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			The Layover

			The Glass Cage

			The sky turned black at two in the afternoon. Not the gradual dimming of an ordinary storm, but a sudden, violent collapse of light as if someone had thrown a switch on the sun. Through the massive glass walls of Suvarnabhumi Airport’s departure hall, the world outside looked apocalyptic. Rain hammered against the curved roof with a sound like machine gun fire, each drop hitting hard enough to make the entire structure shudder. The tarmac had disappeared beneath inches of water that reflected the strobing emergency lights of grounded aircraft.

			Inside, the air conditioning fought a losing battle against the humidity seeping through every sealed door. The departure hall felt like a greenhouse, thick and damp despite the aggressive cold air being pumped through the vents. Thousands of people filled the space, their collective body heat adding to the oppressive atmosphere. The smell was distinct and unpleasant: wet clothing, stress sweat, recycled air mixed with cheap coffee and the chemical tang of floor cleaner being used to mop up tracked-in rainwater.

			The departure board dominated the center of the hall, its digital display flickering as it updated row by row. Tokyo Narita: DELAYED. Singapore Changi: DELAYED. London Heathrow: DELAYED. Then, as Kavin watched from his position near the windows, the delays began transforming. CANCELLED. CANCELLED. CANCELLED. The board refreshed itself like a slot machine landing on the worst possible outcome, over and over.

			Kavin stood apart from the surging crowds, his back pressed against the glass wall as if he could somehow push through it and escape. His suit felt like a prison. The wool blend that had seemed appropriate in the air-conditioned comfort of his father’s office that morning now clung to his skin, damp with sweat. His collar strangled him. His tie felt like a noose pulled tight by invisible hands. Every breath came shallow and insufficient, his chest constricted by fabric and panic in equal measure.

			His phone buzzed in his hand. Again. The screen lit up with his mother’s contact photo, her perfectly made-up face smiling from some charity gala. He declined the call. Thirty seconds later, it rang again. He declined again. The pattern had been repeating for the past hour, ever since he’d gotten into the taxi at the family compound and told the driver to take him to the airport instead of the restaurant where his parents were waiting with the daughter of their business associates.

			The daughter he was supposed to meet. The engagement that was supposed to happen. The future that was supposed to unfold exactly as his family had planned it.

			Kavin’s thumb hovered over the power button. He could turn the phone off. Should turn it off. But the fear of what would happen when he eventually turned it back on kept his finger frozen in place. His mother would escalate. She always did. The calls would become messages. The messages would become his father’s voice, cold and disappointed. Then his brother would get involved, playing mediator while making it clear Kavin was being selfish and childish.

			They weren’t wrong. He was being selfish. Running away was something teenagers did, not men in their mid-twenties who stood to inherit a real estate empire worth billions of baht. But that morning, sitting in his father’s office while his mother described the wedding venue she’d already reserved, the engagement timeline she’d mapped out, the grandchildren she expected within three years, made something in Kavin snap.

			He’d excused himself to the bathroom and walked straight out the back exit.

			The phone buzzed again. This time a message: “Kavin, this is unacceptable. Call me immediately.” His mother’s texts read like business correspondence, formal and cutting. He shoved the phone in his pocket without responding, feeling it continue to vibrate against his thigh like an angry insect.

			Around him, the chaos intensified. A woman screamed at a service agent in Mandarin, her voice shrill enough to cut through the general din. Children cried, their wails adding to the cacophony. Luggage carts collided with a metallic crash. The PA system crackled to life every few minutes with announcements in Thai, English, and Mandarin, each one delivering progressively worse news about the typhoon now stalled directly over Bangkok.

			Kavin felt the walls closing in. The glass behind him was cold despite the humidity, condensation forming in patches where the temperature differential was greatest. He could see his own reflection superimposed over the storm outside, a ghost in an expensive suit drowning in rain. The image felt accurate. He’d been drowning for years, just in expectations instead of water.

			His mother would never forgive him for this. His father would be disappointed but ultimately pragmatic, already calculating how to spin the situation to business associates. But his mother had been planning this alliance for months, had invested her social capital in arranging the match. Kavin skipping out wasn’t just rude. It was a betrayal of everything she’d built, every connection she’d leveraged to secure his future.

			The thing was, Kavin didn’t want that future. He’d never wanted it. But wanting something different required knowing what that difference looked like, and Kavin had no idea. He only knew what he didn’t want: the business, the marriage, the carefully constructed life where every decision had been made before he was old enough to have an opinion.

			Thunder cracked so loud the windows rattled. Several people near Kavin jumped, crying out in surprise. The lights flickered. For a terrifying moment, the entire terminal went dark except for the emergency lighting, casting everything in a sickly green glow. Then the main lights surged back on, too bright after the dimness, making Kavin’s eyes water.

			The departure board reset itself and began displaying cancellations again, this time without even the pretense of delays. Everything was cancelled. Every flight. The typhoon had effectively shut down one of Asia’s busiest airports.

			Kavin pulled out his phone again, this time to check the weather. Category 2 typhoon, the news sites said. Sustained winds of 150 kilometers per hour. Expected to stall over the city for the next eighteen to twenty-four hours. The article included satellite imagery showing a massive spiral of white clouds sitting directly over Thailand’s coast like a malevolent eye.

			Twenty-four hours. He’d have to go home. There was nowhere else to go. The airport hotels would be packed with stranded first-class passengers. He couldn’t just sleep on a bench like a backpacker. His mother would find out within hours that he was still in Bangkok, and then the real consequences would begin.

			The phone buzzed. His brother this time. “Mom is losing her mind. What are you doing? Call her back.” Kavin deleted the message without responding. His hand was shaking, he noticed. Not just trembling, but actually shaking hard enough that the phone screen blurred.

			Across the departure hall, maybe twenty meters away, someone was having a completely different experience of the same disaster.

			Jett sat on his camera case, legs stretched out in front of him, utterly unbothered by the chaos swirling around him like he was a rock in a stream. He’d claimed his spot hours ago, back when the storm was just a distant threat and people still believed their flights might actually leave. Now that belief had evaporated, replaced by panic and anger and the grim resignation of thousands of people realizing they had nowhere to go.

			Jett watched it all with the detached interest of someone observing a film he’d seen before. The same emotional beats played out on repeat: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance. People cycled through the stages at different speeds, but everyone eventually landed in the same place, which was right here, stuck.

			He should have felt something about his own cancelled flight. Should have been worried about the assignment waiting for him in Prague, the magazine editor who’d already paid half his fee upfront, the hotel reservation he’d lose if he didn’t show up within twenty-four hours. But the worry wouldn’t come. Nothing came except this flatness, this sense of watching his own life from a distance and finding it tedious.

			The truth was, Jett had wanted the delay. Not consciously, not in a way he could articulate, but when the first weather warnings started appearing yesterday, he’d felt a lift of relief rather than concern. The storm gave him an excuse. He could tell the editor it was out of his hands. Weather delay. Act of God. No one could blame him for nature’s inconvenience.

			The fact that he was looking for excuses to avoid his own work should have concerned him more than it did.

			The camera bag beneath him was battered and covered in stickers from countries around the world. Prague would be just another one. Or it wouldn’t, if the storm lasted long enough. He could go home instead. Except home was a apartment in Chiang Mai he barely visited, sparsely furnished and accumulating dust while he bounced between assignments. Home wasn’t really home anymore. It was just the place where he stored the things he didn’t need.

			His gaze drifted across the crowd, cataloging faces out of habit. The mother with two small children, her patience visibly fraying. The businessman screaming into his phone, red-faced and impotent. The young couple holding hands, making the best of it, probably relieved to have more time before returning to whatever they were running from.

			Then his attention snagged on someone standing alone near the windows.

			A man in a suit, too formal for a traveler, looking like he was attending a funeral rather than catching a flight. Mid-twenties, Jett guessed. Thai, wealthy if the cut of that suit was any indication. But it was the man’s posture that caught Jett’s photographer eye: the rigid spine, the white-knuckled grip on his phone, the way he pressed himself against the glass like he was trying to phase through it and escape.

			A bird in a golden cage, Jett thought. The image was perfect, almost too obvious. The expensive suit as plumage, the phone as a tether, the glass wall as bars. The man looked trapped in a way that had nothing to do with the storm.

			Jett found himself watching more closely, analyzing the composition. The way the light hit the man’s face, highlighting the sharp angles of stress. The contrast between his stillness and the chaos around him. The reflection in the glass creating a double image, real and ghost overlaid.

			It would make a good photograph. Jett’s fingers itched for his camera, but he didn’t reach for it. Taking photos of strangers without permission was technically allowed in public spaces, but it felt invasive. He’d lost the edge that used to let him point his lens at anyone and capture their unguarded moments. Now he second-guessed everything, wondering if he had the right, if the image mattered, if any of it meant anything beyond filling magazine pages and his bank account.

			The PA system crackled to life. “Attention all passengers. Due to Typhoon Niran, all departing flights have been cancelled until further notice. Please proceed to your airline’s service desk for rebooking options. We apologize for the inconvenience.”

			The announcement repeated in Thai and Mandarin. The crowd’s murmur rose to a roar. People surged toward the service desks, a tidal wave of desperate travelers hoping to be first in line for rebooking.

			The man in the suit moved. Not toward the desks like everyone else, but sideways, as if trying to decide whether to join the stampede or flee in the opposite direction. His phone rang again. Jett could see him look at the screen, see his face tighten with something that looked like fear, see him decline the call with a sharp jab of his thumb.

			Definitely running from something, Jett thought. And whatever it was, it wasn’t the storm.

			The man made a decision. He pushed away from the glass and started walking quickly toward the service desks, his expensive shoes clicking on the tile floor. His path would take him directly past where Jett sat.

			Jett stretched his legs a bit, shifting his weight on the camera case beneath him, not thinking about the man bearing down on him with single-minded focus.

			The collision happened fast. The man was looking at his phone instead of where he was walking. His shin connected with Jett’s extended ankle. Physics took over. The man stumbled forward, arms windmilling for balance, phone flying from his hand in a perfect arc.

			Jett moved on instinct, his photographer’s reflexes still sharp even if his passion wasn’t. He lunged forward and caught the phone inches before it would have hit the tile floor. The screen was still lit up, showing an incoming call from Mæ - Mother.

			The man caught himself on a nearby pillar, breathing hard. For a moment, they both froze. Then the man turned, and Jett got his first clear look at his face.

			Young. Handsome in that polished way wealthy Thai men often were, with smooth skin and carefully styled hair. But the eyes were what struck Jett. Wide with panic, pupils dilated, the look of someone barely holding themselves together.

			“My phone,” the man said in English, his accent crisp and educated. British international school, Jett guessed.

			“Here.” Jett held it out, standing slowly. The man snatched it back, checking the screen as the call went to voicemail.

			“You were in my way,” the man said, but there was no heat in it. The accusation came out automatic, like he was reading from a script.

			“You weren’t watching where you were going,” Jett replied, keeping his tone neutral. “But yes, sorry. Are you okay?”

			The man opened his mouth, probably to deliver some dismissive response, then stopped. His phone started ringing again. The same contact. Mother. His whole body tensed, hand shaking as he declined the call.

			“Are you okay?” Jett asked again, more gently this time.

			“I’m fine.” But the man’s voice cracked on the word. His phone rang a third time. This time he didn’t decline it. He just stared at the screen, frozen, watching it ring and ring until it finally went silent.

			Around them, the chaos at the service desks reached a crescendo. The airline agents were trying to make announcements, but their voices couldn’t carry over the crowd. Security guards appeared, trying to establish some order. The pushing and shoving intensified.

			An agent’s voice cut through on a megaphone: “All flights cancelled for the next twenty-four hours minimum. Please check your airline’s website or app for rebooking. The service desks will be closing in fifteen minutes.”

			The crowd erupted. Shouting in multiple languages, the sound bouncing off the glass walls and creating a deafening echo. The man beside Jett swayed slightly, his face going pale.

			“Hey,” Jett said, reaching out instinctively. His hand closed around the man’s elbow. “You need to sit down.”

			“I’m fine,” the man repeated, but he wasn’t. His breathing had gone shallow and rapid, his eyes unfocused. Classic panic attack, Jett recognized. He’d photographed enough refugees and disaster victims to know the signs.

			“You’re not fine. Come on, sit.” Jett guided him toward the camera case, applying gentle but firm pressure. The man resisted for a second, then his knees gave out and he sat heavily on the case, head dropping forward into his hands.

			Jett crouched in front of him, putting himself at eye level. “Breathe. Slow. In for four, out for four. Can you do that?”

			The man tried. His first few breaths were gasping and uneven, but gradually they smoothed out. The color started returning to his face. After a minute, he lowered his hands and looked at Jett properly for the first time.

			“Sorry,” he said quietly.

			“Don’t be. The stress in here could make anyone crack.” Jett sat back on his heels. “I’m Jett, by the way.”

			“Kavin.” The name came out reluctant, like he wasn’t sure he should be giving it.

			“Well, Kavin, I think we’re both going to be stuck here for a while. Want to find somewhere less insane to wait it out?”

			Kavin looked around the departure hall, at the screaming crowds and the flickering departure board and the rain hammering against the glass. His phone buzzed in his hand. He looked at it, then at Jett, then made a decision.

			“Yes,” he said. “Please. Anywhere but here.”

			The Sanctuary

			The underground walkway stretched ahead of them like a sterile tunnel, fluorescent lights buzzing overhead in a way that made Kavin’s headache worse. The transition from the departure hall’s chaos to this corridor felt abrupt, almost violent in its contrast. Behind them, the roar of thousands of stranded passengers faded to a distant murmur. Ahead, only the sound of their footsteps on polished tile, Jett’s worn sneakers squeaking slightly with each step while Kavin’s dress shoes clicked with metronomic precision.

			They walked side by side but not together, maintaining a careful distance that felt both polite and awkward. Kavin kept his phone clutched against his chest like a talisman. It had stopped ringing for the moment, but he could feel it waiting, ready to vibrate back to life and drag him back into the consequences he was trying to escape.

			The walkway curved gently to the left, following the airport’s architecture. Windows lined one side, floor to ceiling glass panels that should have let in natural light but instead revealed only the storm’s fury. Rain lashed against the glass with such force that Kavin flinched involuntarily. The sky outside had somehow gotten darker, if that was possible, the afternoon completely swallowed by the black heart of the typhoon.

			“It’s getting worse,” Kavin said, immediately regretting breaking the silence. His voice sounded too loud in the quiet corridor, echoing off the hard surfaces.

			“Yes.” Jett didn’t look at the windows, keeping his eyes forward. “The eye is supposed to pass directly over the city. We’re probably in the outer bands now.”

			“You know about typhoons?”

			“I know about weather. Occupational hazard.” Jett shifted his camera case to his other shoulder. The bag looked heavy, worn leather straps digging into the fabric of his cargo jacket. “I’ve been stuck in worse storms. I remember a cyclone in Bangladesh a few years ago. That was biblical.”

			Kavin wanted to ask more, wanted to fill the awkward silence with conversation, but the words wouldn’t come. Social skills that served him well in boardrooms and charity galas had abandoned him completely. He didn’t know how to talk to this stranger who’d caught his phone and kept him from collapsing in front of hundreds of people. Didn’t know what the appropriate level of gratitude was for someone who’d seen him at his worst.

			They passed a janitor mopping water that had leaked in around a door seal. The smell of industrial cleaner cut through the recycled air, sharp and chemical. The man didn’t look up as they passed, focused on his work with the dedication of someone who knew the fight against the storm’s intrusion was futile but necessary.

			“Look,” Kavin said, stopping abruptly. Jett walked a few more steps before realizing and turning back. “I should pay you back. For helping me. I can transfer money, or if you need cash, I can get some from an ATM...”

			“I didn’t help you for money.” Jett’s tone wasn’t offended, just matter-of-fact.

			“I know, but I’m not a charity case. I can afford to compensate you for your time.”

			Something flickered across Jett’s face. Amusement, maybe, or pity. “Compensate me for catching your phone? That took half a second. You want to pay me by the second? Because that’s going to be a very small amount.”

			Heat crept up Kavin’s neck. “You know what I mean.”

			“I do. And I’m saying no.” Jett adjusted his camera case again. “You don’t owe me anything. Consider us even.”

			“Even? I literally fell over your leg and you had to stop me from having a panic attack.”

			“And I was taking up space on the floor and being generally in the way. See? Even.” Jett’s mouth quirked in something that might have been a smile. “Come on. The hotel is this way.”

			They resumed walking. Kavin felt the rejection like a slap, which was ridiculous because Jett wasn’t being rude, just refusing payment. But refusing payment meant Kavin couldn’t reestablish the natural order of things. Couldn’t put himself back in the position of the wealthy benefactor rather than the desperate person who’d needed help. Money was supposed to smooth over these situations, to create clear transactional boundaries that prevented messiness.

			Jett clearly didn’t care about boundaries or transactions or putting Kavin at ease. He just walked, apparently comfortable with the silence in a way Kavin envied.

			The walkway ended at a set of glass doors that slid open automatically. A wall of cold air hit them, the hotel’s air conditioning set to arctic levels as if trying to create maximum distance from the humid chaos of the airport. The lobby sprawled before them, all marble floors and modern furniture in shades of cream and gray. Normally it probably looked elegant, but right now it looked like a refugee camp for the wealthy.

			People filled every available surface. Business travelers in rumpled suits sat on designer sofas, typing frantically on laptops. Families with expensive luggage claimed corners, children sleeping on parents’ laps while adults argued in hushed tones with customer service representatives. The smell hit Kavin immediately: expensive air freshener trying desperately to mask the reality of too many stressed bodies in one space. White tea and lemongrass, the scent marketed as “calming” but achieving the opposite effect in this context.

			The check-in desk was under siege. A line of people stretched back twenty deep, everyone clutching platinum cards and membership credentials, voices rising in that particular pitch of entitled frustration. A woman in Chanel was shouting in French at a desk agent who looked like she wanted to cry. A man in a Rolex was demanding to speak to a manager.

			“This is a nightmare,” Kavin muttered.

			“You expected something different?” Jett surveyed the chaos with the same detached interest he’d shown in the departure hall. “The typhoon has grounded all flights, people need somewhere to go, and this is the closest hotel. Economics.”

			Kavin pulled out his phone, ignoring the seventeen new missed calls, and opened the hotel’s app. The Novotel was part of his preferred hotel chain. He had Platinum status, earned through business travel he’d never actually wanted to take but had been required to for “experience” in the family business. Surely that status meant something.

			He joined the back of the line, Jett following without comment. The wait was interminable. Every minute felt like ten, the air conditioning making Kavin’s sweat-damp shirt feel clammy against his skin. His phone buzzed. His brother again. “Dad knows. Call him.” Kavin deleted the message and shoved the phone back in his pocket.

			Fifteen minutes later, they reached the desk. The agent, a young woman with her hair pulled back so tight it looked painful, smiled at them with professional exhaustion. Her name tag read “Ploy.”

			“Good afternoon. How can I help you?”

			Kavin placed his phone on the counter, displaying his membership app. “I need a room. I have Platinum status.”

			Ploy’s smile didn’t waver, but her eyes went sympathetic. “I’m so sorry, sir. We’re completely booked. The typhoon has caused unprecedented demand. We have nothing available, not even our standard rooms.”

			“What about the executive floor?”

			“Fully booked, I’m afraid.”

			“The suites?”

			“Also fully booked.”

			Kavin felt panic rising again, that tightness in his chest that warned of another impending collapse. “But I have Platinum status. Doesn’t that guarantee me a room?”

			“Under normal circumstances, absolutely. But this is an exceptional situation. We’ve had to accommodate hundreds of stranded travelers.” Ploy gestured at the chaos behind them. “I truly am sorry. I can put you on the waitlist in case of cancellations?”

			“The waitlist.” Kavin heard himself laugh, a sharp bitter sound. “Of course. The waitlist.”

			He stepped away from the counter, feeling hollow. Where was he supposed to go? He couldn’t go home. Couldn’t face his mother’s fury, his father’s disappointment, the whole family machinery grinding into motion to contain his embarrassing rebellion. But he also couldn’t sleep on an airport bench like some backpacker. He was trapped between two impossible options, neither of which he could tolerate.

			“I booked a room,” Jett said quietly.

			Kavin turned. Jett was standing a few feet away, hands in his pockets, expression unreadable.

			“What?”

			“About twenty minutes ago. While I was sitting on my camera case, watching you pace. I figured the hotel would book up fast, so I grabbed the last room on the app.” Jett pulled out his phone and showed Kavin the confirmation. “Suite 547. King bed, separate living area, bathroom with a rain shower. Booked it for two nights just in case.”

			“You...” Kavin didn’t know what to say. Relief and resentment mixed in his chest, making it hard to breathe properly. “Why didn’t you mention this earlier?”

			“Didn’t seem relevant on the walk over. Figured you’d have your own accommodation arranged.”

			“Well, I don’t.” Kavin crossed his arms, suddenly feeling like a child who’d been shown up by someone more competent. “Congratulations on your forward thinking.”

			“You can share it,” Jett said.

			Kavin stared at him, trying to read the intention behind those tired eyes. “Share your room?”

			“It’s a suite. There’s a couch in the living area. Should be comfortable enough.” Jett shrugged. “Take it or leave it. I’m going up either way.”

			Kavin’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He could feel it vibrating against his thigh, insistent and angry. His mother, probably. Or his father. Or his brother acting as mediator. The whole family closing ranks, trying to bring their wayward son back into the fold.

			“Why would you offer that?” Kavin asked. “You don’t know me. I could be a serial killer.”

			“You could be. But you’re not.” Jett tilted his head, studying Kavin with that same analytical gaze from the airport. “You’re just someone having a bad day who needs somewhere quiet to hide. I’ve been there. I get it.”

			“I’m not hiding.”

			“Sure you’re not.” Jett picked up his camera case. “Room offer stands for about ten more seconds. After that, I’m heading to the elevator.”

			Pride warred with desperation. Kavin knew the smart thing to do. Knew he should swallow his ego and accept the help. But admitting he needed help from this rumpled photographer felt like another defeat in a day full of them.

			His phone buzzed again. The decision made itself.

			“Okay,” Kavin said. “Yes. Thank you. I’ll take the couch.”

			Jett nodded and started walking toward the elevators. Kavin followed, grabbing his leather overnight bag from where he’d set it by his feet. The bag was Hermès, a birthday gift from his mother that cost more than most people’s monthly salary. Next to Jett’s battered camera case and worn backpack, it looked absurd.

			The elevator was mercifully empty. Jett pressed the button for the top floor. The doors closed, sealing them in chrome-and-mirror silence. Kavin watched their reflections: himself in his expensive suit looking like he’d been through a war, Jett in his cargo pants and jacket looking like this was just another Tuesday.

			The elevator climbed smoothly, the numbers ticking upward in the digital display. Neither of them spoke. The silence felt different now than it had in the walkway. More charged. More aware. They were about to share a hotel room, two strangers bound together by circumstance and a typhoon that showed no signs of stopping.

			The elevator chimed softly. The doors opened onto a quiet hallway, thick carpet muffling all sound. The contrast to the chaos downstairs was jarring, almost disorienting. Up here, the storm felt distant and theoretical, just rain against windows rather than a threat.

			Room 547 was at the end of the corridor. Jett used the key card, the lock beeping and clicking open. He pushed the door inward and stepped inside.

			Kavin followed, crossing the threshold into what felt like another world entirely.

			The door clicked shut behind them. The sound was final, definitive, like a seal closing them off from everything outside. The silence pressed in immediately, thick and complete. The hotel had spent money on soundproofing. Kavin couldn’t hear the storm anymore. Couldn’t hear the chaos downstairs. Couldn’t hear anything except the faint hum of the air conditioning and his own breathing.

			The suite was exactly as advertised. Beige and cream and tasteful gray, luxury rendered in the most impersonal possible way. A king bed dominated the bedroom, visible through an open doorway. The living area held a couch, a desk, a flat-screen TV mounted on the wall. Everything looked clean and expensive and utterly sterile, like a spaceship interior designed to be comfortable but never homey.

			Kavin set his bag down by the door and just stood there, suddenly unsure what to do with himself. The adrenaline that had carried him through the day was fading, leaving behind exhaustion and a strange sense of unreality. He was in a hotel room with a stranger. He’d run away from his family. A typhoon was destroying the city outside. None of it felt quite real.

			“Bathroom’s there,” Jett said, pointing. “Mini bar is stocked. Help yourself to whatever.”

			“I need to shower.” The words came out automatic. Kavin felt dirty, contaminated by the airport’s chaos and his own sweat and the weight of the day pressing on his skin.

			“Go ahead. I’ll unpack.”

			Kavin grabbed his bag and retreated to the bathroom, closing the door with more force than necessary. He needed a barrier, needed a moment alone to process everything that had happened in the past few hours.

			The bathroom was as impersonal as the rest of the suite. White marble, chrome fixtures, a rain shower that probably felt amazing under normal circumstances. Kavin caught sight of himself in the mirror and stopped. He looked terrible. His hair was disheveled, his tie was askew, his shirt was wrinkled and damp. But it was his eyes that shocked him. They looked haunted, wild, like a trapped animal’s.

			He turned away from his reflection and started stripping off his suit. The fabric peeled away reluctantly, damp and clinging. He left everything in a heap on the floor and stepped into the shower, turning the water as hot as he could stand.

			The heat enveloped him immediately, intense and overwhelming. Steam filled the bathroom within seconds. Kavin stood under the spray and felt something inside him crack open. Tears mixed with water, silent and overwhelming. He wasn’t sure what he was crying for. The engagement he’d run from? The family he’d disappointed? The life he didn’t want but didn’t know how to refuse?

			He washed mechanically, using the hotel’s expensive toiletries, scrubbing away the day. By the time he emerged, wrapped in one of the plush hotel robes, his eyes were red but dry. He felt raw, exposed, like he’d shed a layer of skin in that shower along with the dirt and sweat.

			He opened the bathroom door.

			Jett had unpacked his camera equipment, laying it out on the desk with careful precision. Lenses in neat rows, the camera body on a small cleaning cloth, accessories arranged by function. His backpack sat on the floor, still partially zipped. Kavin’s Hermès bag sat next to it, the contrast almost comical.

			Jett looked up when Kavin emerged. For a moment, something flickered in his expression. Surprise, maybe. Or something else Kavin couldn’t identify.

			“Feel better?” Jett asked.

			Kavin nodded, suddenly aware of how young he must look in the oversized robe, his hair damp and unstyled, his face scrubbed clean of the day’s grime. He felt naked despite being covered, stripped of all the armor his suit had provided.

			“Good.” Jett stood, stretching. “I’m going to clean up too. Make yourself comfortable.”

			He disappeared into the bathroom. The door closed. A moment later, Kavin heard the
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