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Chapter One — Raised Beds & Shallow Graves
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The first thing Adrian does after moving in—after the toothbrushes, after the “I swear I’m not stealing your hoodies, they just look better on me,” after the way he started saying we like it belonged in his mouth—is attempt to reorganize my kitchen.

Not in a subtle way.

In an I found this on a blog and now I’m a lifestyle way.

I stand in the doorway with my coffee, watching him open and shut cabinets like he’s auditioning for a home makeover show, except the “before” is my entire personality and the “after” is apparently labeled bins.

“Why is your flour in the same cabinet as the dish soap?” he asks, scandalized.

“Because I don’t bake,” I say, and take a sip. “And I don’t do dishes.”

He turns, holding a bag of flour like it’s evidence. He’s wearing an old T-shirt with a grease stain on the shoulder and sleep in his hair, and somehow he still looks like trouble that learned manners.

“You have one pan,” he says accusingly. “One, Milo.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“Busy gardening,” he sings, and flashes me that grin—warm, wicked, and fully aware that my eye twitch is love.

“It’s called work,” I correct.

“Oh, you mean the barista gig,” he says. “Right. The wholesome job where you smile at people and make foam hearts while secretly—”

“Adrian.”

He lifts both hands, palms out. “Fine. No murder talk before breakfast. House rule.”

I narrow my eyes. “You don’t get to make house rules.”

He points at the counter with his flour bag like a lawyer presenting Exhibit A. “Raised beds.”

“What.”

“Raised beds,” he repeats, bright and pleased, like he’s solved climate change. “For the backyard.”

I blink once. Then twice. “We do not need raised beds.”

Adrian leans back against the counter, folds his arms, and gives me his I’m about to make you regret asking face.

“We do,” he says. “Because your tomato patch looks like a pet cemetery.”

“It does not.”

He lifts a brow. “It absolutely does.”

“It looks like a garden,” I say firmly.

“It looks like a garden where the tomatoes are in witness protection.”

I open my mouth to argue, but he barrels on, energized by the thrill of being right.

“You’ve got dips,” he says. “Suspicious dips. And the marigolds over there?” He points through the kitchen window like a man pointing out a crime scene on the evening news. “They’re thriving in a way marigolds should not thrive.”

My stomach tightens.

My marigolds are, unfortunately, glowing.

They’re not actually glowing, but they have the kind of lush, aggressive health that makes a person wonder what they’ve been fed.

And I don’t like thinking about what they’ve been fed.

I take another sip of coffee to buy time. “They’re... well-watered.”

“Your shower has better water pressure than your garden hose,” he counters. “Try again.”

I glare at him. He grins back like this is foreplay.

“Also,” he adds casually, “the neighbor’s dog was sniffing the fence this morning.”

My hand pauses halfway to my mouth.

“What.”

“Big fluffy thing,” Adrian says, unbothered. “Looks like a golden retriever that’s never met a boundary. Kept sticking its nose under the fence and sneezing.”

I set my coffee down too carefully. “How long.”

Adrian’s grin softens a little, and I hate that I can read him now. I hate that I know when he’s joking and when he’s being careful with me.

“Not long,” he says. “But long enough.”

My pulse thuds once. Then again. The bell inside my chest—the one that used to apologize, the one that used to tinkle every time someone looked at me too hard—rings sharp.

Not panic.

Awareness.

“We need to move it,” I say.

Adrian makes a noise like he’s been waiting for me to say that all morning. “We need a better system.”

“We need space,” I correct.

“Same thing,” he says. “Space. System. Sustainability.”

“Sustainability,” I repeat, suspicious.

He gestures with the flour bag. “Raised beds.”

I point at him. “No.”

He shrugs. “Okay.”

I relax half an inch.

“And instead,” he says, eyes bright, “we can buy land.”

I freeze again. “What.”

Adrian steps closer, lowering his voice like we’re discussing a surprise party and not felony logistics. “Think about it. Somewhere no one goes. Out past town. Desert. Empty. Quiet. We do it mafia-style.”

I stare at him.

He stares back, waiting for applause.

“Mafia-style,” I repeat slowly.

“Yeah,” he says. “Classic. Clean. Romantic.”

“Romantic,” I echo.

He smiles. “You’re telling me you don’t want to dig a grave under the stars with your boyfriend?”

My ears heat. My brain does the annoying flip it does when he says boyfriend like it’s a fact. Like it’s not terrifying. Like it’s not a word that means someone staying.

“This is not a date,” I mutter.

Adrian reaches behind me, grabs my mug, and takes a sip like he owns it. “Sure it is.”

“It’s not.”

“We’ll pack snacks.”

I narrow my eyes. “You’re insane.”

He hands me the mug back. His fingers brush mine, and it’s warm, steady, real. “I’m practical,” he corrects. “You’re the one trying to run a murder garden in a suburban yard.”

“It’s not a murder garden,” I hiss.

He leans in, grin softening into something almost sweet. “Milo.”

I hate the way my name sounds in his mouth. Like a promise. Like I’m something he chose.

“What,” I bite out.

“You have to admit,” he says gently, “we can’t keep doing it here.”

My throat tightens. Not with fear. With the sharp edge of reality.

He’s right.

The backyard is full.

The soil is shifting. The marigolds are thriving. The neighbor’s dog is sniffing like it’s trying to solve a mystery with its nose.

I swallow. “Fine.”

Adrian’s grin returns instantly, bright as headlights. “Fine, raised beds?”

“No,” I snap.

“Fine, land?”

I sigh, exhausted. “Maybe.”

He pumps a fist like he just won a contest. “Yes.”

I glare at him. “Don’t celebrate.”

He doesn’t listen. “We’ll find somewhere perfect. Somewhere discreet. Somewhere—”

“My shift,” I interrupt, grabbing my bag off the chair. “I’m going to be late.”

Adrian follows me to the door, still talking. “We could do a storage unit.”

“No.”

“A chest freezer.”

“No.”

“A boat.”

“Absolutely not.”

He laughs, low and delighted, and leans against the doorframe while I shove my feet into shoes.

“You know,” he says, casual as breathing, “normal couples argue about paint colors.”

“We’re not normal,” I mutter.

“No,” he agrees, eyes warm. “Thank God.”

I pause with my hand on the doorknob. “Don’t touch my spreadsheet while I’m gone.”

Adrian puts a hand over his heart. “I would never.”

I narrow my eyes. “Adrian.”

He smiles sweetly. “Milo.”

The bell over the front door would tinkle if I had one. Instead, it’s the one in my chest that rings as I leave—sharp, clear, alive.

I step into the morning, heading for the café, thinking about espresso and foam hearts and pretending my life is simple.

Behind me, Adrian calls, “Bring home almond milk!”

I flip him off without turning around.

And he laughs like he already knows exactly how today will go.
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