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Chapter 1: Midnight at the Bookshop
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I was counting the register drawer for the second time when I heard the pounding.

Not a knock. A *pound.* The kind that made the glass shudder in the front door of Tidewrack Books and sent whatever nerve endings I had left straight into my throat.

It was 12:17 a.m. by the clock above the rare editions cabinet. September rain hammered against the shop windows in that sideways way it had here on the coast, the kind that found its way through cracks you didn't know existed. The Harbor Street Diner had closed at ten. The bookshop had been empty of customers for hours. I'd been restocking the new-release table just to have something to do, then counting the register just to have a reason to stay.

The pounding came again.

I made my way through the dark shop toward the front, my footsteps loud on the old wood floor. The rolling ladder creaked as I passed it. Through the rain-smeared glass, I could make out a shape, broad-shouldered and soaked, and my stomach did something complicated that I immediately told it to stop doing.

I knew exactly who it was before I unlocked the door.

Cal stood there with rain streaming off his nose, his dark-blond hair plastered to his skull, wearing a marine-blue Henley that looked like he'd gone swimming in it fully clothed. He was shivering. Behind him, the street lamp on Harbor Street cast a halo through the downpour, and the whole scene looked like something out of a movie where the protagonist shows up to ruin your carefully organized life.

"Jesus," I said. "What happened? Are you hurt?"

"Can I come in?" His voice was rough.

I should have said no. I should have wrapped this in the kind of dry, helpful exterior I'd perfected over the last thirteen years—the one that kept Cal at exactly the right distance, close enough to love him safely, far enough that he would never see it. I should have pointed out that whatever he needed, we could talk about it tomorrow, in daylight, in circumstances that made sense.

Instead, I stepped back.

Cal dripped across the threshold, leaving a trail of water on the hardwood. He looked around the shop like he'd never seen it before, even though he'd been coming here since we were kids. His eyes moved across the rolling ladder, the overstuffed armchair by the front window, the shelf of leather-bound nautical memoirs, his gaze lingering on each as if he was drowning and needed something solid to hold.

"Your car?" I asked.

"Parked it at the marina. Walked." He swiped at his face with the back of his hand, and water flew. "Sorry. I'm—I'll dry off. Do you have a towel?"

I went to the back bathroom without answering and came back with two towels and a hoodie I kept here—an ancient thing from my sophomore year at Portland State, oversized and soft from a hundred washings. Cal took them like a man in a dream. He didn't put the hoodie on yet. He just rubbed his hair dry with mechanical precision, the towel obscuring his face, and in that moment I could have walked back upstairs, locked my bedroom door and tried very hard to pretend this wasn't happening.

That would have been smart.

"You left the marina at midnight?" I said instead.

Cal lowered the towel. His hair stood up in all directions now, making him look younger than twenty-nine, vulnerable in a way he never allowed himself to be in daylight. "Needed to walk it off."

"Walk what off." Not a question. I knew. The whole town knew by now. Harbor Street Diner's gossip network had reported three hours ago that Cal Mercer had called off his wedding. *Three weeks before the wedding.* That was the detail that had everyone's tongues moving. Three weeks before Lauren Pike would have walked down the aisle at the Community Church, Cal had apparently decided—very suddenly, very publicly—that this was not happening.

"Cal."

He met my eyes, and I saw something in his face that I'd been trained not to look for, not to recognize, not to let myself think about in the dark hours when I was alone in the apartment upstairs. His jaw was clenched. His pupils were blown wide, and not from the adrenaline of the walk.

"I can't do this right now," he said. It wasn't an answer.

"Okay," I said quietly.

He started to towel off his arms. The Henley clung to his chest, and I very deliberately looked at a point somewhere above his left shoulder, at a spot on the wall where a Tamsyn Muir poster hung. I'd hung it months ago as a joke—*Gideon the Ninth* in a small-town Oregon bookshop—but no one had laughed except him.

"Is Lauren okay?" I asked.

"She's fine. She's—" Cal blew out a breath. "She was kind about it. That was the weird part. I expected her to yell, and she was just... kind. She said..." He trailed off, then looked at me directly. "She said I never looked at her the way I look at you."

My entire body went very still. I could feel my heartbeat in my fingertips.

"She didn't mean anything by it," Cal said quickly. "She wasn't trying to start shit. It was just something she said, and I—" He made a frustrated sound and threw the towel over his shoulder. "I couldn't explain to her that I didn't know what she was talking about. Because I wasn't sure I didn't know. Do you understand what I'm saying?"

"Not really," I lied.

"Yeah, well." Cal looked down at his hands. When he looked back up, something had shifted in his face. It was gentler now, which was somehow worse. "I needed to not be alone tonight. And the only person I wanted to see was you."

I could feel the engagement ring in his pocket from here. I knew it was there—a square-cut diamond on white gold, tasteful and expensive, purchased three months ago with a confidence I had watched turn gradually into doubt. I'd been there for all of it. I'd listened while he thought out loud about wedding venues and centerpieces and the right way to ask a woman's parents for permission, even though Lauren was a grown woman and this was supposedly progressive. I'd done the thing I was expert at: I had stood beside him and acted like my heart wasn't being systematically disassembled.

"You can't stay here," I said.

"I know."

"I mean it. You need to go home. You need to sit with what you did and you need to figure out why you did it, and you need to do that somewhere that isn't my bookshop at midnight."

"Theo—"

"You're in shock. You're soaked through. You're going to regret asking this as soon as the sun comes up, and I'm going to regret letting you stay, and we are both going to spend the next week pretending this didn't happen while you figure out if you actually meant any of it or if you were just scared."

The words landed like stones in still water. I watched them disturb his face.

"I meant it," he said quietly. "I do. Whatever I'm feeling—I meant it."

"You don't even know what you're feeling."

"No," he agreed. "But I know I can't be anywhere but here. I know that the only reason I'm not losing my mind right now is because I'm standing in your bookshop. I know that when I was walking in the rain trying to figure out what the hell to do with myself, the only place I could think to go was here. To you." He paused. The fluorescent lights hummed above us, casting everything in that institutional brightness that made vulnerability look stark and raw. "Can I stay?"

I should have said no again. I should have said it louder and with more conviction. I should have walked him to the door, pressed the towel back into his hands, and sent him home to his boat or to his father's house or to literally anywhere that wasn't above my apartment, wasn't in the space where I had carefully arranged every circumstance to keep my heart safe.

Instead, I said, "Come on. Let's get you upstairs."

He followed me to the back stairwell, his footsteps dripping, and I didn't look back to see his face. I couldn't afford to see his face. I was already in far too deep.
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Chapter 2: The Spare Room
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I woke to sunlight cutting through unfamiliar curtains and the smell of old paper and coffee. For a minute I couldn't place where I was. My back was against the wall, the mattress beneath me was narrower than mine, and my clothes from last night were piled on a chair I didn't recognize. Then it hit—Theo's bookshop. The spare room upstairs. I'd walked out on my wedding.

The thought hit like a dropped anchor.

For a while I just lay there, staring at the ceiling. The room was small and orderly, lined with half-empty bookshelves and the kind of carefully maintained chaos that was pure Theo. There was a shelf of reference books, a folded throw blanket, a reading chair worn smooth by sitting. On the nightstand was a lamp with a paper shade and a small stack of books about, I squinted to read the spines, marine architecture and conservation. Every object looked like it had been chosen and then left to settle into its exact right place.

I was lying in his bookshop because I couldn't marry Lauren Pike. Because I'd watched Lauren standing in her mother's old wedding dress—the one they'd been altering for three weeks—and felt like I was drowning. Because the only thought in my head when the panic started was: get to Theo.

The coffee smell got stronger. I could hear movement downstairs, the clink of mugs, water running in the shop's ancient sink.

I should get up and find him, say something that made sense. Instead I lay there for another ten minutes, not moving, because moving meant facing whatever this was.

Eventually my bladder won the argument and I got up. The room tilted slightly—some combination of no sleep and too much adrenaline—and I steadied myself against the dresser. My clothes from last night were still damp. My phone was on the floor, battery at 12 percent and fifteen missed calls. I turned it off without looking at them.

The bathroom was across the narrow hallway, tiny and precise, everything in its place. Theo had a small bar of soap that smelled like salt and cedar, a single towel folded lengthwise on the rack, three toothbrushes in a cup that looked handmade. I washed my face and tried not to look at myself too hard in the mirror.

Downstairs, the shop smelled like brewing coffee and the particular dry sweetness of old books—a smell I'd always found calming. Now it just made me feel reckless.

Theo was in the back, refilling the coffee maker with the kind of focused attention he brought to everything. His hair was still wet from the shower, sticking up slightly at the back where he always missed a spot. He was wearing one of his oversized sweaters, dark green, the sleeves pushed up to his elbows, which meant he'd already worked for a bit.

"Morning," he said, not looking at me. "Coffee?"

"Yeah, thanks."

He poured a mug without asking how I took it, which meant he'd made it exactly the way I drank it: strong, dark, a splash of cold milk. He handed it to me and our fingers didn't quite touch, which felt deliberate.

"Sleep okay?" he asked.

"Yeah. It's a good bed."

"It's the bed I had in college."

I didn't know why he was telling me that. I nodded anyway and took a drink. The coffee was perfect. Of course it was.

"I have to open the shop in twenty minutes," Theo said. "There's stuff for breakfast in the fridge. Toast, eggs, whatever. I can—"

"You don't have to—"

"I know I don't have to." He was looking past me at something that didn't exist. "But there's food. Help yourself."

Before I could figure out what to say, footsteps sounded on the front step, then a knock. Hard and cheerful.

"Oh God," Theo said under his breath. He set down his mug with the careful deliberation of someone bracing for impact. "That would be Barbara."

He opened the door and she was there, a woman in her sixties with silver hair in a braid and the kind of determined smile that meant she was about to be charming in a way that extracted information like a dentist pulling teeth.

"Theo! I heard—well, everyone heard—that Cal's had a bit of a situation and I thought—" She looked past him and spotted me nursing coffee in the kitchen like I had every right to be there. Her eyes went bright. "Oh! You're here! Well. I brought lasagna. I made too much yesterday—you know how it is—and I thought, well, Theo could probably use a hand around here and Cal probably hasn't eaten since—" She thrust a Pyrex dish into Theo's hands, still warm, still steaming. "Should feed you for a while. Gluten-free, too. Not that I'm suggesting either of you has an allergy, just options, you know?"

"Barbara, this is incredibly kind," Theo said, which was what you said to Barbara when she had just shown up with unsolicited information-gathering disguised as casserole delivery.

"Of course it is. That's what neighbors do." She was still looking at me. "Are you okay, sweetie? That must have been—well. I heard it was very sudden."

"It was," I said, because denying it would only prompt follow-up questions. "Thanks for the lasagna."

"You're staying for a bit, then? That's sweet. Theo, don't let him mope. He needs to get out, probably. Clear his head. The harbor's beautiful this time of year." She beamed at both of us, had successfully planted three separate fishing expeditions into what was happening, and then said goodbye and left before Theo could do more than nod her toward the door.

He set the lasagna down on the counter and exhaled like he'd been holding his breath.

"That was—" I started.

"Barbara. Yeah. She means well." He was already pulling out plastic wrap. "She's probably calling the Harbor Street Diner right now. By lunch everyone will know you're here. Just—fair warning."

"Oh God."

"Yeah." He didn't sound upset about it, though. Just matter-of-fact. "People are going to show up. They're going to bring food and ask questions."

He was right. By nine-thirty, there was a knock from Patricia, who ran the antique store three doors down. She brought quiche and wanted to know if Lauren had cheated. By ten-fifteen, Gray Solberg showed up from the Boathouse with a bag of decent coffee and just sat in the shop for a while, not saying much, which was actually the most helpful thing anyone had done.

"You okay, kid?" he asked, and I couldn't lie to Gray the way I could anyone else.

"I don't know," I said. "I just—I woke up and knew I couldn't do it. I knew it like I know which way the tide's coming in. I knew it like—" I stopped, couldn't figure out the rest. "I don't know."

Gray was a big man with silver hair and the kind of weathered face that came from decades on the water. He nodded like I'd made perfect sense. "Slack water," he said. "That moment right before the tide turns, before you know which way it's coming. That's where you're at."

"That's not helping, actually."

He smiled. "It will. Give it time." Then he bought a cup of coffee and left, which was exactly the right amount of help without the information extraction.

But it was the fourth visit—not planned, not bringing food—that broke something open.

Around noon, Theo excused himself to inventory in the back office. I was sitting on the stool behind the register, not really thinking about anything, my brain in that white space that came after too much adrenaline and not enough sleep. I was holding my coffee mug like it was keeping me tethered to something solid.

That's when the weight of what I'd done started pressing down.

Lauren had been kind. That was the thing nobody understood unless they'd lived it—the worst part wasn't anger or fighting. The worst part was that she was thoughtful and patient, and she'd rearranged her entire life around mine. She'd moved back to this town because my boat shop was here. She'd taken a job at the elementary school that paid less than what she could make in Portland, and she did it smiling.

I'd wanted to deny it. But there was no explanation that made sense, no logic I could build that explained why I had to have Theo's bookshop more than I needed my own apartment, or why the only thought when I started to drown was his name.

The coffee cup was cold in my hands. I set it down and rubbed my face and tried not to think about the way Theo had looked at me this morning, the deliberate distance he was keeping, like I was something fragile that might break if he wasn't careful.

He was right to keep his distance. I had just blown up my entire life, and the only person I wanted was the one person who had every right to tell me to get out, to figure myself out somewhere that wasn't his bookshop, wasn't his home.

I heard his footsteps coming back from the office. He appeared around the corner, carrying a box of inventory sheets, and he stopped when he saw my face.

"You okay?" he asked.

I wasn't. But before I could figure out how to explain that, there was another knock on the door.

This time it was my father.

He was standing in the morning light in his good jeans and a flannel shirt, his white beard trimmed, his hands in his pockets. He looked exactly like he always looked, except his eyes took me in the way they hadn't since my mother died—like he was checking to make sure I was still there, still whole, still his.

"Cal," he said. Then he looked at Theo, who'd gone very still next to me. "Theo."

Theo nodded, and there was something final in the gesture, like he was confirming something that didn't need confirming.

"Son," my father said, looking back at me. "We should talk."
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Chapter 3: Rules for Roommates
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I locked the front door at five-thirty-seven on a Thursday afternoon—nineteen minutes earlier than usual. Then I stood with my back to the glass and watched the rain hit the window.

Behind me, in the office, I could still hear Cal's voice and his father's quieter responses. They'd been talking for nearly an hour. I'd gone to the back of the shop and filed inventory sheets. Tried not to imagine the conversation happening two rooms away. Tried not to imagine what Walt Mercer might say to a son who'd shown up at midnight with nothing but confusion and his fiancée's words.

You never looked at me the way you look at him.

Cal had said something about needing space, needing time to think. His father had replied, very quietly, "Then you'll think it in this shop?"

The door between the back office and the sales floor opened. Cal appeared first, looking wrung out. His father followed, buttoning his jacket. Walt Mercer had my father's kind of stillness—the kind that didn't need words. He glanced at me, gave a small nod, and left without saying goodbye.

Cal didn't follow him to the door.

He stood in the middle of the bookshop floor, hands shoved in his pockets, looking at nothing. The rain was coming down harder now. He was still wearing yesterday's clothes, wrinkled at the seams.

"You should eat something," I said.

He looked at me like I'd spoken in another language.

I went back to what I was supposed to be doing. It was easier than maintaining eye contact. "There's soup in the fridge. Your mother's recipe—I made it last month and froze half of it."

"Theo." His voice stopped me halfway through a shelf rotation. "He said I could stay. Said I could figure it out here. He'd keep my business running and not ask questions."

I didn't turn around. The books in my hands felt heavier than they should have.

"He said he trusts me," Cal continued quietly. "You could hear it."

I set the books down with care and finally looked at him. "That's good, Cal. That's really good."

"So I think I'm going to take him up on it."

There it was. Not for a night or two until he got his head on straight, but to stay. Actually stay, in the spare room upstairs where I had kept the guest sheets washed and folded and put away for four years. Uncertain when I'd need them. Always ready anyway.

"Okay," I said. My voice came out level. "If you're staying, we should set some ground rules."

I don't know why I said it. Some instinct for self-preservation, probably. Or cowardice dressed up as practicality. I walked to the counter and found a pad of sticky notes and a pen. The small yellow kind that lived next to the register.

Cal watched me write. His expression suggested he thought I might be having a small breakdown.

"No borrowing sweaters," I said aloud as I pressed the tip of the pen to paper. It was something. A boundary. "No late-night talks in the kitchen. And no walking around without a shirt."

"Theo—"

"I'm serious." I pressed the note to the edge of the register with more force than was strictly necessary. Three rules in my careful handwriting. Small and definitive. "These are the terms. You agree, you can stay."

"This is insane."

"Yes," I said. "But you're still not leaving, and I'm still not throwing you out, so these rules are what we get."

Cal moved closer to the counter. I busied myself with straightening papers I'd already straightened. "You think I'm going to seduce you with my bare shoulders?"

"I think you're going to do exactly what you've always done. Crash through things without thinking about the consequences. And I'm going to do what I've always done. Pretend I'm fine with whatever you decide. So. Rules."

He was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke again, his voice had lost some of its edge. "Okay. You're right. The rules are good."

They were not good. They were a last-ditch effort to make this survivable. To keep some distance between us while we lived in the same apartment, shared the same bathrooms, breathed the same air. All the careful walls I'd built for a long time, just to survive having him here.

But he agreed.

* * *
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By Friday morning, Cal had borrowed my oldest sweater because his clothes weren't dry yet. I'd sat across from him in the dark kitchen at two in the morning while he talked about Lauren's exact words and what they meant. He'd walked past me shirtless on the way to shower with wet hair and soap on his shoulders.

Three rules, three violations, before he'd even been here twenty-four hours.

"He's breaking every single one," Nico said, swirling his drink. We were at the Boathouse, and I was supposed to be taking inventory of the bookshop's local author shelf. The task had mysteriously relocated itself to a barstool next to my best friend's workplace.

"The sweater thing, that was this morning?"

"Yeah."

"And he said it looked good on him?"

"No. He said it was softer than his usual clothes and that it smelled like my apartment."

Nico made a noise that was half laugh, half groan. He was grinning in that way that meant he was about to make this worse. "Oh buddy. You're so screwed."

"I'm aware."

"Like, you know you're basically just waiting for him to crash through that door and finally acknowledge what's been happening—"

"Thank you for that update," I said. "Very helpful. Really solving the problem."

Nico leaned against the bar with a look of profound contentment. He loved this. Loved that my careful world was falling apart in real time. "He's living in your apartment and breaking your rules and looking at you like you're the only solid ground in a storm, and you're sitting here drinking my worst coffee and pretending this is fine."

"It's not the worst."

"It's literally the worst. I made it bad on purpose because I knew you'd come in here today spiraling." He topped up my cup with actual good coffee, which was somehow more annoying. "Have you considered just, I don't know, talking to him?"

"About what?"

"About the fact that your best friend just called off his wedding because he looked at you and realized you were the thing he actually wanted?"

I didn't answer. Couldn't. The words sat in my chest like something swallowed wrong, too sharp to sit still and too real to ignore.

"He's terrified," Nico continued, keeping his voice low so Gray wouldn't hear from the kitchen. "Have you noticed? He does this thing where he watches you when you're not looking, like he's trying to solve a puzzle. Like he's wondering what he's supposed to do with whatever this is."

"He's not wondering anything about me," I said. "He's having a crisis. He's confused. There's a difference."

"Sure, there is."

I should have left then. Should have paid for the bad coffee and gone home and let the storm break, which would give me an excuse to hide in my apartment with a book and the sound of rain. Instead, I stayed until six, nursing three more cups while Nico worked and made pointed observations about my life choices. By the time I headed back up Harbor Street, the wind was picking up, sending leaves cartwheeling past the storefronts. The clouds were the color of old bruises.

* * *
[image: ]


The power went out at nine-thirty-seven.

I was in bed reading—a deliberate choice, early to sleep to avoid any more late-night kitchen talks, any more chances for Cal to break the no-shirt rule in a way that might actually kill me—when the whole apartment went dark.

Not a flicker. Not a staged dimming. Just sudden, complete blackness.

"Theo?" Cal's voice came from the hallway, uncertain.

"Yeah?"

"Power's out."

"I can tell."

I heard him shuffle toward my doorway, backlit by the occasional flash of lightning from the street. Another storm rumble, this one close enough to shake the windows in their frames.

"It's a pretty bad one," he said.

"Yeah."

"Come over here," he added. "The main bedroom's getting cold, but yours has better insulation."

That was a lie. Both rooms were cooling at exactly the same rate. But I didn't say that. I heard him move closer to the bed, a dark shape in a darker room, and my stomach did something complicated.

"Scoot over," he said quietly. "Like when we were kids."

We had been kids once, in this town. Sixteen and seventeen. Certain we understood the world. We'd been to each other's houses during storms. I'd fallen asleep to the sound of his breathing without understanding that I was making a choice. Without understanding there was a difference between loving a best friend and wanting him the way you want someone when you're lying in the dark next to them, close enough to touch if you were brave.

I didn't move.

"Theo."

"Cal, no."

"What? I'm cold. You have a bigger bed."

"You have a perfectly good bed with perfectly good blankets in the room next to mine."

"But nothing," I said, and I heard how sharp it sounded. How afraid. "Go back to your room."

The silence that followed was the worst kind. Long enough that I thought he'd listen. That he'd go. Then he stepped closer, and the mattress shifted as he sat down on the very edge of my bed, maintaining a distance that was somehow more intimate than proximity would have been.

"Talk to me," he said.

"No."

"That's rule number two, and we both know you're already furious about how this week's gone—"

"I'm not furious."

"You're sitting alone in the dark rather than spend twenty minutes in the same room as me. That's the definition of—"

"Cal." I sat up, and the sudden movement shifted the air between us. "It's late. The storm is going to get worse before it gets better. We're both tired. Go to sleep in your own bed."

He didn't move.

Outside, the rain hammered against the windows. Wind rattled the old building's bones. Another flash of lightning threw his face into sharp relief—his jaw set, his eyes dark with something I couldn't name and didn't have the courage to look at too closely.

"Please," he said finally.

The word hung in the dark between us like a question neither of us could answer.

I pulled back the blankets.

He got in without another word, careful to stay on his side of the mattress. Careful to keep his distance. The bed wasn't small, but it was small enough. I could hear him breathing. Could feel the warmth he brought with him, the rain-cold of his clothes beginning to fade into something warmer as his body heat spread across the sheets.

"Thank you," he whispered.

I didn't respond. Instead, I turned to face the wall, pulled the blankets up to my chin, and waited for the storm to pass. Knowing already that it wouldn't. That whatever was building between us was moving faster than any weather system. That by morning everything would be different.
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Chapter 4: Tangled
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I woke in the dark with my arm across Theo's chest and my dick hard against his lower back and my brain screaming like a siren.

For a second—maybe less—I didn't move. Didn't breathe. Just registered the weight of my hand on him, the warmth, the exact shape between his shoulder blades, and then horror kicked in. I rolled away so fast I nearly fell out of the bed.

The mattress creaked. Theo stirred, made a small sound like he was waking, and I was already on my feet. Already moving. Three strides across the room and I grabbed yesterday's jeans off his chair. Got dressed in the dark with my fingers clumsy on the zipper, hands shaking.

I didn't close his bedroom door. I just went—barefoot down the hallway, down the back stairs that creaked like they were telling everyone in a ten-block radius that Cal Mercer was fleeing. Four in the morning. That's what the kitchen clock said.

I sat on the edge of the counter and pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes. The apartment was cold and smelled like old wood and Theo's coffee from yesterday. My chest was tight. My pulse loud in my throat.

I was staying in his apartment. I'd broken off my wedding. I'd climbed into his bed during a storm, and I woke up with my body doing something I couldn't explain anymore. Not just reaction to warmth or proximity. Something specific. Something I didn't know how to put back together.

The sky outside the kitchen window was still black. Rain pattered against the glass. My mind wouldn't settle. It kept circling—back to Lauren, back to the way Theo's skin felt, back to the fact that I'd spent my whole life knowing exactly what I wanted and now I didn't know anything at all.

* * *
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That night, the Boathouse was crowded for a night like this. Gray sea and rain brought tourists in for the warmth and the beer. Salt air and wet wool and fried fish mixed with spilled beer and perfume. I nursed a whiskey at the bar and tried not to think about the look Nico gave me when I walked in. That specific Nico look that said he'd seen something he wasn't supposed to see and was filing it away for later.

"You look like somebody pissed in your boots," he said, sliding a fresh drink in front of me even though I hadn't finished the first.

"I'm fine."

"Sure you are."

There was a blonde in the corner. Not from here. Passing through. The kind of open friendliness that meant nothing complicated was going to happen. I was good at this part—the approach. The setup. I'd done it before Lauren, and once or twice before I realized I was getting serious about her. I knew exactly how it worked. You read the signals, you matched her energy, you made her feel like the cleverest person in the room. I said, "You on vacation?" and she said, "Just a long weekend in a beautiful town," and I said, "I could show you around if you wanted," and she smiled like that was exactly what she'd been hoping for.

We talked for an hour. She had a voice that carried easy and a way of touching your arm when she laughed that made you feel like you'd done something clever. She told me about her job in Seattle and her ex-husband and her kids—all grown now. I said the right things in the right places. I let my hand brush her arm when I laughed at her joke. I sat close enough that our knees almost touched. I was performing the part of someone who wanted this. I was performing it well.

When she said, "Want to get out of here?" I said yes.

We went up to her hotel room. It was like a hundred other hotel rooms—the kind with a view of the parking lot and the kind of cold that came from the AC working too hard. The beds were made with industrial corners. She set her purse on the dresser and turned to me.

It was efficient and quiet. Then we kissed, and it was like kissing a television. Like I was watching it happen to someone else. My body went through the motions—I wasn't cruel about it, I was gentle—but I was completely absent. I was somewhere else. My hands knew what to do but felt like they belonged to someone else. I could feel her hair against my fingertips and it meant nothing.

She felt it. She pulled back. Her hand dropped. Her eyes went uncertain.

"I don't think this is working," she said.

I agreed and left.

The walk back to the bookshop took fifteen minutes. I went slow, letting the ocean air clear my head. The rain was cold against my shoulders. The street was empty, just me and the sound of water running in gutters and the distant sound of the ocean, that low patient murmur that never stopped. My clothes were damp. My head felt hollow. I tried to think about what this meant. Why my body had one response at dawn and a completely different one in the dark, and why neither of them seemed to match up to the man I'd been a few days ago, when I was engaged and solid and knew what direction my life was going.

* * *
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I took the outside stairs up to the apartment. Light came from under Theo's bedroom door—just a thin line. He was awake. Or he'd waited up. I wasn't sure which was worse.

I was going to slip into the spare room, let him sleep or pretend to sleep. But then I heard the shower running, and I thought maybe he was washing something off like I should have done.

I went to the kitchen and poured a glass of water I didn't want. The counter was cold under my palms. When the shower stopped, I heard his bedroom door open. His footsteps. They slowed when he got to the kitchen.

"You're up early," he said.

I turned. Theo was standing in the doorway in his good jeans—the ones without paint on them, the ones he wore on purpose—and a shirt I'd never seen before. It was deep blue, soft-looking, fitted like he'd bought it for how it looked, not for function. He was tucking it in, and his hair was still damp from the shower. He was doing his careful face—the one he used when lying about how he felt.

"I couldn't sleep," I said.

"Right." He was buttoning the shirt now, fingers working down the front. "I have to go out for a bit."

"Where?"

"Out." He bent to grab his shoes from where he'd left them by the door. "I'll be back later."

He was dressing for a reason. For someone. And the way he wasn't looking at me said he knew I'd see it.

"What's with the new shirt?" I asked.

Something flickered across his face. He straightened up and met my eyes for half a second—just long enough for me to see something I didn't want to see—before he looked away again.

"I have a date," he said.

The words landed hard. "A date."

"Is that a problem?" He was putting on his shoes now, getting ready to leave, and his voice was doing that thing
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