

    
        
          What We Never Said

        

        
        
          Brinda Phokeerdass

        

        
          Published by Keshav Kumar Phokeerdass, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      WHAT WE NEVER SAID

    

    
      First edition. May 16, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Brinda Phokeerdass.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235541054

    

    
    
      Written by Brinda Phokeerdass.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter 1 — The Girl With Jasmine on Her Sleeves

Chapter 2 — The Shape of Easy Conversation

Chapter 3 — Things She Tells Only Him

Chapter 4 — The Man Far Away

Chapter 5 — Gravity

Chapter 6 — Almost

Chapter 7 — Weather Patterns

Chapter 8 — Rehearsed Apologies

Chapter 9 — The Cruelty of Hope

Chapter 10 — Borrowed Happiness

Chapter 11 — What He Never Says

Chapter 12 — Other Women

Chapter 13 — The Fight

Chapter 14 — The Night on the Kitchen Floor

Chapter 15 — Almost Honest

Chapter 16 — The Silence Between Them

Chapter 17 — The Return

Chapter 18 — Confession

Chapter 19 — The Kindest Rejection

Chapter 20 — Distance

Chapter 21 — Becoming Strangers Slowly

Chapter 22 — The Proposal

Chapter 23 — The Wedding

Chapter 24 — What Remains

Chapter 25 — The Sea

Appendix — Adrian's Diary

Sign up for Brinda Phokeerdass's Mailing List

Further Reading: To Mend the World

Also By Brinda Phokeerdass

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For the oneswho stayed too longinside almost.
For the handsthat held gentlywithout being held back.
For every quiet heartthat learnedlove is not made smallersimply becauseit was unanswered.
And for those who finally walked awaywithout teaching themselves to hatewhat once felt like home.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "There are people who become oceans in our lives —not because we can keep them,but because after them,we measure every silence by the sound of their waves."
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Chapter 1 — The Girl With Jasmine on Her Sleeves
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The rain started shortly after noon and showed no sign of stopping.

Adrian had been walking for nearly twenty minutes without a destination, his umbrella doing little against the wind that kept turning it inside out. He had meant to go straight home after his last lecture — a tedious seminar on Victorian narrative structure that left him feeling more detached than inspired — but somewhere between the university gates and the bus stop, he took a wrong turn on purpose. This happened sometimes. His feet developed opinions his mind hadn't approved yet.

The bookstore appeared like an afterthought between a shuttered pharmacy and a laundry service. Its sign had faded to the color of old tea: Second Pages. The window display featured a single chair stacked with mismatched books and no apparent theme. Adrian hesitated for half a second — he already owned more unread books than his apartment could reasonably hold — then ducked inside more for shelter than curiosity.

The bell above the door announced him with a soft, worn note.

Inside, the air smelled of paper decay and something floral trying to compete. Bookshelves rose in uneven rows, painted different colors over different decades, none of them quite finishing the job. The lighting was insufficient in the way that secondhand bookstores treated as intentional atmosphere. Adrian shook rain from his jacket sleeves and began drifting toward the back, where the poetry section supposedly lived according to a handwritten sign taped to a pillar.

He found the ladder first.

Then he found the girl.

She stood on the third rung, one hand balanced against the shelf, the other holding a thin volume she appeared to be using as a pointing device. Her voice carried toward the elderly owner behind the front counter — a man with kind eyes and the permanent expression of someone who had been interrupted mid-thought for thirty consecutive years.

"I'm just saying," she was saying, her tone reasonable but insistent, "dog-eared books should cost less. Or more. Pick one."

The owner looked up from his ledger. "More? Why would damaged books cost more?"

"Because the damage means someone actually read them. Their previous readers leave fingerprints behind." She gestured with the book, nearly losing her balance. "That's not wear. That's evidence of attention. That's history."

"You want me to charge extra for creased pages."

"I want you to acknowledge that a book nobody opened is a sadder object than one held together by hope and spilled coffee."

The owner chuckled softly and returned to his ledger, which Adrian understood as the practiced response of someone who had survived this particular argument before.

That was when Adrian noticed the smell. Not the bookstore's general mustiness — something else, layered over it like a second skin. Jasmine. Soft and slightly sweet, the kind of perfume that didn't announce itself so much as settle into the air around her. He registered it before he registered the rest of her: the worn boots, the sleeves of her sweater pushed up unevenly, the dark hair escaping from what might have once been a braid.

She climbed down from the ladder without looking where she was going.

The stack of books she had balanced on the second shelf — five or six volumes, none of them the same size — chose that exact moment to slide free.

Adrian caught two of them before they hit the floor. The others landed with various degrees of theatrical disappointment.

"Oh," she said, half-turning. "Sorry. I mean — thank you. You don't have to — "

He was already crouching, gathering the fallen books. Selected Poems, 1956–1971. The Notebooks of a Lonely Woman. A battered copy of Anna Karenina with a cover so creased the title was nearly unreadable. He handed them back without making it a production.

"People who read Russian novels in public," she said, tucking the books against her hip, "only do it to appear emotionally complicated."

Adrian laughed before he could stop himself. It came out louder than the joke deserved — not because it was especially clever, but because the observation caught him off guard. He had been thinking something similar about himself recently, about the way he carried certain books on the train not because he intended to read them but because they announced something about the person he wanted strangers to see.

"That's unfair," he said. "Some of us read Russian novels in private too."

"Even worse." She was smiling now. "That means you're emotionally complicated without an audience. That's not a defense."

Her eyes were gray — not the flat gray of concrete, but the shifting gray of the sea before a storm. Adrian realized he was staring and looked down at the book still in his hand. The Waves. He hadn't meant to keep holding it.

"That one's yours," she said. "If you want it. I changed my mind."

He hadn't been shopping for anything, but now he found himself turning the book over, reading the faded price penciled inside the cover. Two dollars. He could afford two dollars. He could afford to own something she had touched.

"I'll think about it," he said, which was not a yes but was certainly not a no.

She was already climbing back up the ladder, reshelving the books he had rescued. "Don't think too long. Someone else might discover the profound emotional complexity of pre-owned Woolf."

The owner called something from the front about student discounts and the girl laughed — a real laugh, not the polite kind — and Adrian stood there in the poetry aisle feeling distinctly outmaneuvered by someone who hadn't yet asked his name.

She asked it two minutes later, after climbing down again and finding him still lingering.

"I'm Elara," she said, extending her hand. Her grip was firm but brief. "I argue with booksellers about pricing structures. You're the guy who catches falling objects and laughs at mediocre jokes. That's all I know about you so far."

"Adrian." He hesitated. "I overthink sentences before I say them out loud. That's probably the most honest thing I can offer."

"Noted." She pulled her jacket from a hook near the door. "Do you believe endings matter more than stories themselves?"

The question came so suddenly, so far from the weather or the books or anything they had been discussing, that Adrian felt the shape of it land in his chest before his brain caught up. Most people asked about the weather. Most people asked what you were studying, where you worked, whether you came here often. They did not ask about endings versus stories while standing in a poorly lit doorway with rain threatening outside.

He considered the question longer than was socially comfortable.

"I think endings give meaning backward," he said finally. "A good ending doesn't change what happened. It changes how you feel about what happened. Stories are just evidence. Endings are the verdict."

Elara tilted her head slightly, studying him the way he had seen her study the bookshelves — as though searching for something specific among the clutter.

"That's very tidy," she said. "But I think endings are just more story. We pretend they're conclusions because we're uncomfortable with things not having clean edges. But nothing actually ends. It just becomes something else."

She pushed the door open. The bell rang again, softer this time, and the rain sounded suddenly louder.

"You're wrong," Adrian said, surprising himself.

She paused, half in the doorway, rain misting the shoulders of her jacket.

"About endings?"

"About pretending. People want clean edges because life gives them so rarely. Wanting something isn't pretending. It's just hoping."

The rain filled the silence between them. Elara's expression shifted — not into agreement, exactly, but into something that looked like recognition. Like she had found whatever she had been searching for among the clutter of his sentences.

"We'll see," she said. "Maybe I'll change your mind."

"Maybe I'll change yours."

She laughed again, that same unguarded sound, and stepped out into the rain without opening her umbrella.

Adrian watched her cross the street, watched her pause on the opposite sidewalk to shake water from her hair, watched her glance back once — not directly at him, he thought, but toward the bookstore itself — before disappearing around a corner. The jasmine lingered in the air for another minute. Then it was just the old books and the rain and the bell above the door waiting for the next customer.

Adrian bought The Waves.



Over the following weeks, the universe developed a suspicious habit of arranging coincidences.

Adrian saw her first at the campus café three days later. She was sitting near the window with an iced drink she appeared to be ignoring, writing something in a notebook with the kind of intensity that suggested she might not have blinked in several minutes. He almost kept walking. He told himself the polite thing was to pretend not to notice her, to preserve whatever accidental quality their first meeting had carried.

Then she looked up.

"Adrian who overthink sentences," she said, gesturing to the empty chair across from her. "Sit down. Tell me something I wouldn't guess about you."

He sat.

He told her he used to collect feathers as a child, not because they were beautiful but because he liked the idea of things that had fallen from somewhere higher. She told him she once convinced herself she could learn to lucid dream by keeping a notebook under her pillow, and now she couldn't fall asleep without it. The conversation lasted forty minutes. Adrian missed his bus. He did not care.

Two weeks later, they ended up waiting for the same evening train after a university reading series neither of them had particularly enjoyed. She complained about the poet's overuse of enjambment with such theatrical disgust that Adrian started laughing so hard the woman beside them changed platforms. He told Elara she was a terrible influence. She told him he had been waiting for someone to corrupt him and was too polite to admit it.

The train arrived. They sat together. She fell asleep against the window before her stop, and Adrian spent the remaining twelve minutes not waking her, watching the city lights slide across her face instead.

He did not ask himself why.

Or rather — he asked, but he did not answer.



The questions she asked were not the kind you rehearsed answers for.

What frightened you as a child?

(Thunder, he said. Also my father's silence during dinner. The thunder was easier to predict.)

Do you think loneliness can become addictive?

(Only if you mistake it for safety.)

Do people inherit sadness from their parents?

That one he answered too honestly. He told her about the way his mother laughed sometimes — too loud, too long, as though trying to fill a room that had already been emptied. He told her about the phone calls he stopped making because every conversation left him feeling like he had failed some invisible test. He told her more than he had told anyone in years, and afterward he sat there waiting for her to perform the usual discomfort that followed such confessions.

She just nodded.

"My mother calls every Sunday," Elara said. "I always look exhausted afterward. Not because she's cruel. Because she's trying so hard to be okay that pretending becomes contagious."

They were sitting on the steps outside the bookstore — a new ritual, this, staying after closing until the owner kicked them out. The streetlights had begun flickering on, each one hesitating before committing to its glow.

"You never told me," Adrian said, "what you're writing in that notebook."

"I'm not writing anything important enough to say out loud."

"That's not what I asked."

Elara looked at him for a long moment. Her expression was unreadable in the uncertain light — something between amusement and caution and something else he couldn't name.

"Maybe I'm collecting evidence," she said. "For a story I haven't figured out how to tell yet."

Adrian wanted to ask what kind of story. He wanted to ask whether he was in it. He wanted to ask a hundred things that felt too heavy for the space between them, so instead he said nothing and listened to the rain that had begun falling again, soft and persistent, like the world was trying to wash itself clean of all the things people left unsaid.



She lived alone in an apartment too small for the number of plants she kept forgetting to water. Adrian learned this gradually, through fragments she offered without ceremony. She changed hobbies every few months with an intensity that bordered on obsession — watercolors for three weeks, then bread baking, then learning the ukulele badly enough that her neighbors left notes under her door. She called her mother every Sunday and looked depleted afterward, not with anger but with the quiet exhaustion of loving someone who couldn't quite love you back without conditions.

She was bright in the way that fire was bright. Warm, yes, but also capable of catching you off guard.

Adrian sensed something restless beneath it. Not dishonesty — nothing as deliberate as that — but a quiet instability hidden behind her warmth. The sense that she was running toward something or away from something or both simultaneously, and she had gotten very good at making running look like dancing.

He did not ask which.

He was afraid of the answer.



The chapter ended on another Thursday, another evening outside the bookstore. Elara had been quieter than usual, distracted in a way that made Adrian's chest tighten without permission. She said goodbye quickly, turned before crossing the road, and waved at him with such easy familiarity — as though they had known each other for years instead of weeks — that Adrian felt something fundamental shift inside him before he could stop it.

The streetlight above her flickered once, twice, then held.

She disappeared around the corner.

Adrian stood there longer than necessary, watching the place where she had been. The rain had stopped earlier. The air smelled like wet pavement and something else — something like jasmine, maybe, or maybe just the memory of it.

He realized, with mild confusion and sharper alarm, that the entire atmosphere of his days had already begun arranging itself around the possibility of seeing her again.

He walked home slowly.

He did not examine the feeling too closely.

He was not ready to name it yet.
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Chapter 2 — The Shape of Easy Conversation
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Their friendship developed with such unspoken momentum that neither of them ever formally acknowledged its beginning.

One week, Elara was a stranger whose name Adrian repeated too often in his head. The next, she was the person he messaged at two in the morning about an article he couldn't stop thinking about — something about the way certain bird species remember human faces for years, how they pass that knowledge to their offspring. She replied within minutes: So you're saying crows hold grudges across generations. That's either terrifying or the most romantic thing I've ever heard.

He wrote back: Both. Definitely both.

She sent a voice message after that, still laughing, and Adrian listened to it three times before falling asleep.

This was how it happened. Not through grand gestures or formal invitations. Through accumulation. Through the quiet multiplication of small attentions that gradually became indistinguishable from the rhythm of his days.



They established rituals without meaning to.

Thursday afternoons belonged to the bookstore. Adrian would arrive first, pretending to browse, waiting for the bell above the door to announce her. Elara never came empty-handed — sometimes tea from the café down the street, sometimes a photograph she had taken that week, sometimes just a question she had been saving. She treated conversation like a shared object, something to turn over in both their hands.

The owner, whose name Adrian eventually learned was Mr. Hargrave, stopped pretending to be annoyed by their presence. He left them alone in the poetry aisle most evenings, only interrupting to share observations about customers or weather or the slow death of physical media. "You two talk more than anyone who's not in love," he said once, not unkindly, shuffling past with a stack of donations.

Elara laughed. "We're practicing."

"Practicing for what?"

"Being interesting to other people."

Mr. Hargrave made a sound that might have been skepticism or approval — Adrian could never tell — and disappeared toward the back room.

The silence after his departure felt different than it should have. Adrian glanced at Elara, who was studying a bookshelf with unnecessary focus, her cheeks slightly pink.

"You're not practicing," he said.

"For what?"

"Being interesting." He hesitated. "You just are."

She looked at him then, directly, and the weight of her attention made him feel like something fragile being handled carefully. "So are you," she said. "That's the problem."

She didn't explain what she meant. Adrian didn't ask. But the sentence stayed with him, settling somewhere beneath his ribs, warm and uncomfortable in equal measure.



Sunday mornings became theirs too.

They met at the city market before it got crowded, walking between stalls while the vendors were still setting up. Elara had opinions about fruit — passionate, slightly irrational opinions — and Adrian found himself learning the difference between mediocre peaches and ones worth the argument she would inevitably start with the seller. She haggled not because she needed the discount but because she seemed to enjoy the performance of negotiation, the way it forced strangers to acknowledge each other as more than transactions.

"You're going to get banned from this stall," Adrian said after she convinced a bemused farmer to throw in an extra bundle of herbs for free.

"Worse things have happened."

"Like what?"

"I once got banned from a library." She was eating an apple she hadn't paid for yet, completely unapologetic. "Not for stealing. For laughing too loud in the quiet section."

"What were you laughing at?"

"Myself. I tripped over a footstool and landed in a display about architectural history. The sound I made — " She shook her head, already smiling at the memory. "It wasn't a human sound, Adrian. It was the sound of someone's soul briefly leaving their body."

He laughed. The sound echoed off the market's metal rafters, and a woman with a stroller glanced at them with something between annoyance and envy.

Elara hooked her arm through his while walking — a casual gesture, unconscious almost, as though she had forgotten where her body ended and his began. Adrian felt the warmth of her through both their sleeves. He told himself not to notice. He noticed anyway.



The first time she called him after midnight, Adrian was grading student essays and wishing he had chosen a different profession.

"I can't sleep," Elara said, her voice smaller than usual, stripped of the brightness she wore during daylight hours.

"Bad thoughts or just noise?"

She paused. "Both. Neither. I don't know how to explain it."

"Try."

"I feel like I'm supposed to be doing something important with my life, and instead I'm lying in bed thinking about a conversation I had three years ago with someone whose name I can't even remember."

Adrian set down his red pen. "What was the conversation about?"

"That's the worst part. I don't remember. Just the feeling afterward — like I said something wrong and didn't realize it until too late. Like I'm always arriving at understanding after the moment has already passed."

He listened. That was most of what he did with her, he realized — listened while she untangled the knots of her own mind, trusting him to hold the loose threads without judging the mess.

"I think that's just being alive," he said finally. "The timing never quite lines up. We're always a little too early or a little too late for the version of ourselves that would have known what to say."

Elara was quiet for a long moment. "That's the kind of sentence people put in novels."

"Maybe I'm practicing for a novel."

"Maybe you should."

They stayed on the phone for another hour, talking about nothing and everything — her mother's upcoming visit, the book Adrian had been avoiding finishing because he didn't want to leave its world, the stray cat that had started appearing on her fire escape. When they finally said goodnight, the sky outside Adrian's window had begun turning from black to the deep blue that comes before dawn.

He fell asleep still holding his phone.



Their disagreements became a form of intimacy.

"You overthink every emotion," Elara told him one afternoon, sitting on the floor of her apartment while repotting a plant she had nearly killed through neglect.

"You romanticize chaos," Adrian replied. "You treat instability like it's the only authentic way to live."

"At least I'm not afraid of being wrong."

"At least I'm not addicted to being rescued."

The words came out sharper than he intended. Elara's hands paused in the soil. For a moment, Adrian thought he had crossed some invisible line — the one they had been dancing around for weeks, the one that separated playful disagreement from something realer.

Then she laughed.

"Okay," she said. "Fair. That was fair."

She washed her hands at the kitchen sink, dried them on a towel with a pattern so faded it was impossible to identify, and sat down across from him again.

"I do romanticize chaos," she admitted. "I think because order feels like a trap. Like if I let things become too stable, I'll wake up one day and realize I've been sleepwalking through my entire life."

"And overthinking?"

Adrian considered the question. "It's not that I'm afraid of being wrong. It's that I want to understand why I feel the way I do before I let myself feel it completely."

"That sounds exhausting."

"It is."

She reached across the space between them and touched his wrist — just briefly, just long enough for him to feel the coolness of her fingers.

"You don't have to understand everything first," she said. "Some things only make sense after."

Adrian looked at her hand, still resting on his sleeve, and felt something dangerous bloom in his chest.

"I'll try to remember that," he said.

He didn't tell her that she was the only person who made him want to forget about understanding altogether.



They began appearing in each other's lives without warning.

Elara waited for him after lectures, leaning against the wall with a book she wasn't really reading. She stole food from his plate during lunches, claiming his choices were always better than hers. She sent him voice messages while grocery shopping, unable to decide between two brands of tea, as though his opinion on the matter was the only thing standing between her and chaos.

Adrian, who had spent most of his adult life carefully self-contained, felt his solitude slowly becoming occupied territory.

He expected to feel suffocated. Instead, he felt relief.

She filled spaces he hadn't noticed were empty.



One evening in late autumn, they stayed at the campus café until closing time.

Rain pounded against the windows outside, loud enough to drown out the café's ambient music. The staff began stacking chairs around them, shooting pointed glances that neither Adrian nor Elara acknowledged. She was talking about her childhood — not the polished version she offered strangers, but something rawer, something that came out in fragments.

Growing up in a house where affection was inconsistent. Arguments that lasted for days without resolution. The way she learned, early, how to become emotionally useful to people so they wouldn't leave her.

"I used to practice conversations in my head," she said, stirring coffee that had gone cold hours ago. "Before asking for anything. Rehearsing the exact words so I wouldn't seem needy or demanding or too much."

Adrian set down his cup. "Too much for what?"

"Too much to handle. Too much to love." She shrugged, but the gesture was brittle. "I learned that people stay longer if you make yourself small. If you ask for less than you actually need."

The rain filled the silence between them.

"I don't think you know how to be small," Adrian said quietly. "I think you just got very good at pretending."

Elara looked at him. Her eyes were bright — not with tears, exactly, but with something close to them. Something that might have been relief or terror or both.

"How do you see that?" she asked. "No one else sees that."

He wanted to tell her that he saw it because he recognized it. Because he had been doing the same thing his entire life — making himself manageable, digestible, easy to be around. Because he had learned early that his father's silences were easier to survive if he didn't ask for more than what was offered.

Instead, he said, "Maybe we're both just good at recognizing our own tricks in other people."

She nodded slowly. Her hand found his across the table — not romantic, not quite, but something deeper than casual. A recognition. A mirror.

"We're disasters," she said softly.

"Probably."

"Does that scare you?"

Adrian thought about it. "Less than it should."



The café staff finally asked them to leave at eleven. Outside, the rain had softened to a mist that clung to everything without the violence of the earlier storm. They stood under the awning for a moment, checking train schedules on各自的 phones.

"The last one left ten minutes ago," Elara said.

Adrian looked at the time. She was right.

"I can call a cab," he offered.

"Or." She pocketed her phone and stepped into the mist. "We could walk. It's only a few miles. We're young. We're stupid. It's what people like us do."

"People like us?"

"People who stay in cafés until closing and talk about their childhood trauma like it's casual conversation."

Adrian laughed despite himself. "That's a very specific category."

"I'm sure it's larger than you think."

They started walking.



The city was unusually quiet at this hour, washed silver by the recent rain. Streetlights reflected off wet pavement in long, distorted streaks. Shop windows glowed with interior lights left on overnight, displaying clothes and books and furniture to an audience of no one.

Elara talked continuously while Adrian listened. She told him about a dream she had last week — something about flying, but not the graceful kind, more like being carried by wind she couldn't control. She told him about a song she couldn't stop listening to, the way it made her feel both sad and weightless. She told him about a friend from high school who had recently gotten engaged, and how strange it felt to watch people her age begin building lives that looked like permanence.

"Does that scare you?" Adrian asked. "Permanence?"

"I don't know." She kicked at a stone, sending it skittering across the wet sidewalk. "I think I'm scared of wanting it and not getting it. Or getting it and realizing it's not what I wanted at all."

They crossed a bridge over the river, the water below them dark and moving. The city's reflection scattered across its surface, broken into pieces by the current.

Adrian watched her as she walked — the way she gestured with her hands when she was making a point, the way she tucked her hair behind her ear when she was thinking, the way she existed in the world like someone who had never been taught to take up less space.

At some point, she hooked her arm through his absentmindedly while making a joke about something he had already forgotten. The gesture was casual, almost unconscious. Her natural rhythm. Her instinct toward touch.

Adrian felt it with dangerous intensity.

He didn't pull away. He didn't lean closer. He just walked, her arm through his, through the emptied streets, through the silver light, through the quiet that settled between her sentences like held breath.



They reached her apartment first.

She stopped outside the door, fumbling for her keys. The building was old, the kind with a buzzer that had been broken for years and a staircase that creaked in specific places. A single bulb burned above the entrance, flickering slightly, attracting moths that circled its warmth.

"Thank you," she said. "For walking. For staying at the café. For — " She gestured vaguely, encompassing everything. "All of it."

"You don't have to thank me."

"I know." She found her keys. "That's why I'm doing it."

For a moment, neither of them moved. The mist had stopped falling. The air smelled like wet leaves and car exhaust and something else — her perfume, maybe, or just the accumulated scent of her.

"Goodnight, Adrian," she said.

"Goodnight, Elara."

She unlocked the door and slipped inside, leaving him standing on the stoop. He heard her footsteps on the stairs, the distant sound of another door opening and closing, the silence that followed.

Adrian turned and began the remaining mile to his own apartment.

He walked slowly, not because he was tired, but because he wanted to hold onto the evening a little longer. The weight of her arm through his. The sound of her laughter. The way she looked at him when she said he didn't have to understand everything first.

For the first time, he began wondering whether friendship could slowly become something else without either person noticing the exact moment it changed.

The question followed him home.

He didn't find an answer.
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Chapter 3 — Things She Tells Only Him
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The emotional intimacy between them deepened so gradually that Adrian almost didn't notice it happening.

There was no single conversation that changed things, no confession so raw that it redrew the boundaries of their friendship overnight. Instead, the shift happened through accumulation — through a hundred small moments that, taken together, formed something neither of them had named yet.

Elara started calling him during difficult moments without apologizing for it.

The first time, she was standing in her kitchen at eleven on a Tuesday night, arguing with her mother over the phone. Adrian could hear the strain in her voice before she even explained — that particular tightness that came from trying to reason with someone who had already decided the outcome of the conversation.

"She asked me when I'm going to stop being so sensitive," Elara said after hanging up. Her voice was flat in a way that worried him more than crying would have. "As if sensitivity is something you outgrow. As if it's a phase."

Adrian sat on his couch, still in his work clothes, not bothering to turn on any lights. "What did you say?"

"Nothing. That's the problem. I never say anything. I just listen and nod and then call you afterward because you're the only person who doesn't make me feel crazy for feeling things."

The word only landed somewhere inside him and stayed there.

He didn't examine why.



The calls became more frequent after that.

Sometimes after arguments with her mother. Sometimes during episodes of anxiety she couldn't fully explain — a heaviness that settled into her chest without warning, a sense that something terrible was about to happen even though nothing had changed. "It's like my body forgets that I'm safe," she told him once. "And no amount of telling myself otherwise makes it remember."

Adrian learned to listen for the shape of her silences. A pause that meant she was gathering courage. A breath that meant she was holding back tears. The particular quality of her voice when she said his name — softer than usual, almost tentative, as though testing whether he was still there.

He always was.

He became the first person she reached for when something unsettled her. And though he told himself this was simply friendship — this was what close friends did, this was mutual care, this was nothing more than two people who understood each other — the privilege of being needed affected him more than he admitted.

Her trust began to feel less like affection and more like responsibility.

One that felt dangerously close to something he wasn't supposed to want.



The night she arrived unexpectedly outside his apartment building, Adrian was eating dinner alone and pretending not to notice how quiet his place had become.

She knocked twice — a rhythm he recognized immediately, two quick raps followed by a pause — and when he opened the door, she was standing there holding two containers of takeout noodles and wearing an expression of complete exhaustion.

"I didn't know what you wanted
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