he’d just stepped from a shower. The sunlight drew sharp lines down his jaw, lit the edge of a smile tugging at his mouth.

It wasn’t fair that someone I’d known all my life could suddenly look like someone else.

“About time you all made it,” Marcus called, his voice carrying easily, that deep, steady timbre I’d heard a thousand times before. Only now, it landed differently.

Mom hurried forward, embracing him, fussing about the heat and the drive. Dad clapped his shoulder, laughing in that way he only laughed with Marcus. I stayed behind, hand tightening on my bag, waiting, almost dreading the moment his eyes would meet mine.

And when they did,  it was nothing. Just a glance. A smile.

But it pinned me all the same.

“Elias,” Marcus said, nodding, his smile soft but brief. “You’ve grown into your father’s height, huh?”

I swallowed hard. “Something like that.” My voice sounded flat, awkward in my ears. I ducked away quickly, hauling my bag inside before anyone could notice the flush creeping up my neck.

The villa was cooler inside, tiled floors echoing under my sneakers. Every door seemed to open onto a new slice of blue horizon, every window spilling sea light across the rooms. My sister claimed the room with the biggest balcony. I didn’t argue,  I took the smaller bedroom at the far end of the hall. It suited me. I wanted the distance, wanted a door I could shut.

From my own balcony, I could see the pool, the terrace, and beyond that, the drop where the land met the waves. The air hummed with cicadas, the kind of noise that was constant, inescapable.

I leaned on the railing, trying to slow my breath. But then his laugh carried up from below, Marcus, joking with Dad as they unloaded wine bottles from the car ,  and it slid under my skin, into my chest. I pressed my palms against the railing, heat crawling up my arms.

Why now? Why him?

Dinner was on the terrace, the table spread with plates of grilled fish, olives, bread still warm from the oven. The air had cooled a little, the sky streaked in pink and gold. It should have been perfect.

And it was ,  for everyone else. I tried to eat, I did. But my eyes kept slipping, again and again, to Marcus. To his hands,  broad, veined, strong, as he poured wine into my father’s glass. To the way his throat worked when he swallowed. To the shadow of stubble that caught the last of the light.

I told myself not to stare. I told myself it was nothing. But each time his gaze drifted across the table and brushed mine , so casual, so quick,  it felt like everything.

I excused myself before dessert, mumbling something about being tired. Mom fussed, told me to drink more water, but I was already climbing the stairs, my pulse hammering like I’d done something wrong.

From the landing, I paused, leaning against the wall.

Below, the terrace glowed in warm light. Dad was telling some story, laughing hard. Marcus sat beside him, leaning in, his face half in shadow, half in gold. He didn’t know I was watching.

I wished he did.

And the moment that thought struck, I shoved it down, retreating into my room and shutting the door hard, as though I could lock it away.

But even in the dark, lying on the cool sheets, I couldn’t unsee him. Couldn’t unhear the sound of his voice drifting through the open window, low and steady, weaving itself into me.
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Chapter Two: Under the Same Roof
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The curtains did nothing against the morning sun. By the time I blinked awake, the room was already drenched in gold sunshine. For a moment, I lay still, listening to the house come alive. Someone moved in the kitchen, the faint scrape of a chair on tiles, the hiss of the kettle.

And then I heard it. His voice. I don’t know why it hit differently. Marcus had always had that low, steady way of speaking,  the kind that made even ordinary sentences sound grounded. But now, muffled through the floorboards, it curled around me in a way that made me roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling, my stomach tightening.

I showered quickly, pulled on shorts, and stepped barefoot out onto my balcony. The view almost knocked me out of myself: the sea stretched wide and merciless, the air heavy with salt. And there, by the pool, was Marcus.

He was barefoot, holding a mug of coffee, shirt unbuttoned over a vest. The morning light seemed to cling to him, tracing the slope of his shoulders, the sharp line of his collarbone. He wasn’t doing anything special,  just standing there, sipping coffee. And yet, I couldn’t look away.

I forced myself inside before he glanced up.

Breakfast was loud, as always. Mom had overdone it: baskets of bread, bowls of fruit, eggs steaming on plates. My sister scrolled her phone while chewing, Dad launched into some plan about renting a boat, and Marcus...

Marcus sat across from me, relaxed, leaning back slightly in his chair. His sunglasses were hooked on the front of his shirt. He ate slowly, like he had all the time in the world.

At some point, he asked, “What about you, Elias? What do you want to do today?”

The table fell quiet for a second, everyone waiting for my answer.

I felt my throat close up. The question was simple, casual. But the way his eyes stayed on me, steady and unhurried, made me want to look anywhere else.

“I don’t know,” I said, stabbing a piece of melon with my fork. “Beach, maybe.”

He nodded once, like that settled it. The conversation moved on. My pulse didn’t.

By late morning, the villa was scattered. Mom curled up with a book in the living room, Dad was already snoring in a shaded chair, and my sister disappeared toward the town. I wandered to the pool, towel over my shoulder, trying not to think about whether anyone was there.

He was.

Marcus stretched out on a deck chair, book in hand, one arm tucked behind his head. His sunglasses hid his eyes, but I felt them anyway, following me as I dropped my towel and slid into the pool. The water was shockingly cold, and I stayed under longer than I needed to, lungs burning, before surfacing with a gasp.

“You planning to drown yourself, or just showing off?” Marcus asked, not looking up from his book.

Heat rushed into my face. “Just swimming.”

“Good,” he said simply, turning a page.

I swam a few laps, water streaming from my hair into my eyes, and when I finally climbed out, the sun hit me like fire. I grabbed the towel, rubbing at my chest and arms, acutely aware of the way the water still dripped down my torso.

That’s when I realized his sunglasses had lowered. He was looking at me over the top of them, expression unreadable.

I froze, towel clutched in my fists.

A beat of silence. Then he pushed the sunglasses back up and went back to his book.

It was nothing. Probably nothing. But my skin burned as though he had touched me.

That afternoon, Mom insisted on a trip into town. The streets were narrow, crowded, stalls overflowing with fruit, spices, and cheap souvenirs. The heat was unbearable, pressing down from above and radiating off the stone.

I ended up walking beside Marcus, half a step behind. Every time the crowd pressed in, our arms brushed. Once, when a cart rolled by too close, his hand came to my back, firm, guiding me aside.

It was nothing. But the heat of his palm lingered long after he pulled it away.

“You don’t like crowds?” he asked, glancing at me.

“Not really,” I admitted. My voice sounded too thin, too small.

He just hummed in acknowledgment, eyes scanning the street ahead. But the way he stayed close, like a shield against the
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