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DANIEL RICHMOND LOOKED absently around his minimalist apartment. Nothing had changed since he’d left several months ago. The air still smelled of stale coffee, and his wall-mounted flat-screen TV remained on standby, waiting to be reawakened. 

Sighing, he stretched out on his black leather sofa and gently rotated the glass in his hand, allowing the ice to dance around in the dark pool of scotch. Leaning his head back, he closed his eyes for a moment and tried desperately not to think of her. 

But his efforts were in vain. Visions of Emma danced through his mind. He remembered how she’d tease him about his apartment being soulless. How they’d sit and watch movies together on his giant television, curled up on the very sofa he was currently sitting on. They’d made love on the sofa, gentle, tender love that lasted all through the night. 

“Dammit.” Daniel pressed a hand to his temple and cursed. He’d placed an ocean between them; why couldn’t he stop thinking about her? 

He’d been there. At the café, at the meetings. He’d wormed his way into Delacourt Designs. The man who was supposed to become Emma’s partner in marriage was now her business associate. The thought sickened him. He’d loathed Nick Cardelinni the moment he’d heard about his existence. He just didn’t understand why the guy continued to linger around like a bad smell. Maybe they were still getting married. Daniel had no idea. It wasn’t as if they’d tell him anything; he’d been frozen out since his departure to London. 

Taking a sip of his scotch, Daniel savored the warming sensation as it slid down the back of his throat and thought of his old friend Damion, who continued to watch and desire Emma without having the impetus to actually tell her. Daniel almost pitied him. He saw the despair in Damion’s eyes when Emma agreed to go to Paris with him. You could taste the bitterness in the air of the meeting room. 

But it was Daniel who deserved to be pitied. He drained the last of his drink, stood up, and wandered through the open-plan living space towards the kitchen area. Like everything else in his apartment, it was chrome and black, sleek in style. 

Daniel didn’t want to go to Paris with a woman he pretended not to love. His ego stopped him letting her back in. She had agreed to marry someone else while she was with him. He knew he could never get past that. It left him conflicted, leaving him hating and loving her in sometimes equal measure. 

“I shouldn’t have come back.” Daniel sighed, leaning against his countertop. He wanted to drink himself into oblivion, but he also didn’t want to be alone. Drinking alone was sad and desperate; drinking with someone else was a night out. But he’d burned so many of his bridges. 

With no one else left to turn to, he texted Damion, hoping that some semblance of their friendship still existed and that Damion would join him for some drinks out of a deep-seeded feeling of loyalty.

*****
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“HE TEXTED ME.” DAMION looked up at Emma, who paused from packing the open box placed on top of her unmade bed. She was currently in the process of emptying out her house to get ready for the renovations. 

She raised an eyebrow, not needing to ask who ‘he’ was.

“He wants to go out,” Damion added. 

“I bet he does,” Emma stated. “Can you pass me that?” She gestured to a pink table lamp behind Damion. 

“Sure.” He unplugged the lamp and passed it over, where it promptly disappeared into the box. 

“I mean, we accepted his deal, what more does he want?” Emma was shoving objects into the box, no longer caring if they got damaged.

“And now I’ve got to go to Paris with him. Paris. Do you know how fucked up that is?” She didn’t look over at Damion, as she wasn’t expecting an answer. They were both painfully aware of how messed up their current situation was. 

“It’s just business.” Damion tried to placate her. 

“Please.” Emma seethed. “It’s just Daniel pulling all the strings like usual. He loathes not being in control of our lives.” 

“Ems—”

“No. He thinks he can just waltz in and pretend as if everything is fine, like nothing happened. He’s even texting you to go out. The nerve of him.” 

Damion looked down at his phone, at the message that seemed friendly and familiar in tone.

Hey, what are you doing tonight? How about grabbing a few drinks?

Exactly the sort of message Daniel would usually send, friendly, flippant, and straight to the point. Reading it made Damion realize how much he’d missed his old school friend. He enjoyed hanging out with Nick, but Nick was too observant. He was always insisting that Damion act on his feelings for Emma, while Daniel was happy to pretend that there was nothing going on, and sometimes Damion wanted to lose himself in denial. It was too painful to keep confronting the fact that he wanted her and couldn’t have her. 

“Oh my God, you’re actually thinking of going out with him.” Emma was staring intently at Damion, her small hands placed upon her slender hips in a confrontational stance. 

“What?”

“I can read you like a book, Damion Flores.” 

“Look—”

“After all he’s done to you, you still want to hang out with him? You must be a glutton for punishment!” 

“I’m not the one going to Paris with him,” Damion cried, suddenly angered by Emma’s vitriol. He watched Emma visibly shrink before him beneath the weight of his words.

“You could have said no, Ems,” he continued, his bitterness pouring out of him in an uncontainable wave. “You could have denied the deal, objected.” 

“You and Nick both said it was a good deal, that we should take it,” Emma said. 

“Yeah, well, you didn’t have to,” Damion roared at her. “You’re bitching at me for wanting to see the guy for one night when on Friday you’re jetting off to Paris with him. Don’t tell me I’m a glutton for punishment when you’re the one still in love with him even though he left you.” 

Damion’s words darted sharply at Emma like daggers. Pierced by them, she lowered herself onto the bed and looked at her friend. 

“You should go,” she told him, her voice small. 

“Ems, look, I’m sorry. It’s been a long day, and we’re both blowing off steam.” Damion moved to approach her, but she held him at bay with a steely gaze. 

“Please, just go.” 

“Ems, I didn’t mean to upset you,” Damion pleaded. 

“You’re right,” Emma said. “Who am I to judge you having one night with Daniel when I’ll soon be stuck in Paris with him? He’s like a drug. He fucks us up, but we still can’t get enough.” 

Damion clenched his jaw and looked down at his phone. He couldn’t help but read between the lines of Emma’s words. She hadn’t denied that she had feelings for Daniel; if anything she’d downright admitted as much. After how much he’d been there for her, stood
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