
Choosing More Than One
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Chapter 1 – The Dinner Invitation
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Monica almost turned the car around three separate times before finally parking outside Brunson’s restaurant.

The last attempt happened with her hand already gripping the gearshift, rainwater streaking across the windshield in silver rivers while the glowing sign above the entrance reflected against the wet pavement like something unreal.

REED & VINE.

Warm amber light.
Soft jazz leaking faintly through the walls.
Too much life inside for someone who had spent the last four months avoiding nearly everyone she knew.
Monica leaned her forehead briefly against the steering wheel.

“Just stay an hour,” she muttered to herself. “Smile politely. Congratulate him. Leave.”

Simple.

Except nothing involving Brunson Reed had ever stayed simple for very long.

She finally stepped out into the cold drizzle, pulling her black coat tighter around herself as she crossed the street. Through the restaurant windows she could already see movement:
people laughing,
wine glasses raised,
servers weaving between crowded tables.
Brunson had done it.

Five years earlier the restaurant had been little more than an impossible dream sketched on coffee-stained napkins at two in the morning while Monica listened from across his apartment kitchen counter. Everybody had told him it would fail.

Too ambitious.
Too expensive.
Too risky.
But Brunson possessed the irritating kind of faith that made other people doubt their own limitations.

And now the place glowed like proof.

The hostess recognized Monica instantly.

“Oh my God, you actually came.”

Monica laughed awkwardly. “That obvious?”

The woman grinned. “Brunson kept pretending he didn’t care whether you showed up.”

Of course he did.

Monica felt something twist softly beneath her ribs before she could stop it.

The warmth inside hit immediately:
rosemary,
garlic,
wine,
expensive perfume,
rain-damp wool coats.
The entire restaurant looked alive. Candlelight flickered against dark green walls while low-hanging gold fixtures bathed the room in soft amber shadows. People crowded near the bar, voices overlapping into a comforting blur of noise.

Then she saw him.

Brunson stood near the open kitchen entrance speaking to a group of investors, one hand tucked casually into the pocket of charcoal trousers while the other held a whiskey glass. His sleeves were rolled to his forearms, exposing familiar tattoos Monica had once traced absentmindedly during nights when their relationship had hovered dangerously close to becoming something neither of them fully understood.

He looked older than the last time she had seen him.

Not worse.

Just...settled differently.

Like life had carved sharper lines into him while somehow making him more attractive in the process.

And then he noticed her.

Everything else disappeared from his expression instantly.

The investors were still talking, but Brunson was already moving.

Monica barely had time to brace herself before he reached her.

“There you are.”

His voice carried warmth so immediate it almost hurt.

Before she could respond, his arms wrapped around her.

Not politely.
Not briefly.
Fully.

Monica inhaled automatically:
cedarwood cologne,
smoke,
kitchen spice,
Brunson.
God.

Her body remembered him too easily.

When he finally pulled back, his hands remained loosely on her arms as though he needed reassurance she was physically there.

“You look tired,” he said softly.

“You say the sweetest things.”

“You disappeared for months. I’m allowed honesty.”

The words should have sounded accusatory.

Instead they sounded worried.

That somehow made them worse.

Monica looked away first. “Work’s been busy.”

“That’s your lie?”

“It’s a decent one.”

Brunson studied her face carefully, dark eyes quieter now.

“You could’ve told me things got bad.”

Monica forced a small smile. “At your anniversary party? Really setting the mood.”

For a second he looked like he might push further.

Then, mercifully, someone called his name from across the restaurant.

Brunson sighed dramatically. “Apparently owning a business means people constantly need things from you.”

“You chose this.”

“I know. Tragic.”

That familiar ease between them slipped into place so naturally Monica almost hated it.

He leaned closer slightly. “Stay tonight. Don’t vanish after twenty minutes.”

“I make no promises.”

“You never do.”

His grin softened the words.

Then he surprised her by briefly brushing his knuckles against her wrist before stepping backward into the crowd again.

The touch lasted maybe a second.

Still, Monica felt it long afterward.

She moved toward the bar mostly to escape her own thoughts.

The bartender handed her a glass of red wine before she even ordered.

“Boss said you’d probably want the malbec.”

Monica blinked. “He remembered that?”

The bartender looked confused. “Pretty sure he remembers everything about you.”

Wonderful.

Exactly what her unstable emotional state needed.

She took the wine and escaped toward the quieter back section of the restaurant where framed photography lined the brick walls.

At first she barely paid attention.

Then one image stopped her completely.

A photograph of two women standing waist-deep in ocean water at night.

Not posed.
Not romantic in any obvious way.
One woman was laughing while the other looked at her with an expression so raw and unguarded it almost felt invasive to witness.

Loneliness.
Devotion.
Fear.
Love.
All captured in a single frame.

Monica stepped closer.

The photographs surrounding it carried the same emotional intensity:
a man crying silently inside a subway station,
two elderly strangers sleeping shoulder-to-shoulder at an airport,
a woman smoking alone beneath neon motel lights.
Every image felt less like observation and more like confession.

“You’re staring at them like they insulted you personally.”

The voice came from beside her.

Warm.
Amused.
Female.
Monica turned.

And forgot, briefly, how to speak.

The woman standing there wore a black silk shirt partially tucked into dark jeans, sleeves rolled casually to her elbows. A camera strap hung diagonally across her body, and rain-dark curls framed sharp cheekbones Monica immediately wanted to sketch with her fingertips.

But it was the eyes that disrupted her.

Calm brown eyes carrying the kind of attention that felt dangerous because it seemed complete.

Like this woman noticed things people usually hid.

Monica cleared her throat. “Sorry. I was just looking.”

“I know. That’s usually how photographs work.”

Dry humor.
Subtle smile.
Monica laughed despite herself.

“You took these?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“They’re incredible.”

The woman tilted her head slightly. “That sounded reluctant.”

“No, I mean it.” Monica glanced back at the ocean photograph. “They feel...intimate.”

“That’s a polite word for emotionally invasive.”

“Is that what you were aiming for?”

“Always.”

The woman extended her hand.

“Elisa.”

Her fingers were warm.

Monica hated how aware she became of that immediately.

“Monica.”

“Elisa Moreno,” came Brunson’s voice suddenly from behind them. “Please stop psychologically destabilizing my guests before dessert.”

Elisa grinned without looking away from Monica. “No promises.”

Brunson appeared beside them carrying fresh drinks.

Monica noticed the immediate ease between him and Elisa:
comfortable,
teasing,
familiar.
“You met my favorite architect,” Brunson said.

“And your favorite photographer,” Elisa replied.

“You say that because you’re the only photographer I know.”

“Still counts.”

Brunson handed Elisa a drink before turning toward Monica again.

“You okay?”

The question was quiet enough that Elisa tactfully pretended not to notice it.

Monica nodded too quickly. “Fine.”

Brunson studied her for half a second longer than necessary.

Then Elisa spoke.

“So how long have you two been emotionally orbiting each other exactly?”

Monica nearly choked on her wine.

Brunson burst out laughing.

“That obvious?”

“To me? Extremely.”

“You just met us.”

Elisa shrugged casually. “Some people stand next to each other like history.”

Silence followed.

Not awkward.

Worse.

Accurate.

Monica looked down into her wine glass.

Brunson leaned lightly against the wall beside her while Elisa remained on the opposite side, close enough that Monica became strangely aware of both their bodies at once.

Different energies.

Brunson felt grounding:
warmth,
memory,
gravity.
Elisa felt unpredictable:
curiosity,
movement,
possibility.
And somehow Monica felt suspended exactly between them.

The realization unsettled her immediately.

Conversation resumed easily afterward:
travel stories from Elisa,
restaurant disasters from Brunson,
sarcastic commentary from Monica that made both of them laugh more than necessary.
Time blurred.

At some point Monica forgot she had planned to leave early.

At some point she stopped feeling exhausted.

At some point she realized Brunson watched her carefully whenever she spoke to Elisa, not with jealousy but with something stranger.

Recognition.

As though he saw something unfolding before Monica herself understood it.

Later in the evening the crowd thickened near the bar as music grew louder.

Monica stepped outside briefly for air.

Rain mist cooled her overheated skin instantly.

The city shimmered around her in reflections and headlights.

“You disappeared.”

She turned to find Elisa stepping outside beside her, cigarette tucked loosely between two fingers though unlit.

“I needed quiet,” Monica admitted.

“Elaborate.”

“That wasn’t an invitation to psychoanalyze me.”

“Everything is an invitation if you’re observant enough.”

Monica laughed softly.

Elisa leaned against the railing beside her.

For a moment neither spoke.

Traffic hissed across wet streets below.

Inside the restaurant, muffled music pulsed faintly through the walls.

Then Elisa said quietly, “You carry loneliness strangely.”

Monica looked over sharply. “Excuse me?”

“You don’t wear it like someone abandoned.” Elisa’s voice remained calm. “You wear it like someone keeps abandoning themselves first.”

The words landed too directly.

Monica should have felt offended.

Instead she felt exposed.

“That’s an insane thing to say to someone you met twenty minutes ago.”

“Was I wrong?”

Monica opened her mouth.

Nothing came out.

Elisa finally lit the cigarette, though she barely smoked it.

“You don’t have to answer,” she said gently.

The softness in her voice somehow affected Monica more than the observation itself.

For several seconds they simply stood there together beneath the rain-heavy night sky.

Then the restaurant door opened again.

Brunson stepped outside, immediately glancing between them with quiet curiosity.

“There you both are.”

Monica suddenly became hyperaware of everything:
Elisa beside her,
Brunson in front of her,
the rain,
the warmth still lingering from wine and conversation,
the strange emotional current threading invisibly between all three of them.
Something shifted inside her then.

Not dramatic.

Not explosive.

Just one small terrifying realization.

She did not want either of them to leave.

And somehow that felt far more dangerous than wanting one of them alone.
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Chapter 2 – Familiar Comforts
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The first message arrived at 1:14 in the morning.

Monica was lying awake in bed staring at the faint glow of headlights moving across her ceiling when her phone vibrated against the mattress beside her.

Unknown Number.

For one irrational second she thought:
Brunson.
But the message opened to a photograph instead.

A blurry image of an empty train station somewhere underground, fluorescent lights reflecting across polished tile floors while a single man slept upright against a vending machine.

No caption.

A second message followed moments later.

— Elisa. You left before I could steal your number properly, so I forced Brunson to betray you.

Monica smiled before she could stop herself.

That alone irritated her.

She typed back carefully.

You send unsettling photographs to everyone at one in the morning?

The reply came instantly.

Only people who looked at them too long.

Monica stared at the screen.

There it was again.

That feeling Elisa created so effortlessly:
being observed beyond surface-level politeness.
She should not have liked it.

Instead she found herself zooming into the photograph again.

The loneliness inside it felt almost physical.

Where was this taken?

Prague. Three years ago.
I couldn’t sleep either.
Monica swallowed.

The intimacy of strangers confessing insomnia to each other at one in the morning should not have affected her that much.

But it did.

Before she could respond again, another message appeared.

Brunson said you disappear when life gets difficult.

Monica’s expression tightened slightly.

Brunson talks too much.

No. He worries too much. Different problem.

The words lingered long after the conversation ended.
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Over the next two weeks, Monica began hearing from both of them almost daily.

But differently.

Brunson called.

Elisa drifted into her life through fragments.

Photographs.
Late-night thoughts.
Observations sent without expectation of response.
Brunson’s presence felt familiar in the dangerous way old habits often do.

He called while closing the restaurant.
While driving home.
While reorganizing inventory at midnight because stress apparently made him alphabetize wine invoices.
Sometimes Monica answered while working late at her drafting table, city lights glowing outside her apartment windows.

Sometimes they spoke for hours.

The strange thing was how easily they returned to each other.

Like no time had passed at all.

One Thursday night Brunson called just after midnight.

Monica answered half-asleep.

“If this is about wine inventory again, I’m hanging up.”

Brunson laughed softly through the speaker.

“No inventory tonight.”

“Good. I was concerned about your emotional attachment to imported reds.”

“I contain multitudes.”

“You contain chaos.”

“That too.”

Monica rolled onto her side, phone pressed against her ear while darkness wrapped quietly around the room.

For a few moments neither spoke.

The silence felt comfortable.

It always had with him.

“What are you doing awake?” Brunson asked eventually.

“Thinking.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“It usually is.”

She heard the soft clink of glass on his end.

Probably whiskey.

Probably sitting alone in the restaurant office again with loosened sleeves and exhaustion tucked beneath his voice.

Monica knew him too well.

“You sound tired,” she murmured.

“So do you.”

“Yeah.”

Another pause.

Then Brunson spoke more quietly.

“You disappear inside yourself when you’re unhappy.”

Monica closed her eyes.

“There it is again.”

“What?”

“The psychoanalysis.”

“I learned from the best.”

“You learned from Elisa.”

“I learned from watching you avoid your feelings since 2017.”

She exhaled sharply through her nose.

“That long?”

“At least.”

Monica smiled despite herself.

Outside, rain tapped softly against the windows.

“Do you remember Chicago?” Brunson asked suddenly.

Her chest tightened immediately.

Of course she remembered Chicago.

Three years earlier.
An architecture conference neither of them had wanted to attend.
Too much alcohol.
One hotel room after a booking disaster.
One bed.

One almost-life-changing moment.

Monica stared into darkness.

“You really like emotionally dangerous topics after midnight.”

“You didn’t answer.”

“Yes,” she said quietly. “I remember.”

She remembered everything.

Brunson standing barefoot beside the hotel window overlooking freezing city lights.
His tie abandoned across a chair.
Her sitting cross-legged at the edge of the bed while they talked until nearly sunrise.
At some point the conversation had shifted.

Not suddenly.

Gradually.

Loneliness.
Regret.
Need.
Brunson had looked at her differently that night.

Not like a friend.

Not entirely.

And Monica had looked back.

The memory still lived beneath her skin like unfinished electricity.

“We almost ruined everything,” she said softly.

“No.” Brunson’s voice remained calm. “We almost admitted something.”

Monica swallowed hard.

Neither spoke for several seconds.

Finally she whispered, “Would it have
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