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​Chapter 1 - Everyone's Favorite Person
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[the usuals basketball]

Bea: okay so I need EVERYONE to weigh in on this rn Bea: my coworker — you know the one — just cc'd our entire department on an email that was CLEARLY meant to be private Bea: like. private private Bea: what do I do?? do I say something?? do I pretend I didn't see it??

Rox: what was in the email

Bea: I CAN'T SAY IN THE CHAT

Liam: then why did you bring it up in the chat

Bea: for MORAL SUPPORT liam

Dex: lmaooo she needs the vibes not the content

Bea: EXACTLY thank you dex

Bea: marco you've been quiet

Bea: marco

Bea: MARCO

Marco: I'm here I'm here Marco: bea give it 24 hours Marco: if she doesn't address it herself by tomorrow, then yes, say something. but privately. one on one.

Bea: okay but what if—

Marco: 24 hours. I promise it'll feel different by then.

Bea: ...okay

Bea: you're so annoyingly right all the time has anyone told you that

Dex: only every day

Rox: genuinely at least once a week

Liam: it's his whole thing

Marco: I'm going to mute this chat

Dex: you would never

Marco: I would never

It was 11:14 on a Tuesday night, and Marco Reyes was lying on his couch in the dark.

Not sad dark. Just — dark. The kind of dark you settle into when the day has finally finished with you and you haven't gotten up to turn on a lamp because the effort doesn't seem worth it yet. His phone glowed on his chest with each new notification, punctuating the quiet in small blue flashes. The group chat had been going for forty minutes. He had been present for all of it: reading each message as it came in, feeling out the room the way he always did — who was okay, who was performing okay, who needed a straight answer and who needed a soft landing.

Bea needed the soft landing. She always did, and he gave it to her because it cost him nothing and mattered to her enormously. That was the math he ran without thinking, all the time, the way other people breathed.

His apartment was a one-bedroom in a mid-height building three blocks from a coffee shop he liked and seven minutes from the train. He had lived here for two years and it looked exactly like him: warm, organized, nothing out of place, a bookshelf that actually had books on it, a worn leather couch he'd bought secondhand because it was the right shade of brown. A kitchen that saw real use. Plants on the windowsill that were, against all odds, still alive.

There was a print on the wall above the bookshelf — something abstract, blue and amber — that Rox had given him when he moved in. Below it, on a small side table, was a framed photograph of six people at someone's rooftop birthday two summers ago, all of them mid-laugh at something outside the frame. You couldn't tell from the photo that it had been someone's idea as a joke and then became an actual tradition. You couldn't tell a lot of things from photographs.

The chat had gone quiet. Marco lay there and listened to his apartment be still.

He was good at nights like this. He was good at most things that required patience and attention and a willingness to hold space for the mess of other people's lives without flinching. His therapist — former therapist, he'd stopped going eight months ago when the sessions started feeling like maintenance rather than repair — had said once that Marco was one of the most emotionally intelligent people she'd worked with, and then paused and said, which is also worth examining, and he had laughed and said he'd examine it later and then largely hadn't.

He was twenty-eight years old. He had a job he was good at that he didn't love, a friend group he would do almost anything to protect, and an apartment that looked like a person who had figured things out. He ran on Tuesday mornings when the weather cooperated. He cooked on Sundays. He texted back immediately and answered the phone when people called, which fewer and fewer people did, but he remained one of them.

[the usuals basketball]

Dex: okay but genuinely marco what are you still doing up

Marco: just lying here

Dex: same honestly Dex: early shift tomorrow and I'm just. not moving

Marco: how was tonight? You seemed a little quiet

Dex: I'm always quiet

Marco: you're never quiet

Dex: ...yeah okay fair Dex: I'm fine though Dex: just one of those weeks where everything feels slightly louder than usual

Marco: you want to grab coffee this week?

Dex: yeah. yeah I do actually.

Marco: Thursday?

Dex: Thursday.

Marco: good. Marco: now go to sleep

Dex: YOU go to sleep

Marco: goodnight dex

Dex: night

Marco put his phone face-down on his chest and looked at the ceiling.

The apartment made its small sounds: the refrigerator cycling, something settling in the walls, the distant drag of traffic from two streets over. He had a meeting at nine. He needed to do laundry. He had been meaning to call his sister for six days and kept finding reasons not to, which probably meant he needed to examine that.

He thought about Dex saying one of those weeks where everything feels slightly louder than usual, and he thought about the way Dex had said I'm fine though before Marco had asked, the slight overjustification of it, and he thought: I'll ask again on Thursday. Not push. Just leave the door open.

This was how he worked. Patient, attentive, unhurried. He had a gift for making people feel that there was no rush, that the true thing they were carrying would find its way out eventually, that he would still be there when it did. He was the person you called at two in the morning. He was the person who remembered the hard anniversary and sent a message on the actual day, not the day before. He was the first to arrive and the last to leave and he was, according to everyone who knew him, exactly the kind of person the world needed more of.

He lay in the dark and turned this over the way you turn over something familiar, half-attentive, not expecting to find anything new.

Then, because there was nothing unusual about the thought and no particular weight to it, he noticed something: he could not remember the last time he had wanted something just for himself.

Not in a despairing way. Not even in a particularly significant way. More the way you notice that a song has been playing in another room for a while and you've only just become aware of the sound. He turned the thought over once, twice, and it didn't offer anything further, so he let it go.

He reached up and put his phone on the side table. He closed his eyes.

He fell asleep in approximately four minutes, which was fast even for him, and he did not dream about anything in particular.

Outside, the city did what cities do at midnight — kept going, indifferent and bright and enormous — and in the group chat that never fully slept, Bea sent one more message two hours later that simply said: she deleted the email. Marco didn't see it until morning. By then he had already made coffee and was already in the shower and the day had already started, and everyone was fine, and everything was exactly as it had been the night before.

Which is to say: good.

Which is to say: not quite enough, though he had not yet found the word for that.
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​Chapter 2 - The Thing About Dex
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The coffee shop they always used was called Harbor, which was an odd name for a place with no water nearby, but it had been called that since before either of them started coming, and by now the name had stopped being a name and become just the place. It was three blocks from Marco's apartment and five from Dex's, a walk that Dex always claimed he did in under twelve minutes and that Marco had once clocked at sixteen. This was a source of ongoing dispute between them that neither of them had any interest in actually resolving.

Dex was already there when Marco arrived. This meant he'd been early, because Marco was five minutes early himself, which meant Dex had left the house at least ten minutes before he'd needed to and had not mentioned this in any of his texts.

Marco noticed this. He did not say anything about it.

"You were early," Marco said, sitting down.

"I'm always early."

"You're really not."

Dex looked up from his phone and smiled — quick, genuine, the kind of smile that arrived before he meant it to. He was wearing a gray crewneck that Marco had seen approximately eighty times and that looked, as it always did, like it had been slightly washed too many times and Dex had kept wearing it anyway because he was not someone who threw out things that still worked. There were dark circles under his eyes that weren't dramatic enough to mention but that Marco saw anyway.

"Okay," Dex said. "I was early today."

"Why?"

"I don't know. Couldn't sleep past seven. Ran, came back, sat around, decided I'd rather be here."

Marco flagged down the person behind the counter — he already knew what he was getting, and he knew what Dex was getting, and had in fact been about to order for both of them before Dex interrupted with "I'll get it" in the tone of someone who meant it, so Marco sat back and let him.

This, too, was a small and unremarkable thing that Marco noticed. Dex didn't usually get there first and order. That was more Marco's move. Dex was making a small gesture of normalcy, of control, of here is me being fine, and Marco received it without comment because that was what you did with small gestures: you received them.

The coffee shop had the good kind of mid-morning quiet, the kind where there were people but not too many of them and the music was low enough that you could have a real conversation without leaning in. Marco looked around out of habit — there was a woman near the window with a laptop, a pair of people he recognized vaguely from the neighborhood, a man reading a paperback at the counter with his coffee untouched. Normal. Fine.

Dex came back with two cups and sat down and they talked for a while about nothing, which was its own kind of something. Marco's meeting yesterday that had run long. The documentary Liam had recommended and whether it was actually good or just technically impressive, a distinction Dex maintained was important and Marco maintained was invented. The coworker situation Bea had now updated them on three separate times and which had resolved, as these things usually did, without any dramatic action from anyone.

"She should have just said something on day one," Dex said.

"You know she can't."

"I know she can. I know she thinks she can't."

"That's the same thing, practically."

"It really isn't." Dex pulled his coffee closer and wrapped both hands around the cup. "You always do that — treat the obstacle like it's fixed when it's actually something the person is choosing."

"That's a little harsh."

"I don't mean it harshly. I just think you let people off the hook a lot." He said it without any edge, the way you say a thing you've thought a dozen times and have finally stopped bothering to soften. "It's one of your things."

"I didn't realize I had things."

"You have several." Dex looked at him steadily. "I mean it affectionately."

Marco smiled. "I know you do."

They sat with that for a moment. Outside, a bus rolled by. The woman at the window laughed quietly at something on her screen.

Dex said, "Rox is coming tonight, right? To Liam's thing?"

"She texted me this morning, so yes."

"Good." A pause, half a beat too long. "Last time she almost bailed because of work and then showed up anyway at ten and we were all already tired."

"This time she said eight and she means it."

"I believe her." Another pause. "Nate was supposed to come to that one. Last time. He didn't, obviously." Dex said this the way you say a thing you're trying to say like it's nothing: evenly, with a lightness that was slightly too deliberate to be natural. "I remember thinking about it while we were waiting and then just — not thinking about it for the rest of the night. Which I guess is what passing time looks like."

Marco looked at his coffee.

"That's good," he said carefully. "That it just passed like that."

"Yeah." Dex's mouth curved, something dry and a little fond in it. "I know what that sounds like. I'm not performing it. It actually just — was fine. The night was fine." He exhaled through his nose, a small release. "It's weird, you know? Like I keep waiting for there to still be something left, and I'll go to check and it's like — I don't know. A cabinet I expected to be full that isn't."

"Empty can be good."

"Empty can be good," Dex agreed, though he didn't sound entirely convinced.

He changed the subject. He was good at this, the pivot — he'd gotten better at it in the past two years, the smooth redirect, the ability to close a door and open a window so naturally you almost didn't notice the door was gone. They talked about Bea and the coworker again. They talked about Liam's recently announced plan to actually try online dating, which both of them agreed was going to produce incredible group chat content. Dex said something about running — that he was doing a longer route now, ten kilometers on Saturdays — and Marco said that was impressive and Dex shrugged in a way that didn't invite follow-up.

Marco stored that detail somewhere. The longer route. The not inviting follow-up. He stored a lot of things about Dex in a way he never had to consciously maintain, the way you stop having to think about breathing. He had known Dex since they were twenty-two and seated next to each other at a work training they both found professionally insulting, and for six years they had been, in various modes, each other's constant. Not in a romantic way — it had never been that, they'd had exactly one conversation about it years ago that took about four minutes and concluded with both of them deciding it was not what they wanted from each other, and then they'd gone back to being what they were, which was better. In a different way. In the way of someone who knew all your coffee orders and all your soft spots and all the particular frequencies of your silences.

They stayed another hour. When they left, Dex clapped him briefly on the shoulder the way he sometimes did, a habit from some early version of their friendship that had never quite left, and they went their separate directions on the sidewalk.

Marco walked half a block before he heard quick footsteps and Dex appeared again at his shoulder.

"Hey," Dex said.

"Hey."

"I'm actually — I am fine. I want you to know that. I'm not saying it so you'll stop worrying. I'm saying it because I think it's actually true now."

Marco looked at him. Dex's expression was open, neither searching for reassurance nor preemptively deflecting it. Just: present. The specific kind of present that required something to look directly at.

"I know," Marco said.

"Okay." Dex gave a short nod, more to himself than to Marco. "Okay. See you tonight."

He left. Marco stood on the sidewalk and watched him go, hands in his jacket pockets, and thought about what it looked like when someone told you they were fine and the thing that made it hard was that you believed them about ninety percent and held the remaining ten in reserve, not because you didn't trust them, but because you loved them too much to be incautious.

He turned and walked home. Halfway there, his phone buzzed.

It was Rox, not the group chat but a direct message: still on for tonight? Marco typed back yes and a confirmation of the time and dropped his phone back in his pocket.

A half-block later, he turned the corner and nearly walked into a woman walking very fast in the opposite direction, and they did the awkward sidewalk shuffle of two people trying to get out of each other's way and ending up in each other's path twice, and both of them apologized, and she kept going, and Marco started walking again, and Rox appeared around the next corner holding two brown paper bags and a large iced coffee.

"I was going to text you but I'm literally right here," she said. "I got sandwiches."

"From where?"

"The good place on Moreno."

"You went to Moreno for sandwiches."

"I had something in the neighborhood." She fell into step beside him. "How's Dex?"

He looked at her sideways. "You knew I was with him?"

"He texted me at six-thirty this morning to ask what you were doing today."

"He didn't tell me that."

"He wouldn't." She handed him one of the paper bags. "How is he?"

"He says he's fine."

"And?"

Marco considered this for half a block. "And I think he mostly is. It's more like — you know when something that hurt has healed but healed slightly wrong? Not badly. Just not perfectly. And it functions fine most of the time, but there are moments when it catches."

Rox made a small sound of acknowledgment that meant she understood and was filing the information. She drank her iced coffee. They walked.

They were nearly back to Marco's building when she said it — not quite to Marco, more as a thought finding its way out loud, her eyes on the middle distance: "I wonder if any of us would know what to do if we actually wanted something we weren't supposed to."

She did not appear to be speaking to him specifically. She might have been speaking to the street, or to the general condition of their twenties, or to no one at all. She didn't follow it up and didn't look at him for a response, and Marco, who had no response ready, said nothing.

They went up to his apartment. They ate the sandwiches. Rox complained about the work situation she'd been dealing with and Marco listened and asked the right questions and made her laugh twice. When she left an hour later she said, "Tonight at eight, don't be late," and he said he was never late and she said "you were late literally last week" and then the door closed and she was gone.

Marco stood in his kitchen and put the paper bags in the recycling and rinsed the glasses and set them in the rack to dry. He moved through the familiar shapes of his apartment.

I wonder if any of us would know what to do.

He could not say why the sentence stayed. It had not been directed at him. It had not been about him. It was a throwaway line, the kind people said and forgot. He was turning it over now the way you turn over something you found on the street: not looking for anything, just noting the weight of it, the particular smoothness of a thought that has worn itself into a coin.

He put it down. He went to get ready for tonight.

But it came back to him, twice, before he'd even gotten through the door.
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​Chapter 3 - Portrait of a Group in Its Natural Habitat
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[the usuals basketball]

Liam: tonight. 8pm. the usual place?

Bea: yes PLEASE I've been in the apartment since saturday I'm decaying

Rox: the usual place is closed on thursdays now

Liam: since when

Rox: since like. september

Dex: has it always been closed on thursdays and we've just never gone on a thursday

Rox: yes

Bea: then where are we going

Liam: I'll find somewhere

Dex: somewhere with outdoor seating

Bea: it's too cold for outdoor seating

Dex: I'll wear a jacket

Bea: dex it's literally 55 degrees

Dex: I said what I said

Marco: the place on Clement has a covered back patio with heaters

Liam: that works

Dex: perfect

Bea: fine but if I'm cold I'm sitting in dex's lap

Dex: genuinely acceptable terms

Rox: I'll be there at eight Rox: if I'm late assume I died

Bea: we'll assume no such thing

The bar on Clement had been someone's idea six months ago and had since become the default, the way these things happened: one good night producing a reputation that meant you always had somewhere to suggest when nowhere else presented itself. It had low lighting and a decent wine list and the back patio they'd been promised, which was in fact both covered and heated in the particular half-hearted way that meant you were comfortable if you kept your jacket on.

By eight-fifteen everyone was there. This was, for them, impressive.

Liam had arrived first and secured the table — a rectangular high-top in the corner of the patio, just the right size for six if nobody needed to be dramatic about it. He was already most of the way through a beer when Marco arrived, and he nodded at Marco with the specific economy of acknowledgment he reserved for people he'd known long enough that hello had become optional.

Liam Osei was thirty and moved through the world with the energy of someone who had decided years ago not to waste his own time or anyone else's. He was deliberate and occasionally blunt and had the kind of broad, grounded physical presence that meant rooms with him in them felt slightly more organized than rooms without him. He was, in the fullness of the word, steady — which was different from boring, though the distinction required knowing him. He made dry observations that landed because he delivered them the same way regardless of audience, and he had a laugh that arrived rarely and completely, which meant when it came it was worth something.

He and Marco had been close since Dex had introduced them at a birthday party three years ago, and their friendship had the particular flavor of people who found each other immediately comprehensible — not because they were the same, but because their differences were the legible kind.

"Bea's not here yet," Marco said, sitting down.

"Bea is never here yet." Liam turned the beer glass slowly in his hands. "You talk to Dex today?"

"This morning. You?"

"He texted me about the run route. The new one." A pause. "He doing okay?"

"I think so. Mostly."

Liam nodded once, accepted this as complete, and went back to his beer. This was another thing Marco valued about him: he didn't require the information to be bigger than it was. He held it proportionally.

Bea arrived at eight-seventeen, which was better than usual, with Rox half a step behind her. They had apparently run into each other on the street two blocks away, which both of them found funny in the particular way that suggested it was not the first time this had happened.

Bea Nakamura at twenty-six was in a near-constant state of arriving — at a conclusion, at a feeling, at the threshold of a thing she hadn't quite processed yet. She was Japanese-Filipino and animated in the way that meant her face communicated everything about two seconds before her words did, and her words were never slow to follow. She was funny in the loud, generous way, the kind of funny that made other people feel like they were also funny, and she had the habit of catastrophizing minor inconveniences in a register so theatrical it looped back around to charming. Marco had known her for four years and could count on one hand the number of times she'd been in a bad mood that lasted more than a day.

Rox was right behind her, and Rox's arrival had a different quality entirely: quieter, more gravitational. Roxanne Ferreira was twenty-seven and Brazilian-Portuguese and had
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