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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Tallula Karios stared at the phone screen until her eyes blurred. The message glowed faintly against the dim room, the same one she’d read at least a hundred times in the last three weeks. Every word etched itself behind her eyelids, an echo she couldn’t unhear.

      Her thumb hovered over the screen for a long, stubborn heartbeat.

      Then—delete.

      The tiny vibration that followed felt final, anticlimactic, and cruelly efficient. The phone clattered onto the nightstand she’d had since she was a child. She ignored her anger as she slipped into the black dress hanging on the back of her bedroom door. It fit her too well, zipping up the side, rather than the back. She’d bought it for a work gala that never happened. The fabric clung to her ribs when she exhaled. In the mirror, she looked composed. Too composed. Her chin was up, her hair twisted neatly, and her eyes rimmed with just enough makeup to suggest effort.

      She couldn’t believe the woman looking back at her was attending David’s funeral. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Why aren’t I crying? She thought to herself. Shouldn’t I be crying?

      The thought hit her like embarrassment more than grief, as if she’d shown up to the wrong event in the wrong dress. Maybe this was the wrong dress? Maybe that’s the problem. Too sexy? Too…assembled?

      Everyone would be expecting tears. But all she had was this heavy, hollow ache that refused to move.

      A soft knock broke the quiet.

      “Ready to go, honey?” her mother’s voice murmured through the door.

      “Yeah,” Tallula answered, even though she wasn’t sure what ready meant anymore.

      She opened the door and stepped into the family room where her Yaya sat perched on the edge of the couch, a black lace shawl draped over her shoulders. Her father stood nearby, tugging at the cuffs of his suit, already restless in the stillness of the house.

      Yaya looked up, her sharp eyes sweeping over Tallula from head to toe. “Why you hide your curls, koritsi mou?” she asked, making a tiny tutting sound. “Your hair is your gift. Wild and alive—like you.”

      Tallula managed a small smile, smoothing an invisible crease down her dress. “David liked it straight. I thought it would be best…” she said gently, glancing away.

      Yaya made a noise somewhere between a scoff and a sigh. “Psht. Men like many things. Doesn’t mean they are right.”

      Tallula’s mother stepped in gently, her tone the practiced calm of a lifelong peacekeeper. “Her hair looks lovely either way, Ma,” she said, smoothing a hand over her own light brown, pin-straight hair. Her skin, fair and dusted with freckles, flushed slightly under Yaya’s scrutiny. “She’s beautiful no matter what.”

      Yaya’s eyes softened, but she couldn’t resist adding, “Of course she is beautiful. She has her father’s skin, my curls, and your freckles. But still, she hides the best part to please a man—a dead man. Psht.”

      Her father cleared his throat, tone clipped. “Enough, Ma. The man is dead. Show some respect.”

      Yaya muttered something in Greek under her breath, the words soft but sharp enough to sting the air.

      He sighed, shaking his head, then turned toward Tallula. His expression softened immediately, the sternness in his voice dissolving. “Come on, koritsi mou,” he said quietly, reaching out to squeeze her shoulder. “We don’t want to be late.”

      Tallula nodded, grateful for the steadiness in his voice. He guided her gently toward the door, his hand warm against her back—a silent reassurance that, at least for now, someone still had her.

      When they arrived, the church smelled like lilies, incense, and furniture polish.

      Tallula sat in the second pew, hands folded, the way she was taught in every Catholic service she’d ever endured. David’s mother was at the front of the dais, wailing with theatrical precision. Not that Tallula blamed her. Losing a child is unthinkable.

      But, where Tallula’s grief seemed to hide (even from her), Mrs. O’Hare’s was large enough for everyone’s consumption.

      When Mrs. O’Hare caught Tallula’s eye, she beckoned her forward, motioning like a conductor summoning a soloist. The pitying gazes followed as Tallula rose. Each one meant to portray the giver’s condolences, yet they all felt warm, sticky, and suffocating. She felt them cling to her dress, to her skin, even when she stopped looking.

      She hated those looks.

      They weren’t for David. They were for her. The tragic almost-bride, the woman left a widow, the reminder that love could go very, very wrong.

      She bowed her head and stood beside Mrs. O’Hare, who clutched her hand like an accessory to the performance. The priest droned on about eternal rest, perpetual light, faith, and mercy.

      Tallula’s mind drifted elsewhere. Mostly, to the house she and David had been buying, and to the closing paperwork still sitting on her parents’ kitchen counter. Then she thought of the mortgage she couldn’t possibly take on alone.

      It was another thing she would have to mourn. The thought of it actually did bring tears to her eyes.

      Great, she thought. Now I really am a selfish monster.

      No—she would not unpack that here. Not in this church, not today. Instead, she made a mental note to call the realtor tomorrow, though she already knew she wouldn’t. She’d told herself that every morning since David’s accident, and every night passed without the call being made. It was just another conversation she couldn’t bring herself to have.

      The service droned on with prayers, hymns, and the scrape of wooden pews as people rose and sat in practiced unison. Time moved thickly, like syrup. When it was finally over, the air outside was a shock of coolness, too clean after the cloying perfume of lilies and incense. Someone pressed her hand in passing; someone else murmured something kind she couldn’t quite register.

      By the time they reached the cemetery, the sky had cooled into a pale, indifferent gray. Mourners formed loose clusters around the open grave, their murmured condolences blending into one long, well-meaning hum.

      And then she saw him.

      Jordan Tyler Greer, JT to anyone who’d ever known him in college, but always just Jordan to Tallula. He stood apart from the crowd, one hand tucked into the pocket of his tailored black tux, the other balancing a cigarette between his fingers.

      He looked older, sharper around the edges, but still very much himself. His hair was longer now. A bit shaggy on the top, buzzed at the sides. That was new, but the cigarette between his fingers and the faint outline of a tattoo peeking from beneath his cuff—that was classic Jordan. The ink was mostly hidden, but she recognized that linework instantly.

      She glanced down at her ankle, where her own matching tattoo hid beneath the strap of her heel, and she remembered that night.

      It had been a drunken Friday when they were all still in college. A bottle of peach schnapps, a few too many rounds of Fireball, and cheap beer in Jordan’s off-campus apartment. Someone had brought a half-broken fidget toy shaped like Aang’s air glider from Avatar the Last Airbender. It sparked an epic late-night argument over which elements everyone would really bend. Not which ones they would want to bend…but rather where they belonged. The distinction caused its own separate debate.

      David, naturally, had declared himself a Firebender. “Bold, charming, a little reckless, and brave,” he’d said, grinning like the Nickelodeon executives had created the character for him personally.

      “Firebender makes sense,” Tallula said. “All heat, no patience.” It was the first time she’d accidentally flirted with him. But jabbing at David seemed to be exactly the kind of attention he wanted.

      When she thought more about it, he really was a Firebender. He’d wear that label like armor for the rest of their relationship.

      She couldn’t remember who suggested it, but at some point, it was decided they would get matching nation symbols: earth, fire, water, and air. It was a joke that turned into permanent ink. David loved the idea.

      Jordan, on the other hand, had rolled his eyes so hard it was a wonder they didn’t stay that way. “You realize we’re literally tattooing our unobtained childhood identities, right?” he said, passing the bottle. But when the tattoo artist asked who was up first, he volunteered anyway.

      Everyone had expected him to pick Earth, being sharp-tongued, competitive, brilliant, and totally unshakable. But when the needle buzzed to life, and he said “Water,” the room went still for a moment.

      Tallula had laughed, assuming it was a joke. She’d been drunk enough to laugh but sober enough to know exactly who she was. A Waterbender, too. Ambitious but soft, strategic, and adaptable. She was the girl who always had a backup plan for her backup plan, especially when it came to caring for the ones she loved.

      And just like a Waterbender, she knew Jordan didn’t belong to that nation. He was too stubborn, too principled, too…him. But he looked at her over his shoulder anyway, a half-smile curling on his lips. “Guess I’m joining your tribe.”

      It shouldn’t have made her blush, but it did.

      Her mother had been furious when she’d found out. “A tattoo, Tallula? Honestly?”

      Tallula had laughed it off then, telling her it was just a joke, a shared moment between friends. But even now, years later, standing at David’s funeral, she found her gaze sliding toward the faint line of ink on Jordan’s wrist and felt that same spark of recognition.

      It wasn’t just a memory. It was a quiet reminder of who she used to be, and who she might still be, somewhere under all this black fabric and obligation.

      She almost smiled. Almost.

      Jordan looked up, and for the briefest second, their eyes met across the cemetery like two ghosts spotting each other in the daylight. There was recognition, sadness, and something like unearned excitement flickering in his gaze.

      The cigarette in his hand made her stomach tighten. He’d always smoked when he was anxious, and she’d always hated it—the smell, the habit, the way he used it as punctuation instead of words.

      Before she could move toward him, Mrs. O’Hare’s hand clamped around her wrist.

      “Come, dear,” the older woman said, voice trembling and expectant. “You should stand by me.”

      Tallula looked back toward the corner where Jordan had been, but he’d turned away. The cigarette was gone, snuffed out, the faint trace of smoke already fading in the cold air.

      She exhaled, straightened her spine, and took her place beside the weeping mother.

      The priest began the final prayer, and time, once again, refused to move forward.
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      JT spotted her across the crowd before he meant to look.

      Tallula Karios stood near the front of the procession, her black dress catching the cold light. She was older now. Softer in some ways, sharper in others. Curvier, but with that same unbothered poise that used to undo him in college.

      He shouldn’t notice that. Jesus, he shouldn’t be noticing anything. Not today. Not here.

      He took a drag from his cigarette, then caught himself. Tallula hated smoking. She always had. The smell, the habit. All of it. She’d once told him it made smart men look stupid.

      He’d quit years ago, mostly because of her. But somewhere between losing his job in California and moving back into his mom’s house in North Carolina, the habit had crept back in. One more thing he told himself was temporary. The quick drags on the back porch were easier than explaining to his mother what exactly he did for a living, or enduring her daily suggestions about jobs she thought he’d “make a great match for.”

      “It’s all IT,” she’d say.

      “It’s really not,” he’d mutter, again and again.

      Those quiet porch smokes were easier than admitting he wasn’t sure what came next. But this—the now—wasn’t helping either. Like most bad habits, what began as stress reduction had bled into everyday life. He hadn’t even thought about it before lighting up here, at a church of all places.

      It had been eight years since he’d seen his so-called best friend, and now he was gone. The guilt sat heavier than he expected. Still, it was goodbye, and, if there was ever a time for a smoke, it was now.

      He exhaled, pinched the cigarette between his fingers, and savored the burn just as she turned.

      The sight of her hit him, just like the first time he saw her.

      It was move-in day, freshman year. The dorms were a hurricane of boxes, duffel bags, and nervous laughter. Parents lingering too long in the hallways, pretending not to cry.

      He was stepping into the elevator when he heard it⁠—

      “Hold the door—pleaaase!”

      He turned, thumb catching the “open” button just in time. A girl came into view, carrying three stacked crates that nearly eclipsed her face. All he could see was a riot of frizzy brown curls escaping the top.

      “Here—let me—” he started, taking the crates before she toppled over.

      “Thanks,” she said breathlessly. “But I’ve got the third one. Pride, you know.”

      Her grin was quick, a little crooked. He noticed the earthy green of her eyes first. They were bright, intelligent, with just the right amount of challenge.

      “I’m Tallula,” she said once they’d wrangled the crates inside.

      “Greek?” he asked, forgetting to hit the elevator button.

      “Yes,” she said, amused. “Good catch. Most people aren’t sure if it’s ethnic or if my parents are hippies.”

      He laughed, and something about her laugh made him want to try again at being someone worth knowing.

      “Jordan,” he said. Then, without really thinking, “Just Jordan.”

      “Hi, Just Jordan,” she teased.

      The elevator never moved. He barked out a laugh, shaking his head.

      “Great start,” he muttered, reaching to actually select a floor this time.

      Just then, the elevator doors slid open, and Marc stepped inside. JT blinked because he thought Marc was still unpacking in his own room across campus.

      Marc was shorter than him, dark-skinned and sharp-featured, with the kind of confidence that filled small spaces. He was beautiful. The first boy JT had ever fallen for, and he’d fallen fast, faster than he’d thought possible for a high schooler. When Jordan got accepted to North Carolina Coastal University, Marc turned down an offer from a far more prestigious school just to follow him. At the time, JT thought that was true love.

      He was still a little shocked by how quickly the shadows of true love could disappear in the light of someone new.

      “JT! I’ve been looking for you,” Marc said, grinning as he planted a quick kiss on Jordan’s cheek before glancing toward the girl balancing her last crate.

      JT froze, aware of how the moment must look.

      Tallula’s brows lifted slightly, a small, knowing smirk tugging at her mouth. “JT?” she echoed, but said nothing about the kiss.

      He cleared his throat. “Uh—Jordan Tyler ‘JT’.” His head tilted back and forth, and he felt his own smile disappear as his chance for a new identity crumbled under two little letters. He quickly recovered, “Tallula, this is Marc. Marc—Tallula.”

      Marc pressed the third-floor button.

      “I’m on five,” Tallula said politely.

      When the elevator stopped, Marc squeezed JT’s arm. “Are you coming?”

      “Yeah,” Jordan said, voice low. “Wait—no. The crates. But I’ll be right there.”

      Marc hesitated, eyes flicking between them, suspicious in a way that made JT’s skin prickle.

      Tallula must’ve caught it, too. “It’s fine,” she said brightly, holding her foot to keep the door open. “You can just stack those right here.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’m sure,” she said, smiling wide enough to erase the tension.

      He set down the boxes and stepped back. As the doors closed, she winked. “See you later—JJ.”

      And then she mouthed it, lips curving into mischief: Just Jordan.

      The memory broke as a cold breeze swept through the cemetery. JT blinked, pulling himself back to the present just in time to see Mrs. O’Hare gripping Tallula’s wrist, tugging her closer to the front.

      He straightened, scanning the familiar faces in the crowd and found Kira and Steven. Both from college. Both looking a little older, a little stunned by grief. He drifted toward them, grateful for someone familiar to stand beside.

      The priest’s voice blurred into the wind, his words dissolving in ritual. When the final prayer ended, the mourners began to scatter, a procession of black wool and quiet murmurs toward the cars waiting to take them to the wake.

      The reception hall buzzed with that particular kind of post-funeral energy. There were too many casseroles, too much perfume, and the uneasy relief of people allowed to talk again.

      JT sat with Kira and Steven at a small table in the back corner of the room. When Tallula appeared, her face was pale and tired. Kira rose, pulling her into a hug,  and murmuring something JT couldn’t hear. Steven followed, wrapping her in an awkward but well-meaning embrace.

      Then it was his turn.

      Tallula stepped forward hesitantly, then simply folded into him. For a moment, he didn’t breathe. It had been nearly ten years, but in this moment, no time had passed between them.

      Her tears came freely, like a burst dam held too tight for too long. They sank through his shirt, warming against his collar. And as he held her, Jordan realized they were all grieving David’s death, but Tallula was grieving the love of her life.

      Of course, it didn’t start that way. JT and Tallula fell into an easy rhythm from the start, while she and David moved in the same circles without really colliding.

      It happened in the campus dining hall—loud, crowded, full of trays clattering and freshmen pretending to be adults. JT sat across from his roommate, David O’Hare, a loud, charming, magnetic presence. David had grown up just one town over, but they hadn’t met until college. Friendship came easily with him; it usually did. Professors forgave him, girls leaned closer, and somehow, people just stayed in his orbit.

      David’s fork froze halfway to his mouth. “Okay, who’s that?”

      JT looked up. Tallula was across the room, laughing with two girls she had introduced him to days ago, Kira and Jen. Tallula’s hair was wild, haloed in the cafeteria’s awful fluorescent lighting.

      “That’s Tallula,” JT said. “Met her on move-in day.”

      David smirked. “The blond?”

      “No, curly hair.”

      “She’s cute. But, the blond’s fine.”

      JT waved toward Tallula, catching her eye. She lit up when she saw him, tossing a wave back across the dining hall.

      David caught the exchange, one brow arching as a grin tugged at his mouth. “That’s a big smile for some girl. I thought you were gay?”

      JT smirked, stirring the melting ice in his cup. “Bi,” he said easily. “Not exactly a secret. I like… people. It’s about who they are, not what they are.”

      David’s grin widened. “Does Marc know that?”

      JT gave a soft huff of a laugh. “He does now.”

      David let out a low whistle, leaning back in his chair. “Huh. So that’s why he hasn’t been around much lately?”

      JT only shrugged, the motion casual, but his gaze stayed fixed on the table for a beat too long. Finally, he stabbed his potatoes and murmured, “Something like that.”

      Introductions went around, and just like that, David and Tallula began to orbit each other’s universe, though neither of them realized it yet.

      Years later, after JT had missed every chance to make his own move, David finally took his shot and asked her out. She said yes, and it felt like a gut punch from fate itself. He buried that feeling, telling himself that David isn’t the serious type, and it would never last. But it did.

      Now, in the wake’s soft din, that old ache came roaring back.

      Tallula pulled away from him, dabbing her eyes and murmuring apologies. He managed a tight smile and told her not to worry. But the truth pressed heavily behind his ribs.

      Watching her cry now, really cry, for David, something small and shameful unraveled inside him.

      Not jealousy. Not exactly. Just the quiet, gut-deep realization that he had loved her first. And maybe, in some secret corner of himself, he still did.

      But beneath that, heavier than anything, was the hollow fact that David was gone. The man who’d once called him best friend, though they’d stopped being close long ago. Now, JT wasn’t sure what he was really mourning: the friend he’d lost, or the woman who’d slipped out of his life with him.

      And standing there, surrounded by murmured condolences and half-empty glasses, he couldn’t tell which grief hurt more.
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      The bar had the decency to be dim. Edison bulbs glowed like tired fireflies above the booths, and everything smelled faintly of citrus peel and old wood. They’d taken the back corner without discussing it—Tallula, Jordan, Kira, and Steven—because grief made people quiet and corners felt safer than the middle of the room.

      They’d been talking for an hour, the kind of soft, looping talk that never went anywhere new. Stories about David. How he’d once charmed a professor into letting their whole study group turn in a paper late. How he’d cannonballed into the ocean at midnight in January because someone dared him and then proceeded to dare them to follow.

      And how they all did.

      “Two-thirty,” Steven said, rubbing the heel of his palm over his eyes. “That’s what they said, right? The accident was at two-thirty a.m.?”

      “Yeah.” Jordan’s voice was low. “Single-vehicle collision. Roads were icy—black ice, they think. He probably never saw it coming.”

      “It just doesn’t make sense,” Steven murmured. “David knew how to drive on ice. He wasn’t the type to be out that late, either. Nothing good happens after two a.m.—we’ve joked about that since college.”

      The words hung there, heavy and quiet, until the sound of a glass clinking against the table filled the room again. The bartender set down another round without making eye contact.

      Tallula traced the sweating ring her glass had left on the table. Two-thirty a.m. She felt her mind touch the memory of the text, that text, and then she pulled back like a hand from a hot stove. Not here. Not with them.

      Her gaze dropped to her left hand. The ring caught a sliver of light and threw it back at her like an accusation.

      “We were supposed to be married in five weeks,” she said, hearing her voice from a little distance. “Five.” She could see the number, small and obscene. “Barely enough time to—” She took a slow breath and changed the subject. “We’d already… we’d already bought our house. Or. Almost. We were supposed to close next week.”

      For a moment, no one spoke. The noise of the bar seemed to fade around her.

      She swallowed. “I know it’s… awful, but I keep thinking about that house. How much I wanted it. The porch, the light in the kitchen, the blue tiled shower…” She laughed once, a brittle sound. “I was so ready for it. For all of it. And now—” Her throat tightened. “It feels like I lost twice.”

      The words hung there, too heavy and too honest. She shook her head quickly. “God, listen to me. I sound like a monster. I’m just⁠—”

      Kira’s hand slid over hers. “You’re just grieving,” she said quietly, the words full and forgiving. “We all know how much you loved David, and I know how much you wanted to be back on the coast. Shit—I wanted you back on the coast…with us again."

      Tallula gave a small, breathy laugh. “Yeah, well, at least I won't be alone. I’ll be staying in my parents’ home for a while longer. My mom’s already talking about repainting my room—something ‘soothing,’ she said. I told her it’s already soothing; it’s called childhood regression.”

      The table chuckled, the soft sound allowing her to feel grateful to exist at all. Even Jordan smiled, just barely.

      “Could you take over his apartment lease?” Steven asked carefully. “You practically lived there already…Just until⁠—”

      She shook her head. “No. It was in his name. They’ve already rented it. There’s a waitlist, apparently.” She tried to smile and failed. “In fact, I got the notice today that the whole apartment needs to be emptied by Friday. My back’s against the wall. For now. Maybe… forever.” The laugh that followed was too thin to be anything but a sound.

      Jordan’s eyes flicked to her ring, then away. “It doesn’t have to be forever,” he said, his voice catching with something that almost sounded like regret. Then he cleared his throat, steadier this time. “We can help pack up the apartment.”

      Tallula nodded like she agreed. But inside, the words lay heavy and flat. She should be thinking about David. Not mortgages. Not keys she wouldn’t get to turn. God, what kind of person am I? She thought.

      She drew back her hand and took a sip of the fresh beer. “Did either of you see Jen today?” she asked, forcing her voice lighter. “I thought I saw her near the back of the church.”

      Kira nodded. “She was there. She slipped out after the service.” A pause. “How long has it been since you two talked?”

      Tallula opened her mouth to answer, and another life slid in, uninvited.

      She remembered how the music thumped low in the bar. It was the kind of music that made the floor hum under her heels. Kira waved two lime-green drinks like flags; Steven pretended to be offended by the color but drank his anyway. Tallula stood at the high-top with them, laughing at something dumb and grateful to be twenty-one with nothing to be except young.

      Warm breath skimmed her neck. “You look beautiful today,” a voice murmured.

      She turned. David stood too close, grin lopsided, eyes bright with the kind of courage alcohol gives men who already think of themselves as brave.

      “David, stop. What about Jen?” Tallula started, glancing across the room toward the beautiful blond dancing with their friends. Jen and David had been an on-and-off thing for years, a weather pattern more than a relationship.

      “We’re over,” he said easily, like calling a game for rain. “We were never really—” He waved a hand in a circle, as if the gesture could finish the sentence.

      Tallula hesitated, guilt snagging at the hem of her good sense. She didn’t like the idea of breaking friendships over a kiss that might not mean anything in the morning.

      Later, on the dance floor, Tallula’s hair had gone wild, and her cheeks were flushed when Jen leaned in between songs. “If you like David, you should go for it,” she said in that frank, fearless way of hers. “He likes you. We were never right for each other anyway.”

      Tallula searched her face for bitterness and found only relief.

      That night, she went home with David. A week later, they were “seeing each other.” A month after that, officially together. And slowly, like the tide pulling away from shore, Jen drifted from their group. First, there were fewer texts. Then, an occasional dinner when she was free. Eventually, just rain checks that were never cashed in.

      After college, Jen moved away. Years passed without more than the occasional text or birthday call, until last year, when she took a job in Raleigh. Now they lived barely twenty minutes apart, close enough to bump into each other, but somehow they rarely did.

      Kira’s voice pulled her back to the now. “Tallula?”

      “Huh?” She blinked, shaking off the memory.

      “I was asking if you’ve talked to Jen.”

      “Not often. She was always more David’s friend,” Tallula said, hearing the understatement and leaving it at that. “But you know that. Anyway, yes—I’ve seen her a few times since she moved closer. Dinner once or twice.”

      “I’m surprised she didn’t say hello today,” Steven said. “Or… anything.”

      “I’m not,” Tallula replied too quickly, then softened it with a shrug. “She’s mourning too. We all are. Grief lands where it wants.”

      Kira squeezed her knee under the table. Across from her, Jordan stared into his glass, as if it might offer a way out of the awkwardness.

      The talk turned practical again. Of funeral flowers and who’d paid for what, casseroles to divide, who could check on Mrs. O’Hare in the morning, because of course she’d need the company. They laughed at something small. They fell quiet again. The night sagged at the edges.

      Eventually, they left cash under damp coasters and hugged each other too hard beside the door.

      Outside, the air was damp and cold, the kind that clung to skin. Tallula pulled out her phone, thumb hovering over the Uber app. Before she could finish, Jordan’s voice came from behind her.

      “Mind if I share the ride?” he asked. “I probably shouldn’t drive either, and our folks still live about five minutes apart.”

      She nodded. “Of course, JJ. Might as well make it a sad little carpool. I always forget you, and I grew up feet apart. How did we not know that?”

      “Terrible school districting.”

      Tallula let herself laugh a bit as they stood in the wash of the streetlight until a black sedan rolled up. Inside, it smelled faintly of vanilla air freshener and someone else’s perfume. The hum of the heater filled the silence until Tallula finally spoke.

      “I’m really glad you came,” she said quietly. “I know David would’ve wanted you here. And I know that trip isn’t easy…”

      Jordan let out a small huff that might’ve been a laugh. “Of course,” he said, though it sounded more like a breath than a word.

      “So, you’re staying with your mom for the trip?” she asked, glancing over at him. “I figured our California big shot would’ve sprung for a nice hotel.” Her tone was light, teasing, the first hint of playfulness she’d managed in days.

      Jordan leaned back against the seat, eyes on the window. “Actually…I’m moving home for a bit,” he said after a moment. “Lost my job out in California last month. Just needed to reset, I guess. So… back with my mom.”

      Tallula gave him a small, sideways grin. “Is that why you’re smoking again?”

      He laughed under his breath. “Actually, yeah. Nothing like living with your mom at thirty-one to make nicotine look like therapy.”

      She smiled and let the sound of his laugh cut through the heaviness for a moment.

      He turned to her, his expression softening. “You’re not alone, you know. It’s not easy—starting over in the same place you thought you’d already outgrown. But it’s not forever. Not for either of us.”

      Her throat tightened. “Thanks,” she said quietly.

      “I mean it,” he said, then hesitated. “And… I’m really sorry, Tallula. For everything. For David.”

      The car slowed in front of his childhood home; the porch light was still on. She reached over, touching his arm before he could unbuckle.

      “I’m sorry too,” she said. “You lost him, too, Jordan. He was your best friend.”

      He nodded, his eyes shining faintly in the streetlight. For a moment, neither of them spoke. Then Tallula reached over and pulled him into a tight, awkward hug. She hadn’t realized, until just then, how much she’d missed him since he’d left after college.

      He might have been David’s best friend, but he’d been hers too.

      The car idled at the curb, the silence between them familiar in a way that felt almost like comfort. She gave his arm a gentle squeeze before he climbed out, and he offered a small, tired smile in return.

      When the car started forward again, she watched him disappear in the rearview mirror until the driver turned the corner.

      At home, the first thing she did was peel off the dress like it had been stitched to her skin. She didn’t bother with the closet. She let it puddle onto the chair and reached for the lamp.

      The phone was still on the nightstand—his phone. The one she’d charged every few days out of muscle memory or penance. She stared at it, then slid the drawer open, dropped it inside, and slammed it shut. The sharp sound of wood on wood startled her more than it should have.

      Across the room, her own phone buzzed. Once, then again, jittering toward the edge of the dresser like it might fling itself off for attention.

      Tallula crossed the carpet and flipped it over.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jordan: Thanks again for the ride.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Jordan: Just wanted to make sure you got home okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      The typing bubble appeared… disappeared… then came back again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jordan: Want to grab a coffee tomorrow?
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            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      JT let himself out of the cab, Tallula’s touch still a ghost against his sleeve. The street was quiet except for the hum of the porch light and the soft rustle of wind through the bare branches. His mother’s house looked exactly as it had when he left for college, with the same brick walkway and the same flowerbeds trimmed to military precision. It was both comforting and suffocating.

      Inside, the faint sound of Jeopardy! reruns drifted from the living room. His mother was curled on the couch, a glass of wine in hand, her glasses slipping low on her nose. She turned when she heard the door.

      “You’re home later than I expected,” she said softly, setting her glass on the coffee table. “I’ve been worried about you.”

      He toed off his shoes, hanging his jacket over the back of a chair. “I stopped for a drink after,” he said quietly. “Some of the old group was there.”

      She nodded, her gaze warm but searching. “I figured you might. Funerals can be… awful. They take more out of you than you expect.” She hesitated. “How are you holding up, really?”

      He exhaled through his nose, half a sigh. “It was a funeral,” he said finally. “They’re not supposed to be easy.”

      Her expression folded, all warmth and worry. “I still can’t believe it. Poor David. He was like one of my own those four years. And Tallula…” She shook her head. “That sweet girl—she must be shattered.”

      JT hesitated. “She’s… functioning. Barely.”

      His mother nodded knowingly, swirling the last of her wine. “I remember meeting her, you know? Parents’ Weekend, your sophomore year. Sweet girl. I thought you two would’ve made a nice couple.”

      He huffed out a small, humorless laugh. “David beat me to it.”

      “The heart follows its own beat,” she said gently. “But you know that.”

      He nodded, his throat growing tight, not just from grief, but from all the unsaid things he’d carried for years.

      He thought back to the spring before graduation, Tallula’s twenty-first birthday. Everyone else had bailed for one reason or another. Even David. So it was just the two of them. Pizza and cheap wine at her favorite hole-in-the-wall by the beach, Frankie’s. The place with rusted metal tables that wobbled when you leaned on them.

      Tallula eyed the table as she sat down with her slice. “One of these days, I’m going to get tetanus from this place,” she said, half-laughing.

      JT smirked. “Worth it, Ta-lu-lu. At least your last meal would be your favorite.”

      She looked up at him, smiling. “How do you know that? I swear, I’ve never really told anyone. David doesn’t even know. He still tries to take me to that steakhouse by the mall.”

      JT’s grin faltered just slightly. He busied himself folding his napkin, keeping his tone light, so he wouldn’t say what he was truly thinking, because David doesn’t know you like I do. He’s never cared to. And instead said, “Yeah, well… some of us actually pay attention.” He forced a laugh, softer this time. “I mean—to what people order, not the tetanus risk.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Sure...”

      That night, she was glowing. Her hair was wild from the salt air, her eyes were bright, and her laughter was too big for the tiny patio.

      “Do you ever think about staying here?” she asked suddenly, with her chin propped in her hand. “Like, forever?”

      “Sometimes, do you?”

      “Yeah. I have this whole dream…I’d open my own CPA firm, do taxes for all the beach bums and surf shops.”

      He grinned. “Sure. I’ll stay too. Maybe I’ll run IT for your clients—reset passwords for the local surf shop, install printers for the bakery.”

      She laughed, shaking her head. “That’s not even what you do, JJ.” Her shoulder brushed his. “You’re going to build software that changes the way people live, not fix Wi-Fi for my clients.”

      He tried to play it off with a shrug. “Wow, nice to know someone gets it. Still… I’d run IT if it meant I could stay here—” with you, he didn’t need to add.

      He meant it as a joke, but the words tasted too honest on his tongue. It was an honesty that had no business living between him and David’s girlfriend.

      Her smile dimmed, like she’d felt the shift too. “David asked me to move to Raleigh with him,” she said quietly. “He got a job offer there.”

      The words hit harder than he wanted to admit. “You thinking about it?”

      “It’s practical,” she said quietly. “Closer to home. Better jobs. Makes sense.”

      He nodded, swallowing what he really wanted to say: Please don’t go.

      For a moment, neither of them spoke. The noise of the boardwalk filled the space between them with the crash of waves, laughter from somewhere down the pier, and the cry of distant gulls. Then Tallula bumped his shoulder with hers and said, “Come on, JJ. One drink before we start planning my empire.”

      He huffed a laugh. Just like that, the heaviness thinned enough to move again.

      After dinner, they wandered down to a bar. One drink turned into three, and then more. By the time they stumbled out, the stars were a blur of silver over the dark water.

      She stopped beneath a streetlight, wobbling slightly in her heels. “Should I do it?”

      He blinked. “Do what?”

      “Move to Raleigh.”

      He stepped closer. “You’ll figure it out.”

      They were eye to eye then. Tallula on her toes, JT swaying forward just enough that the air between them felt charged.

      She leaned in, her breath warm with alcohol, and whispered, “What if I don’t want to figure it out… what if I want someone else?”

      JT froze, the world narrowing to the inches between them. Don’t rush this. Not like this, he told himself. The pause was only a heartbeat, but it was enough to sober the air around them.

      Then she laughed. Too loud, too sudden. “Oh God, I’m so drunk I almost hit on my boyfriend’s best friend,” she giggled, voice breaking on the words. “I can’t imagine how uncomfortable you are.”

      She turned away, stumbling down the road in fits of laughter that sounded almost like tears. JT caught up easily, matching her unsteady steps.

      “God, I’m so sorry,” she said, voice shaking now for real.

      “It’s okay,” he murmured.

      “It’s not okay! You’re his best friend. David’s best friend.”

      “I’m your friend, too…”

      He smiled faintly, but the words David’s best friend echoed, hollow and final. That’s all he’d ever be. He was such a fool for wanting anything else.

      “Raleigh’s not so bad,” he said after a moment, trying to smooth the air between them. “I think I’m going to take an internship out in Palo Alto.”

      “Really?” she asked, her tone softer than her eyes. “That’s in California… I mean, that’s amazing. It’s just—so far away. But—” she stumbled over the word, “—amazing, Just Jordan. You’ll be brilliant.”

      “So will you, Ta-lu-lu,” he said, resting a hand on her shoulder. He almost sounded sincere.

      Until she bent forward and threw up on his shoes.

      “Oh my God,” she groaned, wiping her mouth. “I just puked on your shoes.”

      He looked down, then back at her, fighting a smile. “It’s fine. Friends puke on each other sometimes.”

      The memory slipped away, soft around the edges, and he found himself back in his mother’s living room. The wine glass was still on the table, the air thick with quiet.

      Maybe that was the point. Maybe being her late fiancé’s best friend, her friend, was the role he was meant to play.

      He leaned back on the couch, staring at nothing, letting the quiet settle around him. Still, something about it all felt unfinished.

      They were both standing in the wreckage of plans that had suddenly imploded. Tallula, with her dream house that she was eager to buy but couldn’t manage alone, him starting over and in desperate need of a fresh start. None of it was how things were supposed to go.

      The thought came to him slowly, strange and practical at once. They could have everything they needed if they partnered up. She could have a house. He could have somewhere to start anew.

      Splitting a mortgage wasn’t romantic. It was logical, clean, and temporary. And maybe, just maybe, it would make things feel a little less broken.

      He said goodnight to his mother, then slipped out the back door to the porch. The night air was cool and sharp. He lit a cigarette and sat on the steps, the orange ember flaring in the dark. He drew in the first drag, the smoke cutting clean through the cold night air. The burn steadied him, sharp and familiar, like flipping a switch back to himself.

      His phone was still in his pocket. He pulled it out, thumb hovering over the screen before opening the message thread named Ta-lu-lu.

      He exhaled the smoke and muttered to himself, “Be a gentleman. Make sure she got home safe.”

      He typed:

      
        
          
            
              
        Jordan: Thanks again for the ride. Just wanted to make sure you got home okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      He watched the message send, then stared at the blinking cursor. He typed, deleted. Typed again. Deleted again.

      “How the hell do I even ask this…” he murmured.

      Another drag. Another sigh. Finally, he typed:

      
        
          
            
              
        Jordan: Want to grab a coffee tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      

      He hit send before he could lose his nerve.

      Minutes passed. The porch light hummed. He was halfway through his cigarette when his phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ta-lu-lu: That sounds great.

      

      

      

      

      

      He stared at the screen for a long moment, then smiled faintly and gave the message a quick thumbs-up.

      He didn’t know if it was smart or stupid, but it felt different. Maybe this was the moment he stopped being JT, the guy who always waited and lived with regret, and finally became Jordan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunlight spilled across her pillow, the kind that makes it impossible to sleep. From downstairs came the low hum of her parents’ voices.

      “She needs time, Niko. She’s been through so much,” her mother said, her words soft and careful, like she was afraid of waking the grief itself.

      “I know,” her father replied, his tone low, weighted with both reason and sorrow. “But the closing date’s this week. I don’t know what she’s planning to do. She wanted that house so badly… wanted to be back at the coast.”

      There was a pause, the faint clink of a coffee mug, the shuffle of slippers against tile.

      “We’ll talk to her,” her mother said finally. “Just… not today.”

      “She doesn’t have many days left to decide,” her father murmured. “Home purchases aren’t built on sympathy. They’re legal contracts.”

      They were having the kind of conversation parents have when they think you’re still asleep. What to say, what not to say. How to handle a daughter balancing loss and logistics.

      Tallula stared at the ceiling, the words sinking in like damp air. Is this how it’s going to be now? The almost bride. Poor Tallula. The woman who, at thirty-one, had finally been steps away from the life she’d built for herself, only to watch it crumble before she could even move in.

      The thought made her stomach twist.

      And then came the saving grace, Yaya’s voice, cutting through their whispers.

      “Enough talk, I made her spanakopita.”

      A pause. Then, her mother and father responded in perfect unison, “Thanks, Ma.”

      Tallula smiled faintly at the ceiling. Leave it to Yaya to use food as diplomacy. Feta and phyllo have a way of smoothing over tension better than any therapist could. And God, she could smell it already. Her stomach rumbled in agreement.

      She reached for her phone. 8:30 a.m.

      One text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jordan: Meet at the Ground Bean at 9?

      

      

      

      

      

      She stared at it a moment before sending back a thumbs-up emoji. Simple. Enough.

      Then she noticed a new email from her realtor.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey Tallula, I was able to run the figures by the loan officer, and with the down payment you offered, we can write the loan in your name alone. Let me know. Closing is Tuesday, but I know someone who can expedite the rewritten contracts.

      

      

      

      

      

      Tallula read it twice. Relief flickered, then fizzled into something heavier.

      “Just because you’re approved,” she muttered, “doesn’t mean you’re qualified.”

      She set the phone down with a sigh. She’d deal with it after coffee.

      She swung her legs out of bed and dressed quickly in jeans and a hoodie. She piled her hair, still mostly straight from yesterday, into a messy knot. She washed the sleep from her eyes, brushed her teeth, and reached for her favorite honey vanilla body spray.

      Downstairs, the scent of butter and spinach hit her like a hug. Yaya was plating golden triangles of spanakopita before Tallula even reached the kitchen.

      “Kaliméra, koritsi mou,” Yaya said, kissing her cheek. “Eat before you go running off.”

      “I’m meeting a friend for coffee,” Tallula said, taking a bite anyway. The spanakopita was warm, buttery, and exactly what comfort was supposed to taste like.

      Her father looked up from his paper, the corner of his glasses catching the morning light. “Who’s the friend?” he asked, his tone easy, just curious.

      The question hung there a moment longer than it should have.

      Tallula’s fork paused halfway to her mouth.

      She could have said a friend from college and left it at that. She could have omitted the name, spared herself the faint ripple of guilt that suddenly rose in her chest. But she’d never lied to her parents, and she wasn’t about to start now.

      “Jordan,” she said finally. “You remember him. David’s friend?”

      Her mother’s eyes lifted, soft with half-recognition. “Oh… Jordan,” she murmured, as if saying his name might coax the memory.

      “The taller one,” Tallula added. “Blue eyes.”

      Her mother snapped her fingers lightly. “Yes! The polite one. Always helped carry the bags up when we’d visit!”

      Her father frowned slightly, as if still searching his memory.

      “He was the one who knew how to pronounce moussaka,” Tallula said, a smile tugging at her mouth. “That night we all went to that tiny café by campus.”

      Her father’s eyes brightened. “Ah—yes! The smart kid. I remember now. Smelled like cigarettes, though.”

      Tallula couldn’t help but laugh softly. “Still does.”

      He grinned over the rim of his coffee mug. “Tell him to quit while he’s young,” her father said, shaking his head. Then, softer, “And tell him we’re sorry. Losing a friend like that⁠—”

      “—It’s tragic,” her mother finished gently, her smile fading to something more tender. “Send him our condolences, hon. I can’t imagine what he must be feeling.”

      “I remember Jordon,” Yaya huffed, mispronouncing his name through her accent. She kept her hand on her hip as if personally insulted. “Not that anyone asked, of course! You all think I’m too old to remember, eh? But I know who eats what. And that one—that one—he liked my grape leaves.”

      Before Tallula could respond, Yaya shoved a small plastic container into her hands.

      “Yaya, I’m going to a coffee shop. I can’t walk in with containers of food⁠—”

      “—Take them,” she insisted, giving her cheek a gentle pinch. “He should eat something good today.”

      Tallula laughed, the sound small but real, as Yaya kissed her on both cheeks. “Go on, korítsi mou.”

      Outside, the cold nipped at her cheeks as she climbed into her little red Ford Focus. The engine hummed obediently to life. She cranked the heat, uselessly at first, and scrolled through her playlist. A few indecisive taps later, she found a song that matched her mood. She turned the volume up and pulled out of the driveway, into the gray morning.

      The coffee shop sat on the corner of Main and 10th, its front window painted in vintage gold letters: GROUND BEAN COFFEE. Inside, Jordan was already there, sitting by the window with two cups in front of him. When he saw her crossing the lot, his posture straightened. He lifted one of the cups, eyebrows raised in a question.

      Tallula smiled. Of course, he’d ordered for her.

      She held up the container of grape leaves and mouthed, “Yaya,” with an exaggerated shrug that said you try telling her no. Through the glass, Jordan’s laugh came easy, with his head tipping back, shoulders shaking. She could practically hear it even before she even stepped inside.

      A moment later, the bell over the door chimed, and she crossed to his table. The warmth of the café wrapped around her as she slid into the seat across from him, fingers curling around the paper cup he’d set out for her.

      Without a word, she pushed the container of grape leaves across the table, a silent trade for the coffee.

      His smile tugged wider as he accepted it. “Your Yaya still feeding the strays, huh?”

      Tallula laughed, lifting her cup. “You know her—nobody leaves the house hungry. She probably would’ve sent a whole meal if she’d had more time.”

      “Did you sleep at all?” Jordan asked, stirring his coffee even though it didn’t need stirring.

      “Surprisingly, yeah,” she said. “Out cold by midnight. I think exhaustion finally caught up.”

      He nodded, relieved but still cautious. “That’s good. My mom asked about you, by the way.”

      Tallula smiled faintly. “How’s she doing?”

      “Better these days,” he said. “A lot better, actually.”

      “I’m glad,” she said, meaning it. “I always liked her.”

      “Yeah,” he said with a smirk. “She liked you, too. Still brings you up sometimes, actually.”

      Tallula rolled her eyes. “Oh God. Probably about how I kept beating you at trivia nights.”

      “Exactly that,” he said, laughing.

      The laughter softened the air between them.

      “My parents send you their condolences as well. And my dad says to tell you to stop⁠—”

      “—smoking, yeah, yeah. I’m on it,” he said, laughing a little harder.

      It was easy. Familiar. Almost like they hadn’t buried David twenty-four hours ago. Almost.

      “So what about you?” he asked. “Where are you working these days?”

      “I’m with a CPA firm in Raleigh. Not one of the big four, before you ask…because everyone asks,” she said, taking a sip of her coffee. “But it pays well, and they let me go remote.”

      “Remote’s the dream,” he said.

      “Yeah,” she said quietly. “I arranged it so I could move into the new house next week.” She hesitated. “But now… I don’t know. Maybe I’ll keep the remote option open. You know, stay flexible.”

      He nodded, voice low. “Makes sense. I’d probably do the same.”

      She tilted her head. “What about you? Any big job prospects out west? Or are you actually staying?”

      He leaned back. “A few interviews with smaller firms. One startup I’m excited about—fully remote, so I could stay here.”

      “Really? I thought California was your whole thing now. Don’t you have a…” she hesitated, eyes flicking up, “a boyfriend?”

      He smiled faintly. “Thomas? No. That ended months ago.”

      “Oh,” she said, feeling a pang for her friend. “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugged, easy but honest. “Don’t be. He’s the one who ended it. Said he was in love with someone else. Shame, though. The sex was great, he gave the best head.”

      Tallula snorted into her coffee. “Wow. Subtle as ever.”

      He grinned. “You missed me.”

      She shook her head, smiling despite herself. “Maybe a little.”

      They lingered there for a while, talking about everything and nothing. David, jobs, family, the way small towns still shut down at nine. At some point, it hit her, it had been nearly ten years since graduation. Ten years. How had that much life passed without her even noticing?

      It felt good to just… talk.

      “So,” she said finally, nudging her empty cup aside, “this startup thing—same kind of work?”

      “Yeah,” he said, eyes brightening. “Software dev from the ground up. Honestly, it’s the dream. But if I take it, I’ll need to get my own place. Working from my mom’s dining room isn’t exactly the innovation capital of the world.”

      Tallula laughed. “I can imagine. Have you started looking?”

      He paused, his thumb tracing the rim of his coffee cup, the familiar habit of someone trying to think his way into the right words instead of just saying them.

      “Actually,” he finally said slowly, looking up at her, “I was thinking maybe… we could help each other out.”
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            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      They had already finished the first cups and were nursing refills that had gone warm. The grape leaves sat between them like a peace offering from a different century. Outside, the parking lot moved slowly: one stroller, two dogs, a truck that needed a new muffler months ago.

      Tallula nudged the container with her fingertip. “Okay,” she said, eyes steady on his. “What do you mean by ‘we could help each other out’?”

      He felt his thumb start circling the rim of his cup again. He stopped it on purpose. No more overthinking, just ask, damnit.

      “First… can I ask why you’re not taking the house?” he said carefully. “If you don’t want to answer, it’s okay. But like—is it about the loan? I know sometimes buyers need both incomes to qualify.”

      “Funny enough,” she said, exhaling through her nose, “I am approved for the loan. I just don’t think it’s smart to carry it alone. Not right now.”

      “You always were the smart one,” he said, smiling. “Remember your latte spreadsheet? Sophomore fall. You saved seven dollars and eighty-six cents the first week and acted like you’d hacked capitalism.”

      She snorted. “Hey, those lattes added up.”

      He watched her for a beat. The light pouring in through the window caught along her lashes when she blinked. He took a breath that felt like stepping off a high rock into cold water.

      “So,” he said, “what if we made it work together?”

      Her brows knit. “Together how?”

      He kept his voice even. “Roommates.” He let the word sit. “I pay you monthly rent. We set it up right—legal, clean. You keep the mortgage and the equity. We both move to the coast. Start over.”

      He hesitated, rubbing the back of his neck. “I know it’s… an insane thing to bring up right now. David’s funeral was yesterday, and this is probably the last thing you want to think about. But you said you were supposed to close this week. I just—if the timing weren’t so tight, I wouldn’t even suggest it.”

      Her face didn’t change, but her shoulders eased a fraction. “Starting over,” she said quietly. “That was the plan, anyway.” She took a slow breath. “It’s a three-bedroom house—it could work. One bedroom each and an office.”

      “Exactly.” He tapped the container. “And I still haven’t found anyone who makes grape leaves like Yaya.”

      Silence stretched in a not-bad way while the idea put down roots between them. Then he saw it. The quick flicker of hesitation surfaced across her eyes.

      He leaned in, gentler. “I know how this sounds. It’s… not nothing, asking about a house you were going to share with David.”

      She looked down at her hands, then back at him. For once, she didn’t dodge. “It was my house,” she said quietly. “He’d say that—usually like a complaint. ‘Your house.’ Like he was humoring me.”

      Jordan stayed still. Listening felt like the only right thing.

      She swallowed. “We had a fight. One of those scorekeeping ones you can’t ever win. Who’d given up more? Who compromised last? We were both awful at it.”

      He didn’t speak. The café’s hum filled the space with the whine of the grinder, soft laughter, and a milk steamer sighing.

      “I wanted to get married out of undergrad,” she said. “He wanted to finish his master’s first. It made sense. So I waited. Then I got my CPA. Two more years. That made sense too.”

      Her mouth tipped at one corner, not quite a smile. “We talked about where to live. I kept saying we’d go back to the coast after the degrees. We didn’t. We stayed in Cary. That made sense as well, apparently.”

      Jordan’s hands stayed flat on the table. He knew that look. It was the look of someone setting receipts in a careful row. He’d seen it since he was a kid.

      “I wanted to open a small firm near the beach,” she said, her voice softer now. “He told me it would be too expensive. Said I could work for an established one, have the same clients without the risk. And I accepted that. Or I wanted to.” She let out a slow breath. “I lived in his apartment for nine years, and he still wouldn’t put my name on the lease. ‘Just in case,’ he said.”

      “That’s rough,” Jordan said quietly.

      “And when I told him I’d get my own place, he talked me out of it. ‘Why waste the money,’ he said, ‘when you’re here all the time anyway?’ So I agreed. We split the bills, his bills, and it made sense. Until it didn’t.”

      She drew a long breath, eyes closing as she exhaled. “Then we fought. I threatened to leave. I’d had enough.” Her voice didn’t shake, but her jaw worked as she spoke. “He said he’d move to the coast if it meant I’d stay. Said he loved me too much to lose me. It felt like a win at the time.” She paused. “But he never stopped reminding me it wasn’t what he wanted.”

      She paused. The pause turned into a small, quiet laugh that had nothing to do with humor. “So no,” she said. “It isn’t weird for me. This was supposed to be my house anyway.”

      There it was. The first honest crack he’d been allowed to see in the picture of their perfect past. She stared at the coffee lid, and Jordan wondered if it might give her permission to feel the way she felt.

      “And before you say it,” she added, her voice dropping, “I know how it sounds. Complaining about the dead. It makes me feel like a horrible person.”

      Jordan shook his head. “People are complicated. So are relationships.” He let a corner of his mouth lift. “David was a great friend. He was also, occasionally, a complete dick.”

      A startled laugh burst out of her, wet at the edges. She pressed her knuckles to her mouth, then let them fall. “He really was,” she said, almost relieved by the sacrilege.

      They sat with it. The truth didn’t bite. It just… sat. Real, and finally out loud.

      “So.” She nudged the container again. “Roommates.”

      “Tribe-mates,” he corrected lightly, tapping his wrist. “To keep the theme.”

      Her mouth twitched as her eyes warmed. “God, now you sound like a dork. We’re grownups…no puns.”

      He grinned. “Right. Ruthless ambition only. No dad jokes allowed.”

      He flipped his wrist and said, “To be fair, I pick whatever tribe has a home office.”

      That earned a real smile. She leaned back, considering. “Okay. Logistics. We draw up an agreement. Rent amount equal to half the mortgage and escrow. Utilities split. I get the primary bedroom, and we’ll use the smallest bedroom as the office. We keep receipts and share a Google Sheet.”

      “Shared calendar for chores,” he said. “And we label the fridge shelves so your Greek yogurt doesn’t become my accidental breakfast.”

      “Perfect,” she said, pointing. “Also, no leaving dishes in the sink.”

      “I’m not a monster.”

      “You are a smoker.”

      He winced. “What does that have to do with dishes?”

      “Nothing. I just didn’t know how else to bring it up.”

      “Didn’t you say you
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