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Chapter 1—Arrival
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The flight from Atlanta to Tampa was two hours and eleven minutes, and I spent the last forty of them reading the wedding weekend itinerary on my phone and pretending I had not read it four times already on the ground. Welcome dinner at seven. Beach excursions Saturday morning. Rehearsal dinner Saturday night. Ceremony Sunday at sunset. Reception until the bar closed. Flight home Monday at noon. Four days of being a senior associate at a boutique consulting firm at the boss’s sister’s wedding with no plus-one, which at thirty-two and three weeks out of a four-year relationship was a specific kind of exposed I had been rehearsing the face for since September.

I had the face ready by the time I got off the plane.

The car from the airport took ninety minutes down the Gulf coast on a two-lane road that ran past mangroves and strip malls and one billboard for a personal injury lawyer who was, by the look of him, personally injured. October on the Florida Gulf was warm enough to leave the windows down. I did. My hair was a lost cause anyway. My mother would have had something to say about letting it go wild on an airport transfer and I had almost called her twice on the flight and both times had not, because hija, you sound tired was the opening line of a conversation I did not have another two hours for.

Pebble Cay Resort came up at the end of the road the way expensive places came up—a long private drive, a guard house, a gate that lifted before I quite saw who lifted it. Palms along the approach. A porte-cochère in pale coquina stone. A bellman in linen who took my bag without being asked and led me into a lobby that was all white wood and rattan and one enormous orchid arrangement on a center table that had been designed to photograph well and did.

Check-in was fast. The woman at the desk found my reservation under Lasko wedding party, handed me a key card in a folder, and told me the welcome dinner was in the Gulf Room at seven, cocktails from six thirty. It was five forty now.

“There’s a lobby bar,” she said. “If you don’t want to go up yet.”

I didn’t. I wanted a drink and ten minutes of not being in a room alone with the weekend ahead of me, which was the thing I had been avoiding in the car, and the thing I would have to do eventually, but not yet.

I left my bag with the bellman to be taken up and I walked across the lobby in the wrinkled linen pants and white tank I had flown in and found the bar on the far side through an archway. It was the kind of resort bar you saw in magazines—low lit, long marble top, bartender in a white shirt already shaking something for someone. The windows behind the bar faced the Gulf. The sun was still up and the water was doing what the water did at that hour, which was silver.

There were six people at the bar.

The one at the far end was Theo Lasko.

I had met him twice. Once at the firm’s Christmas party two years ago—he had come with Diana and stood near the window for forty minutes and talked to the senior partner’s wife about windows, actually, about the mullion profiles of the old Atlanta houses, and I had eavesdropped while pretending to pick at a cheese board because he had a voice that carried the way a quiet voice carries when the person knows what they’re saying. The second time had been at the firm retreat in Asheville last spring. He and Diana had been in separate cabins. Everyone had noticed. Nobody had said anything.

He had noticed me both times, which was also something I had noticed.

He was at the far end of the bar with a lowball glass half full of something amber and a book face down next to it. He was in a gray t-shirt and dark jeans and the kind of leather sneakers that cost more than my rent was when I was twenty-four. His hair was shorter than it had been in Asheville. He had not shaved today. He was looking at the Gulf and not at his phone, which was a thing I registered in the way I had been registering things about men for twenty years.

He turned his head as I came across the room, not quickly, and he saw me. He did not perform surprise. He lifted two fingers off the bar—not a wave, an acknowledgment—and he watched me cross the last fifteen feet.

“Margaux,” he said, when I got close enough for the name not to carry. “You remembered where the bar was.”

“I have a nose for bars.”

“That’s a useful nose.”

I set my hand on the back of the stool next to his and he tilted his chin at it, which was invitation enough, and I sat. Up close he was exactly what he had been in Asheville—tall even sitting down, a long line of him, dark eyes, a small thin scar along one eyebrow I had not noticed before or had and had filed. He smelled like the plane, faintly, and like something under the plane—cedar, maybe, the way a good bar smells at the wood.

The bartender came over. I ordered a vodka soda with lime because I was going to have to stand up in ninety minutes and be professional and the vodka soda was the drink I had settled on, years ago, as the drink I could have two of and still be the sharpest person in any given room.

Theo ordered another of what he was having. Bourbon, neat. He asked it the way a person asked for water.

“When did you land,” he said.

“An hour ago. You?”

“This morning. Drove down from Tampa.”

“You flew into Tampa.”

“I did.”

“So did I. We were probably on the same plane six hours apart.”

“Probably.” He looked at me then, full, and let it sit a beat. “How was Asheville.“

“Asheville was a long time ago.”

“It was seven months.”

“That’s a long time.”

He almost smiled. The almost was the thing. It moved in the corner of his mouth and stayed there.

The bartender set my drink down. I picked it up and did not drink it yet.

“Whitney’s okay?” I asked. “With the weekend?”

“Whitney is okay. She is maybe the most okay person at this resort. She called me from the spa twenty minutes ago and told me she was getting her eyebrows done and wanted me to know I had been seated at the family table tonight.“

“You didn’t want to be at the family table.”

“I did not.”

“But.”

“But Whitney asked.”

“That’s a whole sentence.”

“It is.”

I drank. The vodka soda was cold and the lime was a real lime, not a wedge from a jar, and I caught my own eye in the mirror behind the bar for a second and looked away because I did not want to be the woman who looked at herself in the mirror of the lobby bar at a destination wedding.

I looked at his left hand instead.

It was on the bar next to his glass, and his ring finger was bare. Not tanned around, not indented. Bare the way a hand is when it has been bare for long enough that you would not know unless you were looking.

I was looking.

He saw me look. He did not move the hand. He did not comment on it. He let me see and he let the seeing be what it was, and then, after a beat, he lifted the glass and took a slow swallow and set it down again and said, “Diana isn’t here tonight.”

“No?”

“She’s with Whitney and their mother at the salon still. I’m on my own for cocktails. I’ll see her at dinner.“

“That’s a long salon.”

“Mother of the bride requires hair.”

“I’ve heard.”

He almost smiled again.

I thought: he’s telling me, without telling me, that she is not coming down to this bar in the next fifteen minutes. He is telling me so that we can sit here and have this drink and not have to turn around every ninety seconds. He is also, possibly, telling me something else. I cannot tell yet which.

I drank more of my vodka soda. My pulse was up. It had been up since I had seen him at the end of the bar and had kept climbing through the bare ring finger, and I was a grown woman and a senior associate and I was not going to let my pulse do my reading for me. I had been bored for years. I knew the difference between bored-reading and actual-reading. This was actual-reading.

“I should go up,” I said. “I’ve been in the same clothes since six this morning.“

“You look fine.”

“I look like the plane.”

“You look like the plane looked good on you.”

I set the glass down.

“Theo,” I said.

“Margaux.”

“It’s nice to see you.”

“It’s nice to see you.”

We left it there. I got up. I was careful with the stool. I was careful with the glass. I did not look back at him as I walked out of the bar, and I felt him watch me go for the full length of the archway, and I felt the back of my own neck the whole way across the lobby to the elevator.

My room was on the third floor, ocean side, a king bed with a linen duvet and a balcony and two of those little bottles of water with the resort’s shell logo on them. I stood on the balcony for a minute with my hand flat on the railing and I looked at the water, and I breathed, and I said out loud to nobody, “Okay.”

Then I showered and I did my hair and I put on the navy silk slip dress I had packed for the welcome dinner, which had been bought for a different life and fit the current one, and I went downstairs at seven.

The Gulf Room was full. Lasko and Hart had sent forty people down—every associate, every partner, half the admin team—and Whitney’s side had another sixty, and there was an open bar and a raw bar and a string trio. I found my assigned table, which was a firm table, and I sat next to Eli from my practice group and across from a senior partner’s wife I had met twice, and I made conversation about the flight and Pebble Cay and the weather in Atlanta, which was fine, which was always fine.

Twice during dinner, I caught Theo watching me from the family table.

The first time was during the first course. He was sitting to Diana’s right—she was in a cream silk jumpsuit with her hair up, beautiful, composed, the managing partner version of her turned up one notch for a wedding—and he was listening to Whitney’s mother on his other side, and he looked across the room at me for maybe three seconds and did not look away when I caught him.

The second time was during the toasts. Whitney’s fiancé’s father was telling a story about a fishing trip. Theo was not listening. He was turned slightly in his chair, his hand on the stem of his wine glass, and he was looking directly at me across four tables of wedding guests.

I did not look
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