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CHAPTER ONE — CÉLINE
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Two hours in.

We used up the small talk somewhere around the first rest stop. The weather. The traffic. The road through the mountains. Matthew had checked his app and said it should be clear and I had said good and that was that.

I tried a few more things after. Asked if he wanted coffee at the next stop. Fine. The heater okay for him. Fine. Nicolas was probably boarding around now. Yeah.

Fine fine fine yeah.

I gave up somewhere around mile eighty.

The radio doesn't work out here. No signal, no Spotify, nothing. What we have is an old MP3 player he found in the glove compartment like it had been waiting there since 2004, plugged into an aux cord that looks older than my relationship, and it's been playing the same playlist for forty minutes now.

I'm trying to find something positive about this.

There are songs I didn't know. That's something. I didn't know Linkin Park had this many songs. I'm learning. Broadening my horizons. This is what people mean when they talk about stepping outside your comfort zone probably.

It's fine.

In the end it doesn't even matter.

I look out the window. Pine trees. More pine trees. A gas station. Pine trees.

He's driving with one hand on the wheel, elbow on the door, completely at ease. He looks like someone who has never once in his life been uncomfortable anywhere. It's the most irritating thing I've seen all week and this week I watched a man sneeze directly onto the conveyor belt at work and then shrug.

Seven more hours.

I shift in my seat. Try to find a position that feels less like I'm being punished for something. The car smells like pine air freshener and faintly like whatever soap he uses and I notice that and immediately stop noticing it.

My phone shows one bar. Then none. Nicolas's voice note from this morning is still buffering. It's been buffering for an hour and forty minutes. At this point it's personal.

I could sleep. That would be the intelligent thing to do. Close my eyes, check out, wake up at the chalet with seven hours gone and this whole situation behind me.

Chester Bennington has feelings about this. Loud ones.

I am not going to sleep.
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CHAPTER TWO — MATTHEW
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Two hours in and I hate this playlist.

I genuinely forgot the MP3 player existed. Found it in the glove compartment and thought okay, better than silence, better than whatever she'd put on, probably something with a flute. Plugged it in. Instant regret.

Linkin Park at 11am on a Tuesday. Peak grief.

She doesn't seem to mind though. That's the thing. I'd glanced over at some point and she was looking out the window with this expression that wasn't quite enjoyment but wasn't misery either. Neutral. Considering. Like she was giving Linkin Park a fair trial before delivering her verdict.

I look at the road.

The thing is she's sitting with her knees pulled up slightly and her sweater has slipped at the collar and I notice this the way you notice a speed bump a half second too late. Noted. Moving on.

I turn up the volume slightly.

Crawling in my skin.

She shifts in her seat. The sweater does not improve.

I focus on the road with the energy of a man who has made a completely normal decision to focus on the road.

Nicolas had said, back when this whole trip was being planned, that Céline would be fine to drive with. Easy. Low maintenance. I had said sure, yeah, absolutely, and privately thought that Nicolas's definition of low maintenance and mine had never once aligned. Nicolas thought Céline was great. Nicolas thought Céline was warm and generous and exactly what he needed when he was sick and exactly what he needed now.

Nicolas was also the person who had described my ex as "a bit intense" when she had shown up to my apartment at 2am and rearranged my kitchen.

So.

She's found something in the playlist she recognizes. I can tell because her finger moved. Just once, against her knee, barely there. She'd never admit it.

Seven more hours.

I look at the road.
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CHAPTER THREE — CÉLINE
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The chalet is enormous.

I knew it would be nice. Nicolas had said nice. The group chat had said nice. I had pictured nice, which in my head meant clean, functional, a working fireplace maybe, enough beds for everyone without anyone having to share in a weird way.

This is not that.

This is floor to ceiling windows looking out over the mountain. This is a kitchen that costs more than my car. This is a living room with actual art on the walls, not prints, actual art, and a dining table that seats twelve and a hot tub on the deck that I can see from the front door.

I do the math automatically. I can't help it. It's a reflex.

Per person this was supposed to be four hundred dollars for the week. Eight people. So the total is somewhere around thirty two hundred for the week which means this place costs — I look at the ceilings, the stone fireplace, the kitchen again — this place costs significantly more than three thousand two hundred dollars a week.

Someone subsidized this.

I look at Matthew.

He's already dropped his bag and walked to the window like he owns the place or has been here before or both.

I pull out my phone. No signal.

"Hello?" I call toward the stairs.

Nothing.

I check the group chat. Last message from three hours ago, Nicolas saying they'd landed and were getting the rental car sorted. Nothing since.

I try to load it. Buffering.

Of course.

Matthew turns around from the window. "They're not here."

"I can see that."

"Should be here by now."

"I know."

He looks at his phone. Makes a face I can't read. I'm about to ask when my phone buzzes once, twice, six times in rapid succession as a bar of signal appears from nowhere and disappears again, and in that one second I see enough of the group chat to understand that something has gone wrong with the flight.

I look at Matthew.

He's seen it too.

We stand in the enormous, expensive, empty chalet and look at each other.
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CHAPTER FOUR — MATTHEW
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So they're not coming tonight.

Maybe not tomorrow either. Nicolas's message had been long and apologetic and full of logistics I had to read twice. Mechanical issue. Replacement flight. Connecting situation that became a layover situation that became a we'll figure it out situation. Next available flight gets them here in three days.

Three days.

I put my phone down and look at the chalet. Then I look at Céline.

She's still reading. Still. I finished the message forty seconds ago. It's not a long message. It's maybe eighty words. She's on her second lap of it at minimum, lips pressed together, completely absorbed, and I genuinely cannot tell if she's a slow reader or if she's just enjoying making me wait.

I look at the ceiling.

I look at the kitchen.

I look back at her.

Still reading.

I'm almost impressed she's not moving her lips.

"Nine hours back," she says finally. To no one in particular. "Then nine hours here in three days. Then nine hours back at the end of the week."

"We stay," I say.

"We stay," she says.

She sets her phone down and looks around the chalet. I watch her clock every surface with that expression she has, the one that means she's calculating something, cost per night probably, cost per square foot, cost per breath of mountain air. Nicolas thinks it's grounded. Responsible. I think it must be genuinely exhausting to walk into a place like this and immediately start running numbers instead of just existing in it for five seconds.

But that's Céline.

"I'll take the room on the left," I say.

"I was going to take that one."

I look at her.

She looks at me.

"Fine," I say. "I'll take the right."

"Thank you," she says. Politely. Like she's doing me a favor by accepting.

I watch her walk down the hall with the better room and think that Nicolas owes me considerably more than a week in the mountains.

Three days.

Just us.

I need a drink.
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