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For anyone who has ever watched the life they planned fall apart, only to discover the detour held more laughter, courage, and love than the original itinerary. 
And for the people who prove that the best beginnings do not always arrive on schedule.
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  Chapter 1: The Nonrefundable Honeymoon
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The honeymoon confirmation arrived at 9:07 on a Tuesday morning, which felt both cruel and excessively organized. 
Mara Bell was standing in her apartment in sock feet, eating toast over the sink because the kitchen table had been occupied by three boxes of returned wedding gifts and a crystal salad bowl large enough to baptize a Labrador. Her phone buzzed beside the faucet, cheerful as a party horn.
Subject: Your romantic Italian honeymoon begins in seven days!
For one stupid second, her body responded before her brain did.
Her stomach lifted. Her fingers tightened. Her heart made the tiny, traitorous leap it used to make whenever anything arrived with the word Italy attached.
Then she remembered.
There was no wedding.
There was, apparently, a romantic Italian honeymoon beginning in seven days.
Mara opened the email with her thumb and the exhausted bravery of a woman checking a wound she already knew was infected.
We are delighted to confirm the final details of your twelve-day newlywed journey through Rome, Tuscany, Florence, the Amalfi Coast, and Venice. Your package includes private couple experiences, honeymoon suite upgrades where available, curated romantic dining, and special newlywed amenities throughout your trip.
She stopped reading at newlywed amenities.
The apartment seemed to inhale around her. White gift boxes leaned against the hallway wall in uneven towers. Someone, probably Aunt Carol, had sent lilies again, as if grief over a canceled wedding could be solved through aggressive pollen. The flowers had opened overnight and were now perfuming the entire place with the smug confidence of a funeral home that had discovered Pinterest.
On the table, a stack of reply cards sat bound with twine. The yes pile, the no pile, the sorry-to-hear pile, all of them obsolete. Beside them was a silver picture frame still in its tissue wrapping, engraved with The Vales, August 17.
Mara had turned it facedown three days ago.
This time it was her mother.
Just checking in, honey. Did you eat breakfast?
Mara looked at the toast in her hand. She had not so much eaten breakfast as negotiated with it.
Mara closed her eyes. Her mother had taken the breakup as a personal call to monitor Mara’s blood sugar and had tried to move in with soup, protein shakes, and a face so brave it made Mara want to comfort her.
Her mother replied with a heart, a fork-and-knife emoji, and what appeared to be a bicep.
Do not cry over protein emojis, Mara told herself.
She set the toast down and read the honeymoon email from the beginning.
There were words like unforgettable and intimate and hand-selected. There was a paragraph about their arrival transfer from Rome’s airport, where a driver would be waiting with their names on a sign. There was a private welcome aperitivo on the hotel rooftop. There was a couples’ pasta class. There was a sunset vineyard dinner. There was a gondola ride in Venice “designed to celebrate the beginning of your forever.”
Mara pressed the phone against her sternum as if she could physically stop the sentence from entering her body.
Spencer had not said forever when he ended it.
That was the inconvenient part no one knew how to handle: Spencer had not been awful. He kept crackers in his glove compartment because Mara forgot to eat on gala days. He had driven her father home after a minor procedure without once mentioning how frightened he had been. He could make a Tuesday grocery run feel like a small, competent life, and for a long time Mara had loved that more than fireworks.
But his tenderness worked best when no one asked it to be messy. He could handle logistics, dinners, errands, thank-you notes, the visible architecture of care. What he could not handle was a feeling that refused to become a task.
Once, during a winter gala when the museum boiler failed and every donor arrived wearing velvet and outrage, Spencer had spent two hours in a service hallway coaxing heat out of a dead system because Mara had whispered, only once, that she was afraid the night would collapse. He had not grandstanded. He had not complained. He had simply made the problem smaller for her. That was the man she had loved, and the part of him she could not turn into a villain just because losing him would be easier that way.
He had said, “I think we both deserve the chance to be completely sure.”
Which, Mara had discovered, was a sentence designed by cowards to sound like kindness.
He had said it in her living room, perched on the edge of the blue chair he had helped pick out but never liked, hands folded in the careful way he used during difficult meetings. He had looked handsome and miserable and so painfully reasonable that Mara had tried, absurdly, to help him through it.
“Of course,” she had said, because her first instinct in crisis was still hospitality. “Of course. We should talk about it.”
And then he had kept talking until the wedding was gone.
Three weeks before the ceremony. Three weeks before the florist, the hotel block, the rehearsal dinner, and the ivory heels she had already broken in by wearing them around the apartment while brushing her teeth.
People kept asking if she was heartbroken.
But mostly, to her private horror, she was humiliated.
Humiliation smelled like lilies, cardboard, and the lemon disinfectant she had used at midnight after scrubbing a wineglass until it cracked in her hand. It sounded like neighbors lowering their voices in the mailroom. It looked like messages from women who had already bought dresses.
Mara hated that one most. You’re so strong was what people said when they had absolutely no intention of helping you lift the heavy thing.
Important reminder: final traveler details and preferences locked forty-eight hours before departure.
It came out too loudly, bouncing off the sink and the boxes and the lilies that refused to die. Final traveler details. Preferences. Did she prefer sparkling or still water during the private Tuscan picnic? Did she prefer one pillow or two? Did she prefer to enjoy her romantic gondola ride with or without the man who had detonated her life while wearing a quarter-zip sweater?
There should have been a box for that.
She found the contact number for Guest Experience. Guest Experience sounded encouraging, like something might still be rescued by a woman in a headset with access to both empathy and refunds.
Mara squared her shoulders, because posture mattered when a person was about to beg a corporation for mercy.
While violins sawed cheerfully through her dignity, Mara stacked returned gifts by category because her nervous system required work. Anything monogrammed went directly into the corner she had privately named The Pit. A framed watercolor of the venue sat on the floor near the TV. Mara placed it facedown.
A bright voice said, “Thank you for calling Bellafiore Journeys. This is Amara. How may I help make your journey unforgettable?”
“Hi,” she said, using her calmest professional voice. She used it on donors, caterers, children with scissors, and once on a board member who had tried to move a gala auction item with a forklift. “My name is Mara Bell. I have a booking for next week. Italy. The newlywed journey.”
“Oh, wonderful. Let me pull that up for you.”
Wonderful was doing terrible labor in that sentence.
Mara gave her confirmation number. There was clicking, brisk and efficient.
“Yes, I see it here. Mara Bell and Spencer Vale. Twelve-day signature honeymoon itinerary. Rome, Tuscany, Florence, Amalfi, Venice. That’s one of our most beloved packages.”
“I’m sure it is,” Mara said.
“The special suite notes are already attached. I see dietary preferences, pillow preferences, and a request for no shellfish at the Amalfi dinner.”
Spencer hated shellfish. He had once described shrimp as insects with better public relations.
Mara pinched the bridge of her nose. “Right. That’s why I’m calling. I need to cancel.”
A pause. Not long. long enough for Mara to know Amara’s face had changed.
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Yes. Thank you. There’s been a change in circumstances.”
A change in circumstances sounded much better than the groom fled the premises.
“Of course,” Amara said gently. “Let me review the cancellation policy attached to this booking.”
Outside, a delivery truck hissed at the curb. Rain moved against the windows in thin, fussy lines.
Mara knew that inhale. It was the preparatory inhale of someone about to deliver bad news in a voice designed to survive online reviews.
“So, because this package included multiple prepaid partner experiences and because we are within the fourteen-day departure window, the refundable portion is limited.”
“How limited?” Mara asked.
“I’m seeing a possible refund of four hundred and twelve dollars.”
“Four hundred and twelve dollars,” Amara repeated, with the doomed courage of a woman repeating facts to the recently injured.
“The trip cost eighteen thousand dollars.”
“I understand.”
“No,” Mara said, before she could stop herself. “I don’t think you do. Unless you also have eighteen thousand dollars currently transforming into a romantic panic attack in your inbox.”
Then Amara said, more softly, “I’m sorry.”
That was the worst part. She sounded like she meant it.
Mara sat on the edge of the sofa, missed, and landed half on a box labeled crystal stemware. Something inside made a sharp, expensive sound.
“Is there any way,” she asked, forcing her voice back into its competent lane, “to transfer the package? Change dates? Convert it to a credit? Remove the honeymoon portions? Make it, I don’t know, a self-discovery package for one woman with unfortunate timing?”
“I can check.”
Mara put the call on speaker and opened the damaged box because apparently she needed to know how many glasses had died for love. Inside, one crystal flute had cracked from rim to stem.
Spencer had wanted the crystal. Mara had wanted everyday glasses that could survive a dishwasher and people with elbows. She had said, “Of course,” because saying of course had become a dangerous habit.
“Ms. Bell?”
“Yes.”
“I checked with my supervisor.”
Amara gave a tiny laugh before professionalism smothered it. “We can transfer the second traveler name up to forty-eight hours before departure. We can also remove some visible celebratory notes from the file, though the package itself remains coded as a honeymoon itinerary with several couple-based inclusions.”
“Couple-based inclusions,” Mara repeated.
“Yes. Some vendors may still refer to the booking as a honeymoon because of how the package is structured.”
“Will they throw rice at me?”
“I don’t believe so.”
“Small mercy.”
“However, we can’t convert this into a solo package without losing the partner inclusions. And because so many elements are prepaid, the refund amount would remain the same.”
For that amount, Mara could buy one of the less judgmental suitcases she had researched. She could not buy back the last year of her life. She could not buy back the invitations, the deposits, the way her father’s mouth had trembled when she told him.
“So if I don’t go,” she said, “I lose almost everything.”
“I’m afraid so.”
“And if I do go, I need a second traveler.”
“Not necessarily. You may travel alone. But several inclusions are designed for two, and single occupancy changes may result in additional charges from hotels.”
Mara looked at the cracked flute.
“Additional charges,” she said.
“I’m sorry.”
“No, no. Why wouldn’t being abandoned cost extra?”
Mara’s face warmed. “That was not directed at you.”
“I understand.”
“I’m normally very pleasant to customer service representatives.”
“I believe you.”
“I organize fundraising events. I make nametags. I’ve never once yelled about silent auction bid sheets.”
“That’s a strong record.”
“You don’t have to apologize.”
Kindness from strangers was treacherous. There was no structure for repaying it, and it slipped past the barricade.
Rome. Tuscany. Florence. Amalfi. Venice.
She had planned this trip late at night after Spencer fell asleep on her sofa with his laptop open. Now the private language belonged to no one.
That was the part she kept refusing to say aloud: she had wanted the trip before she had wanted the wedding photos. She had wanted late trains, small tables, imperfect conversations, a city that made ordinary hunger feel cinematic. She had wanted to find out whether the life she and Spencer were building could still surprise them. Losing him had been devastating. Losing the proof that she had wanted more than a well-managed marriage felt, irrationally, worse.
“Can I change the second traveler later?” she asked.
“Yes. As long as you submit final details forty-eight hours before departure.”
“And if I don’t have one?”
“You can still travel, but again, the package experience is best enjoyed as designed.”
Mara almost asked, Designed by whom? Someone in a stable relationship? Someone who believed forever had a reliable payment schedule?
Instead, she said, “Thank you, Amara. You’ve been helpful.”
“I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.”
“You did fine. Truly.”
“Would you like me to make any changes to the reservation now?”
At the broken crystal. At the facedown watercolor. At the lilies performing their fragrant death march. At the unopened box that probably contained the Dutch oven Spencer had insisted they needed because married people braised things. At the garment bag hanging from the bedroom door, inside which her wedding dress waited in heavy silence like a witness who had seen too much.
Everyone expected her to disappear for a while. To heal quietly. To be brave in soft pants. To post someday about gratitude and seasons.
Spencer expected her to be reasonable.
That thought did something interesting to her spine.
She had been reasonable when he said he was unsure. Reasonable when his mother cried. Reasonable when the venue coordinator called twice, when the florist suggested repurposing arrangements for “a smaller family gathering,” when distant cousins asked whether they should return the gifts directly or wait for instructions.
She had been so reasonable that the world had mistaken her for a woman with no teeth.
The honeymoon was nonrefundable.
So, apparently, was the woman she had been before she learned to apologize for wanting things.
“Ms. Bell?” Amara asked.
Mara set the broken flute down on the table. Carefully. Deliberately.
“No changes yet,” she said. “Actually, wait. Can you remove Spencer’s shellfish preference?”
“Of course.”
“Would you like to replace it with another dietary preference?”
Mara looked at the rain. Then at the email, still glowing obscenely on her phone.
“Yes,” she said. “Please note that I enjoy shrimp.”
“And calamari.”
“Of course.”
“And whatever else looks like it once made eye contact with a sailor.”
This time Amara laughed outright, quick and bright before she caught herself. “I’ll make a general note that you enjoy seafood.”
“Perfect.”
“Anything else?”
Mara breathed in. The apartment smelled like lilies and dust and damp cardboard, but beneath that, faintly, was raspberry jam. Toast going cold. Morning continuing whether she had approved it or not.
“Yes,” she said. “Please keep the reservation.”
“Keep it?”
“I’m going.”
The words entered the room and rearranged the furniture.
Mara stood there in her sock feet, one hand around the phone, the other braced on the table beside the broken crystal, waiting for panic to tackle her. It did not. Not immediately. It circled, suspicious, but another feeling arrived first.
“Wonderful,” Amara said cautiously.
“I’ll leave the booking active and send you the traveler change instructions.”
“Thank you.”
“And Ms. Bell?”
“Yes?”
“I hope it turns out to be a beautiful trip anyway.”
The anyway did a lot of work.
“Me too,” she said.
After she hung up, the apartment was too quiet.
No hold music. No polite sympathy. No Spencer’s voice in her head asking whether this was healthy, whether she was acting from emotion, whether maybe they should both take space before making major decisions.
She could hear only the rain and the soft buzz of the refrigerator and her own breathing.
Noah: You alive?
Aunt Carol: Lilies arrived? They symbolize restored innocence.
Then she picked up the cracked crystal flute, carried it to the trash, and dropped it in.
The sound was clean and final.
She went to the bedroom, unzipped the garment bag, and looked at the wedding dress.
It was beautiful. Annoyingly beautiful. Ivory satin, clean lines, tiny buttons down the back. She touched the fabric once.
Then she zipped the bag closed.
Instead, she pulled her largest suitcase from the closet.
It was navy, hard-sided, and still wearing the luggage tag she had ordered in a fit of pre-wedding optimism.
Then she took the tag off, walked to the junk drawer, found a black marker, and wrote Bell over Vale with enough force to bruise the plastic.
She set the suitcase on the bed and opened it.
She did not move. Packing made it real. She had no second traveler. No plan for couple massages, romantic dinners, or gondola rides designed to celebrate a forever that had failed before departure. No idea how to sit alone on a honeymoon tour without becoming local folklore.
Mara returned to the kitchen, picked up her cold toast, and took a decisive bite. It tasted like cardboard, jam, and poor emotional regulation.
Ate breakfast. Also, I’m going to Italy.
Three dots appeared so fast it was almost athletic.
Mara turned the phone facedown before the maternal weather system could make landfall.
She opened the honeymoon email one more time and scrolled to the itinerary.
A driver with her name on a sign. A honeymoon suite. A rooftop aperitivo for two.
“Fine,” she said aloud to the empty apartment, to the boxes, to the lilies, to the dress in the other room and the ghost of Spencer’s careful apologies. “I’ll go alone.”
The words trembled, but they held.
And for the first time in three weeks, Mara Bell felt something other than abandoned.
She felt, against all available evidence, not entirely finished.
She lifted her phone again, opened a new note, and typed at the top:
Under it, after a moment, she added:
Do not cry in front of honeymooners.
Eat seafood spitefully.
Find a second traveler or develop a convincing relationship with luggage.
Do not call Spencer.
Do not become a tasteful lesson.
Then she paused, tapped the end of the list, and added one more line.
Have the trip anyway.
The sentence looked reckless. It also looked alive.






  
  Chapter 2: The Worst Available Man
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By ten-thirty the next morning, Mara’s mother had called four times, texted twice, and sent one bicep emoji, which Mara interpreted as either nutritional encouragement or a coded threat. 
She did not answer the calls.
She was busy opening her suitcase, closing it, reopening it, and staring into its navy-blue emptiness as if it might reveal whether a woman could survive a honeymoon package alone without becoming a cautionary travel blog.
Her phone buzzed again.
Mom: Soup?
Mara typed, No breakdowns require soup at this time.
Mom: That wasn’t a no.
Before Mara could respond, the apartment buzzer screamed.
The building’s intercom had been installed during an era when technology was expected to sound like an air raid, and the effect sent her nearly dropping her phone into the open suitcase.
She crossed the apartment, stepping over a box labeled linens and around Aunt Carol’s floral arrangement with the note You will bloom again, which Mara had not yet forgiven. She pressed the intercom button.
“Yes?”
“It’s your brother. I come bearing emotional support and deli sandwiches.”
Mara closed her eyes in relief and irritation, the standard sibling blend. “If one of those sandwiches contains turkey, I’ll let you in.”
“One turkey, one roast beef, two pickles, and a cookie I bought for myself but might use as leverage.”
“Before you ask,” he said, stepping inside, “Mom called me.”
“I didn’t ask.”
“Your silence asked.”
“My silence would like to be removed from the family group chat.”
“She said you’re going to Italy alone.”
“I said maybe.”
“She used the phrase romantic self-harm.”
“That woman needs fewer podcasts.”
Noah handed her an iced coffee. “I told her I’d assess the situation.”
“You’re a physical therapist, not a crisis negotiator.”
“I negotiate with men who think stretching is a liberal conspiracy. I’m qualified.”
Mara took the coffee because she was wounded, not stupid. “You brought sandwiches. I’m listening.”
Noah surveyed the apartment. His gaze moved over the boxes, the flowers, the open laptop, the honeymoon brochures, and the damaged wedding-frame corner peeking from under a dish towel.
Mara hated that. Not because it was pity. Noah was careful about pity. It was worse. It was love trying not to make noise.
“You packed?” he asked.
“I opened a suitcase.”
“For you, that’s basically skydiving.”
“I’m evolving.”
“You wrote a list, didn’t you?”
“Several.”
“Color-coded?”
“Don’t ask questions that will damage your respect for me.”
Noah set the sandwiches on the counter. “Mar, I don’t think you should go alone.”
Mara groaned. “Not you too.”
“I’m not saying don’t go.”
He rubbed the back of his neck. “, I think you should go. Spencer detonated the wedding. He doesn’t get Italy too.”
Mara looked down at her coffee because that sentence, simple and brotherly and true, got perilously close to the part of her that was still trying not to cry over protein.
“Thank you,” she said.
“Don’t get mushy. It alarms me.”
“I wasn’t getting mushy.”
“You looked moist.”
“Never describe my face that way again.”
“Fair.”
They stood in the familiar comfort of mutual irritation.
Then Noah said, “But I still don’t think you should go alone.”
Mara opened the sandwich bag with more force than necessary. “There are solo travelers in the world.”
“Yes. And if this were a ceramics retreat in Vermont, I’d say go find yourself through bowls.”
“The bowls didn’t cost eighteen thousand dollars.”
“Exactly. This trip is a couples’ honeymoon package. Romantic dinners, honeymoon suites, probably rose petals shaped into things nobody should see after jet lag.”
“I can survive rose petals.”
“I know. But you shouldn’t have to spend twelve days explaining to strangers why you’re alone.”
“I can lie.”
Mara sighed. “Fine. I can lie administratively. With supporting documents.”
“That’s what I’m worried about.”
“I don’t need a chaperone.”
“No one said chaperone.”
“You’re about to say something worse.”
Noah picked up his sandwich, took a bite, and chewed with deliberate cowardice.
Mara narrowed her eyes. “Why are you eating before saying it?”
“Because this may be my final meal.”
“Noah.”
The name entered the apartment like someone had opened a window in winter.
Mara froze with one hand inside the paper bag.
“No,” she said.
“You didn’t even ask what part.”
“There’s no part of this plan that improves with Theo Grant.”
“He has a passport.”
“So do criminals.”
“He’s free next week.”
“Because his life is held together by camera straps and misplaced confidence.”
“He travels well.”
“He once showed up to Thanksgiving with a duffel bag containing three shirts, a lens cloth, and loose almonds.”
“He got great photos.”
“He got food poisoning from gas station sushi in Ohio.”
“That was unrelated to the almonds.”
“I’m not taking Theo Grant on my honeymoon.”
“It’s not your honeymoon anymore.”
Noah’s face changed immediately. “Mar, I didn’t mean it like that.”
The apartment became too full. Too many boxes. Too many flowers. Too much evidence that something had been meant to happen and hadn’t.
“I know,” she said.
Noah stepped closer, voice lower. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s cruel.”
“Accuracy often is.”
Theo Grant. Of course Noah had gone there. It was idea a brother would have after ruling out every sane person on earth and several houseplants.
He was also handsome in a way Mara found personally inconvenient. Not polished like Spencer, who wore beautiful clothes and looked assembled. Theo looked lived-in. Dark blond hair that never quite respected a comb, blue-gray eyes that missed little, hands always inked faintly with pen marks or camera strap dye. He smiled like he had already noticed the joke and was waiting for you to catch up.
Mara had spent years treating him as background noise.
This was not entirely honest.
There had been a night six years ago, after Noah’s engagement party, when Theo walked her to her car because it was late and raining and she had been wearing ridiculous heels. They had stood beneath the restaurant awning, rain turning the street silver. Mara had been newly dating Spencer then. Theo had laughed at something she’d said about Noah’s inability to express love without offering to lift furniture.
Mara had seen it. Felt it.
For one suspended second, the world narrowed to rain and his hand hovering near the small of her back.
Then Mara had said, “I should go.”
Theo smiled too quickly. “Right. Before your respectable boyfriend sends a search party.”
After that, he went back to teasing. She went back to Spencer. The moment was filed under Things That Did Not Happen Because You Are Sensible.
Now Noah wanted to put that man on her fake honeymoon.
“Absolutely not,” Mara said.
Noah’s phone buzzed. He looked at it, then toward the door.
“Nothing.”
“Noah.”
“I may have asked him to stop by.”
“You may have?”
“He has my jacket from the engagement-party cleanup.”
“The engagement party was six months ago.”
“The man contains mysteries.”
Noah took a cautious bite of sandwich.
“I’m going to kill you,” she said.
“Wait until after the sandwich. It’s rude to waste deli meat.”
The buzzer sounded a second time.
Mara marched to the intercom. “Yes?”
A warm male voice crackled through the ancient speaker. “I have been told I’m returning a jacket. I also have the strong impression I’m walking into a situation, but in fairness, that’s most of my life.”
Mara hit the button to unlock the front door with the force of a woman making a poor legal decision.
When Theo arrived, he carried Noah’s olive jacket over one arm and a paper grocery bag in the other. Rain had darkened the shoulders of his charcoal sweater. His hair was damp, curling at the ends. He paused in the doorway and took in the apartment with one quick glance, not lingering on boxes, not flinching from flowers, not letting his face fill with pity.
Instead, he lifted the grocery bag.
He had noticed everything. Mara knew he had, because Theo noticed rooms the way other people noticed weather. He noticed the suitcase opened and abandoned like a dare. He noticed the cracked gift box on the floor. He noticed the wedding dress garment bag half visible through the bedroom doorway. What he did not do was make any of it the first thing between them.
“I brought cannoli,” he said. “Which, judging by the room, may be either helpful or wildly insensitive.”
Mara folded her arms. “Why cannoli?”
“Noah texted me the words emergency carbohydrates.”
Noah raised a hand. “I stand by it.”
Theo handed him the jacket. “You left this in my car six months ago.”
“Thank you.”
“It has been living a full life. Saw Philadelphia. Briefly dated a scarf.”
Mara did not smile.
His teasing softened, but it did not vanish. That was one irritating thing about him. He could go gentle without becoming solemn.
“Hey, Mara.”
“Hi, Theo.”
“I like what you’ve done with the place.”
“It’s called bridal purgatory.”
“Bold. Seasonal.”
“Noah suggested you as a travel companion.”
Noah choked on his sandwich. “We were easing into that.”
“For Italy,” Noah said, coughing. “The honeymoon. The package. The nonrefundable financial crime.”
Mara saw it because she was watching him too closely. The humor remained, but something behind it shifted into focus.
“Ah,” he said.
“Exactly,” Mara said. “Ah.”
Theo set the cannoli on the counter. “I’m guessing this is the part where I’ve been nominated without consent.”
“You’re free to decline,” Mara said quickly.
“Am I?”
“Yes.”
“Because you’re looking at me like declining may be the only thing keeping my organs inside my body.”
“No one asked you to bring organs into this.”
“I bring them everywhere. Personal flaw.”
Noah coughed again, possibly into a laugh.
Theo leaned against the counter, but not too casually. He seemed to understand that the wrong kind of ease would get him removed.
“So,” he said, “the trip can’t be canceled?”
“Four hundred and twelve dollars,” Mara said.
He winced. “That’s not a refund. That’s a hotel minibar apology.”
“And the package is for two.”
“For newlyweds,” Noah added.
Mara pointed at him. “You are no longer speaking.”
“Don’t enjoy this.”
“I’m not enjoying it.”
“You have a face.”
“I’ve been burdened with one, yes.”
“It’s making comments.”
Theo pressed his lips together, visibly restraining himself.
“No,” she said.
“To whatever thought is forming.”
“I haven’t offered.”
“Your face was about to.”
“My face is being unfairly profiled.”
“Noah thinks you should go with me.”
“I think Mara should have someone in her corner,” Noah said.
Mara turned. “You are still not speaking.”
Noah lifted both hands and retreated into roast beef.
Theo looked from Noah back to Mara.
For a second, the apartment was quiet except for rain tapping the windows and the soft hum of the refrigerator. Theo’s gaze moved to the honeymoon brochures on the table, then the open suitcase visible through the bedroom door.
He did not make a joke.
“Mara,” he said, “do you want to go?”
Everyone else had asked if she was sure. If she was okay. If this was wise. Theo asked what she wanted.
Mara glanced at Noah, then away.
“I want not to lose eighteen thousand dollars because Spencer developed emotional vertigo.”
Theo nodded once, accepting the joke but not fooled by it. “And under that?”
Under that was the awful truth.
Even ruined, even ridiculous, even repurposed from dream to salvage operation, she wanted it.
“Yes,” she said.
Theo’s expression changed so that most people would have missed it. Mara did not. She saw the decision arrive before he spoke.
“Then I’ll go.”
The answer was too quick for pure generosity. It landed in the room before Mara could build a wall around it, and for one dangerous second he did not look like a man accepting an absurd travel favor. He looked like a man who had been waiting beside a door she had never meant to open.
“I’m not known for those.”
“You can’t just say that.”
“I can. I did pretty well.”
“This is a twelve-day Italian honeymoon package.”
“I heard.”
“With couple activities.”
“Yes.”
“Honeymoon suites.”
“I understand rooms.”
“People will assume things.”
“People do that when I buy bananas.”
Mara made a frustrated sound. “Theo.”
He straightened from the counter. “I’m not saying we pretend in any serious way. I’m saying if the second ticket is usable and you need someone who won’t make it worse, I can go.”
“You’re historically excellent at making things worse.”
“Only boring things.”
Mara ignored him. “What about work?”
Theo’s smile thinned. “I’m between things.”
“That sounds like code.”
“It is. For unemployed with better shoes.”
Mara saw it. The flicker of discomfort in Theo’s mouth. The way he shifted his weight, not careless now. Not fully.
Something had happened. Not merely a gap between assignments. A bruise he did not want her touching.
She resented the complication because it made him harder to dismiss.
“I can’t pay you,” she said.
“I didn’t ask.”
“I mean it. I can cover transfer fees or whatever, but I’m not hiring you to be some kind of fake husband escort.”
Theo’s eyes warmed with laughter. “Please never phrase it that way at customs.”
“This isn’t funny.”
“No,” he said. “It’s not.”
Then he added, softer, “But maybe parts of it could be.”
Noah cleared his throat. “I should go before Mara starts labeling my flaws by category.”
“Too late,” she said.
He kissed the top of her head before she could object. It nearly broke her because Noah almost never did that unless something was wrong.
Then he looked at Theo. Something passed between them, private and male and annoyingly wordless.
Noah left with his jacket and half a sandwich, closing the door behind him.
Which was how Mara ended up alone in her apartment with Theo Grant, three dozen dying lilies, and a cannoli bag that smelled like powdered sugar and poor judgment.
Theo did not move closer.
“Well,” he said, “this is intimate in a disaster-relief sort of way.”
Mara rubbed her forehead. “You don’t have to do this.”
“I know.”
“I don’t want pity.”
“I know that too.”
“You don’t know anything.”
“I know you hate lilies.”
Theo nodded toward the flowers. “You told Noah once they smell like funerals with a superiority complex.”
“I said that?”
“At Easter. Your aunt had brought a centerpiece. You were holding a deviled egg like it had betrayed you.”
Against her will, Mara remembered. Against her will, she almost smiled.
Theo noticed. Of course he did.
“You remember weird things,” she said.
“I photograph for a living. Weird things are most of the job.”
“You photograph beautiful places.”
“Beautiful places are mostly weird things with better lighting.”
Mara reached for practicality like a railing. “This would be absurd.”
“Yes.”
“People would think we’re together.”
“Probably.”
“There may be one bed.”
“I’m excellent on floors.”
“I’m not sharing a bed with you.”
“I didn’t ask you to.”
“There would be rules.”
“I assumed there would be laminated copies.”
“Don’t tempt me.”
His smile appeared then, small and real. “There she is.”
Mara hated the warmth that moved through her.
Not because it was attraction. Attraction she could label and contain. Attraction was an inconvenient weather pattern. This was worse. This was being found funny when she felt least lovable.
“You’d have to pretend to be comfortable with romantic couple things,” she said.
“I’ve been uncomfortable in many countries.”
“You’d have to deal with me.”
His expression had gone unexpectedly serious.
“Mara,” he said, “dealing with you has never been the hard part.”
The words did not do anything dramatic. No music swelled. No rain stopped. No sudden revelation parted the clouds.
Mara looked at him, at the damp sweater, the careful stillness, the face that had always been making comments and now made none.
She heard herself say, “I’m not deciding right now.”
“Good?”
“If you decided while you were glaring at me, I’d worry about the safety of both of us.”
“I glare thoughtfully.”
“I felt the nuance.”
A laugh escaped her. Small, reluctant, but real.
Theo’s eyes softened in a way that made her regret it immediately.
On the counter, the cannoli bag sat between them. Theo opened it and slid one pastry onto a napkin.
“Emergency carbohydrate?” he offered.
Mara should have refused. She had already eaten half a turkey sandwich and several pounds of wounded pride.
The shell cracked delicately under her fingers.
Theo lifted his own cannoli in a solemn toast. “To terrible options.”
Mara glanced at the open suitcase. At the honeymoon email. At the traveler-change form waiting on her laptop.
Then at Theo, who was absolutely the worst available man.
The wrong man for a honeymoon.
The wrong man for any plan requiring emotional distance, tidy categories, or a bed neutrality clause.
And possibly the only man she knew who could make the whole disaster feel survivable.
She tapped her cannoli lightly against his.
“To terrible options,” she said.
Mara took a bite, and powdered sugar fell onto the front of her black sweater like evidence.
He reached out as if to brush it away, then stopped himself.
He stopped because he was learning, perhaps before either of them had named the lesson, that wanting to touch her did not give him the right to decide the moment for her.
The space between his hand and her sweater felt suddenly crowded.
Her phone buzzed on the counter.
A text from Noah lit the screen.
Please tell me you have not murdered him. Also, think about it.
Mara looked from the message to Theo.
Theo, being Theo, had already read it upside down.
“I’m hard to murder,” he said. “Slippery under pressure.”
“I’m thinking about it,” Mara said.
“The trip or the murder?”
“Yes.”
His laugh moved through the apartment, warm and low, and Mara felt the suitcase in the other room become a little less impossible.
Which was exactly why this was a disastrous idea.
And exactly why she did not say no again.






  
  Chapter 3: Terms and Conditions
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Theo Grant arrived at Bean There, Done That eleven minutes early, which would have shocked every woman he had ever dated casually and absolutely no one who knew how he felt about Mara Bell. 
Not that he felt anything.
That was the official position, maintained for years with the stubborn dignity of a nation refusing to acknowledge a border dispute. Mara was Noah’s little sister. Mara was the woman who made lists before making lists. Mara was the woman who once told Theo his suitcase looked like it had been packed during a hostage situation. Mara was the woman who had almost kissed him six years ago under a rain-striped restaurant awning, then stepped back into her sensible life with Spencer Vale.
So no, Theo did not feel anything.
He had arrived early because the coffee shop had unreliable parking, because he liked the corner table, and because any man agreeing to possibly impersonate a woman’s honeymoon companion should demonstrate basic punctuality.
Also because he had changed shirts twice.
He checked his reflection in the front window.
Charcoal jacket. White T-shirt. Dark jeans. Hair doing what hair did when it believed itself self-employed.
No. It was a rules meeting, not a date.
He walked inside before he could lose another argument with his reflection.
The café was busy in the soft midmorning way, full of laptops, steamed milk, and people who had managed to look productive while sitting within reach of muffins. Theo chose the small table near the back, far enough from the espresso machine that he would not have to shout phrases like fake husband over oat milk foam.
He ordered black coffee, then changed his mind and added a blueberry scone because Mara often forgot to eat when anxious and would deny this even if found unconscious in a pantry holding a spreadsheet.
The barista handed over his coffee. “Name?”
“Theo.”
He sat, took out his notebook, and made the mistake of opening his email.
He had trusted his eye and hurt someone with it.
Since then, every shot had felt like asking permission from a room that had already gone silent.
Mara stepped in carrying a tote bag, a laptop case, a folder, and the tense radiance of a woman prepared to win a legal dispute against romance itself.
Her expression tightened in warning, probably because he was already smiling.
He stood. “I got us the least romantic table.”
Mara glanced around. “It’s next to a ficus.”
“I said least. Not completely devoid of sensual danger.”
“The ficus and I’ll maintain boundaries.”
“Wise. It looks needy.”
A corner of her mouth moved before she stopped it. Victory, tiny and undignified, went through him.
She sat across from him and eyed the scone. “What is that?”
“Blueberry scone.”
“I can identify pastry.”
“Then we’re off to a strong start.”
“Why is it in front of me?”
“Because I’m hoping you’ll eat it.”
“I ate breakfast.”
“What?”
“That’s vague.”
“It had nutrients.”
“Was it coffee?”
“Coffee isn’t nothing.”
“Mara.”
“Noted.”
She pulled the scone half an inch closer, which he tried hard not to treat as a declaration of trust.
The barista called her name. She returned with a cappuccino so precisely foamed that even the drink seemed afraid of disappointing her, then opened the folder and took out a printed page.
Theo leaned back. “Ah. The treaty.”
“The agreement.”
“Worse.”
“Theo.”
“I’m attentive.”
“You look amused.”
“I can be both.”
She slid the page across the table.
At the top, in bold, underlined text, she had written:
For purposes of safety, clarity, dignity preservation, and catastrophic misunderstanding prevention.
He put one hand over his heart. “Dignity preservation. You do care.”
“I care about my dignity.”
“I assumed I was included under catastrophic misunderstanding.”
“You’re spread throughout several sections.”
“I’ve never been so honored.”
She uncapped a pen. Not clicked. Uncapped. Of course Mara had brought a serious pen to negotiate fake honeymoon terms. “Before you make this impossible, we need clear expectations.”
“I agree.”
That startled her. Good. He liked startling her gently.
“You do?” she asked.
“Yes. If we’re doing this, we should do it in a way that doesn’t make you feel worse.”
Her expression shifted. Humor leaving the surface, something tender and wary beneath.
Theo looked down at the paper before he did something stupid like reach across the table.
“Agreed.”
“I enjoy not being murdered in my sleep.”
“I don’t murder people.”
“I’ve seen you organize a linen closet. I assume precision transfers.”
She wrote something in the margin. “Rule two. No intentional romantic physical contact unless necessary to maintain the cover in a minor, non-invasive way.”
“Hand-holding. Arm around shoulders. Maybe cheek kiss in extreme circumstances.”
“What qualifies as extreme circumstances?”
“Imminent exposure.”
“By whom? Tour guides? Newlyweds? The ficus?”
He lowered his eyes to the page, mostly so she would not see how badly he wanted to laugh and how much he did not want to talk about kissing her cheek as if it were a customs declaration.
“No real kissing,” she said.
“Agreed.”
The word came out too quickly, too flat.
“Do you anticipate Italy pressuring us into kissing?”
“I’ve seen what that country does with lighting.”
He should not have said that. It hung between them with a little too much memory attached. Rain under an awning. Mara’s mouth parted around a laugh. His hand almost touching her back.
It had Leo written on the cup.
“I’m trying a new identity. Feels stable.”
“Leo is worse.”
“Then Theo can stay.”
He liked the sound of that far too much.
She moved down the page. “Rule three. We do not tell my family we are pretending to be newlyweds.”
“Your family knows you’re not married.”
“They don’t need details.”
“Noah will need details.”
“Noah needs a hobby.”
“He has one. Interfering with your life while pretending to be casual.”
“I’m aware.”
“Your mother?”
“Absolutely not.”
Theo imagined Linda Bell receiving the information that her recently abandoned daughter was traveling through Italy with Noah’s best friend under honeymoon coding. She had the emotional precision of a laser pointer and the food-based persistence of a woman who considered soup both a love language and a weapon.
“Agreed,” he said solemnly. “Your mother could weaponize concern across international borders.”
“Exactly.”
“Does she know I’m under consideration?”
“No.”
“You’re a last resort.”
“Still classified.”
She ignored that. “Rule four. We do not use terms like wife or husband unless unavoidable.”
Theo scratched his jaw. “Define unavoidable.”
“Mistaken hotel staff. Booking confusion. Situations where explaining would create more problems.”
“Upgrades?”
“No.”
“Free dessert?”
“No.”
“Better train seats?”
“Theo.”
“I’m establishing parameters.”
“You’re establishing motive.”
He held up both hands. “Fine. No husband language for dessert.”
“Thank you.”
“What about breakfast?”
She pointed the pen at him. “This is why Spencer had a retirement account.”
The name landed like a glass dropped under the table.
Theo made his voice easy. “Spencer also hated shellfish, so let’s not use him as the standard.”
It was quiet, surprised, and a little cracked, but real enough that Theo felt the ridiculous impulse to write down the exact second.
“Fair,” she said.
“Put that in the agreement. Emergency seafood spite is permitted.”
“I already added that to my personal list.”
“Good. Personal lists are the gateway to shared governance.”
“Don’t make this sound like we’re building a nation.”
“We are. A tiny, fraudulent nation with luggage.”
She lowered her face, but he caught the smile anyway.
“No problem,” Theo said.
“I don’t post people without asking.”
The answer came out with more edge than he intended.
Her gaze sharpened. “I didn’t mean…”
“I know.”
For a second, neither of them spoke.
The café hissed and clattered around them. Someone laughed near the register. A spoon chimed against ceramic.
Mara’s voice gentled. “Noah said you’re between things.”
“I am.”
“Is that why you can leave?”
“In part.”
“You don’t have to explain.”
“I know.”
He could have left it there. The old Theo would have. The easy Theo, the useful Theo, the man who made detours charming and exits graceful.
“I had a project go badly,” he said.
Her hand stilled on the paper.
“A photo essay?”
He nodded. “A personal one. Too personal, maybe. I thought I was telling the truth. Someone involved felt turned into a story instead of treated like a person.”
“That sounds complicated.”
“It was. Also loud, in the small charming way arts circles can be loud while pretending to be above gossip.”
“What happened after?”
“I stopped trusting my eye.”
The honesty startled him. He had not planned to say it that plainly.
Mara looked at him as if she understood something she had not meant to be given.
Theo reached for humor before the table cracked open under them.
“Since then, I’ve become very good at photographing luxury bathtubs.”
“That’s oddly specific.”
“I can make a freestanding tub look like it has a philosophy.”
“Does it?”
“Mostly abandonment issues.”
“I noticed.”
“Is that part of why you said yes?”
He could have said yes and kept things safe. He could have said he needed new portfolio work, or that twelve days in Italy with a camera was not the worst recovery plan.
“Part of it,” he said.
“And the other part?”
He took a sip of coffee.
It was bitter and too hot. Served him right.
“The other part is that you wanted to go,” he said. “And I didn’t like the idea of you turning the trip into something you had to survive alone.”
Mara’s eyes moved from his face to the table.
She folded the corner of the agreement with one thumb. “That sounds dangerously close to pity.”
“It’s not.”
“What is it?”
“It’s respect,” he said, surprising himself with how much the word mattered.
“Okay,” she said after a beat.
“No sulking.”
“I’m a photographer. I brood compositionally.”
“No brooding.”
“Fine. Minimal brooding, tastefully framed.”
“Theo.”
“I agree.”
“Rule six. We’re not using this trip to process our entire emotional histories.”
He had to laugh. “That seems optimistic.”
“It’s aspirational.”
“You’re bringing a man who has avoided feelings professionally across four continents.”
“And I’m a woman whose fiancé left three weeks before the wedding, so together we have the emotional stability of a checked bag with a broken wheel.”
“That’s the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to me.”
“It wasn’t romantic.”
“Give Italy time.”
“Rule seven,” Mara said, voice firmer. “We don’t sleep together.”
Not dramatically. The cappuccino did not leap from its cup. The ficus did not avert its leaves. But the sentence sat on the table between them, adult and unavoidable.
Theo kept his gaze on the paper.
“Agreed,” he said.
“You’re not going to make a joke?”
“No.”
“I mean it.”
“So do I.”
“I’m not…” She stopped, exhaled through her nose, and started again. “I’m not doing this to create some kind of post-breakup incident.”
“I know.”
“I don’t need a rebound.”
“I know.”
“And you don’t need to be one.”
There it was. The thing she thought she was doing for his benefit, while missing the way it punched a clean little hole through him.
Mara’s expression shifted. “That came out wrong.”
“No,” he said. “It came out pretty clearly.”
“Theo.”
“It’s fine.”
“It isn’t. I meant I don’t want to use you.”
He met her eyes then. “Good.”
The word was quiet. Not angry, exactly. But not polished either.
Mara held his gaze, and for the first time that morning, the table did not feel funny. It felt narrow. It felt like every rule on the page had been built to keep them from naming the actual risk.
The risk was that Theo could sit across from her in a ridiculous coffee shop and want to be chosen for real by a woman who still thought of him as a bad idea with a passport.
Not chosen as the useful second traveler. Not chosen because eighteen thousand dollars had been trapped inside a cancellation policy. Chosen when she was not cornered, not humiliated, not trying to prove she could survive. Chosen the way people chose trains, cities, art, and other foolish life-altering things: with fear present, but not in charge.
He looked away first. It was either that or confess something unforgivably premature beside a blueberry scone.
Mara reached into her bag and pulled out another page. “There’s also the practical section.”
“Thank God. I was worried we’d run out of ways to injure me.”
“Not entirely.”
“No,” he said. “Not entirely.”
“The practical section,” she said, quieter now, “includes expenses. I don’t want this to cost you money.”
“I can cover my own incidentals.”
“The package includes most lodging and scheduled activities. I’ll pay the transfer fee.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“Mara.”
“This was my honeymoon.”
“It’s my passport.”
“That makes no sense.”
“It made sense in my head.”
“I’m paying half.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“Theo.”
“Mara.”
He knew he had landed near the truth because she looked briefly furious.
“I don’t need charity,” she said.
“I know.”
“Do you?”
“Yes.”
Theo lowered his voice. “You invited a second traveler. A second traveler contributes. That’s not charity. That’s logistics.”
“Fine,” she said. “Half the transfer fee. You handle your own personal spending. I cover anything that exists only because this was originally my booking.”
“That sounds dangerously reasonable.”
“I enjoy reason.”
“I’ve heard.”
For the next twenty minutes, they negotiated with all the sensual heat of two attorneys trapped in a romcom. Luggage limits. Emergency contact information. Phone plans. Whether Theo was allowed to wander for photos without notifying her.
“I’m not your keeper,” Mara said.
“No, but if I vanish in a foreign city, you’ll create a search grid.”
“I would not.”
“You absolutely would. It would include quadrants.”
“Only if local authorities were inefficient.”
He grinned. “Put me down for notifying you before wandering.”
They agreed not to discuss Spencer unless Mara brought him up. Theo would not tell Noah anything private unless there was an emergency. Mara would reduce apologies by twenty percent. If a hotel presented a single bed, Theo would take the couch or floor unless the couch appeared to be decorative and hostile. Couple massages were to be handled on a case-by-case basis, with Mara noting she would not be massaged next to him on this trip.
“Temporal boundary,” Theo said.
“And no taking advantage of couple discounts.”
“What if the discount is significant?”
“No.”
“What if it includes dessert?”
“No husband language for dessert. We covered this.”
“I respect treaty law.”
“You’re treaty law’s greatest threat.”
By the time Mara finished writing, the scone was gone. She seemed surprised to discover this, as if it had betrayed her by becoming food.
His real signature first. Then, because he had never learned to leave well enough alone, he added beneath it:
For one glorious second, he thought she might laugh.
Instead she looked up at him with dangerous calm. “You understand this is a binding document.”
“Is it?”
“In spirit.”
“My favorite jurisdiction.”
“You’re not making this easy.”
“No,” Theo said, sliding the pen back toward her. “But I’m trying to make it less awful.”
The words came out before he could dress them up.
Something unguarded moved through her, quick and small, like a bird startled from cover.
Outside, sunlight struck the café window and lit the side of her face, catching the loose strands of hair near her cheek.
Theo had the sudden, inconvenient thought that Italy was going to be impossible.
Not because Mara was beautiful, though his eyes were not blind and neither, apparently, were his survival instincts. Italy was going to be impossible because she made rules when she was afraid, jokes when she was wounded, and room, somehow, for other people to be human even when she had every right to demand the whole world manage her pain first.
Because of the moments between them.
Mara capped the pen. Her fingers were careful.
“Thank you,” she said.
It was not casual. It did not pretend.
Noah: How’s the





OEBPS/images/3e0e9eec-0f1f-4a50-a216-aab1fb3c9dda.png







