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Chapter 1 – Three Against the World
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The bell above the café door chimed as Anton stepped inside, bringing with him the cool breeze of an early autumn evening. The familiar scent of roasted coffee beans, fresh bread, and cinnamon wrapped around him like an old sweater. He smiled automatically. Every Friday, without fail, the three of them met here. It had become more than a tradition; it was the anchor that kept their busy lives connected.

He spotted their usual corner booth immediately.

Angelica was already there, tapping away on her laptop while absentmindedly stirring a mug of tea. Her dark curls were pulled into a loose bun, though several stubborn strands framed her face. She looked up just as Anton approached.

"You’re two minutes late," she said, pretending to sound offended.

Anton laughed as he slid into the seat opposite her.

"I know. I hit every red light between my apartment and here."

"Convenient excuse."

"It happens to be true."

She narrowed her eyes dramatically.

"I'll allow it."

Anton grinned. "How generous."

Angelica closed her laptop and pushed it aside.

"Long week?"

"The longest. If one more client changes their mind after approving a design, I may quit architecture and become a goat farmer."

She burst into laughter.

"You wouldn't survive a week."

"I know."

"You complain when your apartment gets dusty."

"I'd hire goats."

"That's...not how farming works."

"I'm already failing."

Their easy banter came as naturally as breathing. There was never pressure to impress one another. After nearly ten years of friendship, conversations flowed effortlessly, jumping from serious life decisions to completely ridiculous jokes within seconds.

The café door opened again.

"There she is," Angelica said.

Theresa hurried inside, cheeks flushed from jogging the last block. She wore a navy coat over business clothes, one hand holding her bag while the other balanced a small bouquet of yellow daisies.

Anton stood.

"You brought flowers?"

"They're for Mrs. Novak."

The elderly owner looked up from behind the counter.

"You remembered!" she called.

"Of course."

Theresa walked over and handed her the flowers.

"Happy birthday."

Mrs. Novak beamed.

"You three are my favorite customers."

"You say that every year," Anton replied.

"Because it's always true."

The older woman disappeared into the kitchen, still smiling.

Theresa joined them in the booth.

"I'm sorry I'm late."

Anton shrugged.

"You beat my record."

"I had two meetings run over, then my train stopped for fifteen minutes because apparently someone thought standing on the tracks was a good idea."

Angelica blinked.

"Seriously?"

"I wish I were joking."

The waiter appeared almost instantly.

"The usual?"

All three nodded simultaneously.

The waiter laughed.

"I didn't even need to ask."

Once he walked away, Theresa leaned back with a sigh.

"I think adulthood is a scam."

Anton raised an eyebrow.

"You've only just figured that out?"

"We were promised freedom."

Angelica nodded solemnly.

"We received taxes."

"And meetings."

"And laundry."

"And back pain," Anton added.

"I'm only thirty."

"My back disagrees."

The three dissolved into laughter loud enough to earn amused glances from nearby tables.

People often watched them.

Not because they were loud.

Because they fit together so naturally.

Strangers frequently assumed Anton and Theresa were dating.

Others assumed Angelica and Theresa were sisters.

Occasionally someone guessed Anton and Angelica were married.

The truth was always simpler.

Best friends.

Only best friends.

Or at least that was the answer they'd been giving for years.

Their drinks arrived first.

Anton wrapped both hands around his coffee.

"So," he asked, "how's work?"

Theresa rolled her eyes dramatically.

"My boss scheduled a meeting to prepare for another meeting."

Angelica blinked.

"That's...impressive."

"We spent forty-five minutes discussing what we'd discuss next Tuesday."

Anton laughed.

"I love corporate logic."

"I don't."

Angelica took a sip of tea.

"My publishing deadline moved up."

"Ouch," Theresa said.

"I have six chapters left to edit before Monday."

"You'll finish."

"I know."

"You always do."

Angelica smiled softly.

"You two have far more confidence in me than I do."

"Experience," Anton replied.

"You panic every project."

"And finish every project."

Theresa nodded.

"Exactly."

Angelica shook her head.

"I hate how well you know me."

Anton smiled.

"We've had enough practice."

Enough practice.

That phrase described nearly everything about them.

They knew Theresa hated mushrooms despite trying them every year.

They knew Angelica became unusually quiet whenever she was anxious.

They knew Anton couldn't sleep before important presentations.

Without asking, Theresa reached across the table and stole one of Anton's fries as soon as dinner arrived.

He didn't even look surprised.

"You know," he said calmly, "one day I'll order enough fries for myself."

"You always say that."

"And one day I mean it."

She stole another.

"You never do."

Angelica quietly pushed half of her own fries toward Anton.

"There."

He placed a hand dramatically over his heart.

"You understand me."

"I simply don't like fries."

"Liar," Theresa said.

Angelica smiled.

"I tolerate them."

"You love potatoes."

"I love mashed potatoes."

"Those are still potatoes."

"They're evolved."

Anton laughed so hard he nearly spilled his drink.

Mrs. Novak passed by carrying another customer's order.

"I've missed hearing you three laugh."

"We're here every week," Anton said.

"Yes, but life has looked heavier on your faces lately."

Her observation lingered after she'd walked away.

Theresa looked down at her plate.

"She's right."

Angelica nodded.

"We've all been busy."

"Too busy."

Anton leaned back.

"I miss when we were students."

"When we survived on instant noodles?" Theresa asked.

"And somehow thought staying awake until three in the morning was healthy."

Angelica smiled.

"We had absolutely no money."

"But unlimited time."

"Now we have jobs."

"And no time."

Silence settled between them—not uncomfortable, merely thoughtful.

Life had changed.

They no longer lived within walking distance of one another.

Careers demanded weekends.

Parents were growing older.

Bills arrived with relentless consistency.

Yet every Friday they still made the effort.

No excuses.

No cancellations unless absolutely necessary.

It was their promise.

A promise made years ago during their final semester at university.

No matter where life took them...

Friday belonged to the three of them.

Theresa reached into her bag.

"I found something."

She placed an old photograph on the table.

It showed three twenty-year-olds sitting on the university library steps.

Anton had noticeably longer hair.

Angelica wore oversized glasses she'd long since abandoned.

Theresa held three ice creams while the other two made exaggerated attempts to steal them.

Anton laughed.

"I remember this."

"You dropped yours."

"It landed upside down."

"You cried."

"I did not."

"You absolutely did," Angelica said.

"I was devastated."

"You'd known that ice cream for almost five minutes."

"It was a meaningful relationship."

Theresa laughed so hard tears formed in her eyes.

"I can't believe we looked like that."

"We still do," Anton said.

"No."

"Worse?"

"Definitely older."

Angelica picked up the photo gently.

"We've really been together a long time."

"Ten years," Anton said.

Theresa looked at both of them.

"It doesn't feel that long."

"It doesn't."

"It feels..." Angelica searched for the right word.

"...normal."

Anton nodded.

"Like you've both always been here."

Neither woman answered immediately.

Instead, they smiled.

There was something comforting about hearing the thought spoken aloud.

In a world where almost everything changed, they remained constant.

Outside, rain began tapping softly against the café windows.

Inside, warm lights reflected across the wooden tables while quiet jazz floated through hidden speakers.

Anton watched his two closest friends talking animatedly about a television series they had all promised to watch together.

He smiled without realizing it.

There were moments in life that never seemed extraordinary while they were happening.

Simple dinners.

Shared laughter.

Stealing fries.

Old photographs.

Promises made over coffee.

Most people overlooked moments like these.

Anton didn't.

Somewhere deep inside, though he couldn't have explained why, he felt these evenings mattered more than anything else in his busy life.

He couldn't imagine losing either of them.

Not to distance.

Not to time.

Not to life itself.

Across the table, Theresa caught him smiling.

"What?"

He shook his head.

"Nothing."

Angelica tilted her head.

"That's suspicious."

"I was just thinking."

"Dangerous," Theresa teased.

"Very."

"So?" Angelica asked.

Anton looked at both women—the people who had become his chosen family long ago.

"I was thinking..."

He paused before smiling.

"...we're pretty lucky."

Theresa reached across the table first.

"So are we."

Angelica placed her hand over theirs.

"To Friday nights."

Anton smiled.

"To Friday nights."

None of them knew that this simple tradition, unchanged for years, was quietly standing at the edge of something new.

The friendship they treasured was about to be tested in ways none of them could yet imagine.

And before long, the line between friendship and love would become impossible to ignore.
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Chapter 2 – A Different Kind of Jealousy
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Friday evenings had always belonged to the three of them.

It was an unspoken rule that had survived college exams, first jobs, family emergencies, and even long business trips. If one of them had to cancel, it happened only for something truly unavoidable. Otherwise, they gathered at Mrs. Novak's café, claimed their familiar corner booth, and spent hours talking about everything and nothing.

That was why Anton frowned when his phone buzzed Wednesday afternoon.

Theresa: Can we move Friday dinner to Sunday this week?

He stared at the message longer than necessary.

She had never asked to move Friday.

Almost immediately, another message appeared.

Theresa: I have a date.

Anton blinked.

A date?

He smiled before typing.

Anton: Well... that's exciting.

A third message followed before he could hit send.

Theresa: His name is Daniel. We met at a charity fundraiser.

Anton pressed send anyway.

Anton: I'm happy for you.

The words felt right.

So why did something inside him tighten?



He spent the rest of the afternoon trying to ignore the strange feeling lingering in his chest.

By the time he reached his apartment, he had convinced himself he was simply surprised.

That had to be it.

Theresa hadn't dated anyone seriously in nearly two years. Of course it was unexpected.

Nothing more.

His phone rang.

Angelica.

"Tell me you've already heard."

"I have."

"So?"

Anton shrugged even though she couldn't see him.

"She deserves someone nice."

"I know."

"You don't sound convinced."

"I am."

Angelica hesitated.

"It's strange."

"What is?"

"The Friday thing."

"Oh."

"I know it's only one dinner."

Anton looked out the window toward the city skyline.

"Yeah."

"But it feels different."

He couldn't explain why hearing Angelica say it made him feel slightly better.

"I'm sure we'll survive."

"We're adults."

"We'll adapt."

Another brief silence settled between them.

Finally Angelica laughed.

"Listen to us."

"What?"

"We sound like parents whose kid just moved away."

Anton chuckled.

"Maybe we're dramatic."

"We definitely are."



Friday evening felt unusually quiet.

Instead of sitting inside the warm café with his two best friends, Anton ordered takeout and watched a movie he barely followed.

His thoughts kept wandering.

He wondered where Theresa had gone.

He wondered whether she was laughing.

Whether Daniel was funny.

Whether she liked him.

He frowned.

Why was he thinking about this so much?

His phone buzzed around nine.

A photograph.

Theresa smiled brightly beside a tall man with dark blond hair and warm brown eyes. They stood outside an elegant restaurant, both bundled in coats against the chilly evening.

Theresa: Meet Daniel!

Anton looked at the picture longer than he intended.

Daniel looked...

Handsome.

Confident.

His arm rested comfortably around Theresa's shoulders.

They looked good together.

Very good.

Anton typed several replies before settling on the simplest.

Anton: You both look great.

A heart emoji appeared seconds later.

He locked his phone and placed it face down on the coffee table.

For reasons he couldn't explain, he suddenly had no interest in finishing the movie.



Sunday's dinner finally arrived.

Mrs. Novak greeted them with her usual smile.

"The family is reunited."

Theresa laughed.

"I missed you both."

"You abandoned us," Angelica teased.

"For one evening."

"It was a traumatic experience."

"I survived."

"Barely."

The familiar rhythm returned almost instantly.

Almost.

There was one obvious difference.

Theresa couldn't stop smiling.

"So?" Angelica asked after their food arrived.

"So what?"

"Everything."

Theresa laughed.

"You two are impossible."

"We're curious."

"We're invested."

She leaned back in her chair.

"Daniel's wonderful."

Anton took a sip of coffee.

"Oh?"

"He's funny."

"Mmm."

"And thoughtful."

"That's good."

"And he remembers little things."

Anton nodded politely.

"He sounds nice."

"He really is."

Angelica smiled.

"When are we meeting him?"

Theresa hesitated.

"He actually suggested dinner together next week."

Anton nearly dropped his fork.

"Together?"

"He wants to meet my best friends."

"Already?"

She laughed.

"Apparently I've talked about you both nonstop."

Angelica grinned.

"That's adorable."

Anton forced a smile.

"Yeah."

Why did the word adorable bother him?



The following Thursday they met Daniel.

He arrived carrying flowers for Mrs. Novak.

The elderly owner immediately declared him "a gentleman."

Anton couldn't even argue.

Daniel shook his hand firmly.

"It's great to finally meet you."

"You too."

"I've heard a lot about you."

Anton smiled politely.

"I hope only the good parts."

Daniel laughed.

"I've heard there are very few bad ones."

He was charming.

Naturally charming.

Not the kind who tried too hard.

The kind who made everyone around him feel comfortable.

Anton
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