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Chapter 1

Kevin
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Kevin Embry sat behind the wheel with both hands locked around the steering wheel, staring at the weathered wooden sign ahead.

Welcome to Silver Lake Resort.

Bright summer flowers spilled from stone planters beneath it, cheerful enough to belong on a postcard.

He almost laughed.

Three days ago, he had been arguing with a florist over centerpieces.

Two days ago, he'd been answering texts from family members asking what time rehearsal dinner started.

Yesterday, he'd stood alone in the apartment he and Ryan had shared for four years, reading the same three sentences until they stopped looking like language.

I'm sorry.

I can't do this.

Please don't contact me.

No explanation.

No fight.

No warning.

Just three lines that erased a future they'd spent years building.

Kevin swallowed against the tightness in his throat.

The SUV idled quietly.

He could still leave.

No one knew he'd arrived. He could turn around, drive five hours home, crawl into bed, and pretend this entire week didn't exist.

Instead, he shifted into drive.

The security gate rolled open with quiet efficiency.

Decision made.

The road wound through towering pines, sunlight flickering across the windshield. Every few seconds the trees opened just enough to reveal flashes of brilliant blue water.

Silver Lake looked exactly like the brochure.

Peaceful.

Perfect.

Cruelly beautiful.

Ryan had spent weeks comparing resorts before finding this one.

"Look at this view," he'd said, spinning his laptop toward Kevin. "Imagine waking up here as husbands."

Kevin's fingers tightened around the wheel until his knuckles whitened.

He remembered smiling.

Remembered believing it.

By the time the lodge appeared through the trees, he already wanted to leave again.

The building looked like something out of a luxury travel magazine—massive stone chimneys, timber beams, balconies overlooking the lake.

It should have been breathtaking.

Instead, it felt like walking into someone else's dream.

He parked, switched off the engine, and let the silence settle.

For a long moment, he didn't move.

Then his eyes drifted to the center console.

A simple gold wedding band rested there.

He picked it up carefully.

It felt heavier than he remembered.

He rolled it between his fingers, watching sunlight catch the polished surface.

He'd bought it six months ago.

Tried it on once.

Ryan had laughed and told him he wasn't allowed to wear it early because it was "bad luck."

Kevin stared at the ring.

Funny how that worked out.

His vision blurred.

"No," he whispered to himself.

Not yet.

Not in the parking lot.

He closed his eyes.

Counted backward from ten.

Breathed until the pressure behind his ribs eased just enough that he could function.

Barely.

He slipped the ring back into the console, grabbed his overnight bag, and climbed out.

Warm air wrapped around him.

The scent of pine drifted on the breeze.

Somewhere nearby, children shrieked with laughter before splashing into the lake.

A couple crossed the lawn holding hands, completely absorbed in each other.

Kevin looked away so quickly it almost hurt.

Bad idea.

Everywhere he looked, someone seemed happy.

Meanwhile, he'd voluntarily shown up to his honeymoon by himself.

Apparently that's the kind of person he was now.

The kind who booked the nonrefundable package.

The lodge was cool and smelled faintly of cedar and fresh coffee.

A grand stone fireplace dominated one wall despite the summer heat. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed the lake like artwork.

Someone played piano in a corner lounge.

Soft.

Elegant.

Every note landed directly on Kevin's nerves.

He joined the short line at reception.

When his turn came, the woman behind the desk looked up with a practiced smile.

"Mr. Embry?"

He nodded.

"That's me."

Something flickered across her expression.

Recognition.

Then sympathy.

Tiny.

Almost invisible.

But he caught it.

Of course she knew.

The honeymoon suite.

The wedding package.

The emails.

Somewhere in the reservation notes probably sat a cheerful reminder to congratulate the newlyweds.

Only one of them had shown up.

"Welcome to Silver Lake," she said gently.

Kevin forced himself to smile.

"Thanks."

She clicked through his reservation.

Silence stretched between them.

Not awkward.

Careful.

The sort of silence people used around hospitals and funerals.

"Your suite is ready."

Another pause.

"If there's anything at all we can do to make your stay easier, please let us know."

There it was.

Not better.

Easier.

She knew.

Everyone here probably knew.

Kevin swallowed.

"I appreciate it."

She handed over two room keys before realizing her mistake.

"Oh."

Her cheeks flushed.

"I'm sorry."

"It's okay."

She quietly set one key aside and slid the other across the counter.

"I'm truly sorry."

Those four words almost undid him.

He thanked her, collected the resort map, and walked toward the elevators before the tears could reach his eyes.

Only when the doors closed did he notice his hands shaking.

The suite occupied the corner of the top floor.

He unlocked the door.

Stepped inside.

Stopped.

Lake views stretched across an entire wall of glass.

A king-sized bed faced a stone fireplace.

Fresh flowers filled the room with color.

Champagne rested in a silver bucket beside crystal glasses.

Rose petals covered the white comforter.

Hundreds of them.

Kevin's stomach dropped.

No...

A folded card sat beside the champagne.

His legs carried him across the room before his brain caught up.

He picked it up.

Heavy cream paper.

Elegant lettering.

Congratulations, Kevin and Ryan.

Thank you for allowing us to be part of your special celebration. We wish you a lifetime of happiness together.

His fingers went numb.

The card slipped from his hand.

It landed soundlessly on the carpet.

Four years.

Four years of birthdays.

Vacations.

Apartment hunting.

Meeting each other's families.

Talking about children they might never have.

Building a future one ordinary Tuesday at a time.

Reduced to three text messages.

His knees gave out.

He sat on the edge of the bed, crushing rose petals beneath him.

A laugh escaped before he could stop it.

Short.

Sharp.

Almost hysterical.

It broke apart halfway through and became something else.

His face crumpled.

He covered his eyes.

This time there was no stopping it.

The grief he'd been holding together since yesterday crashed through him all at once.

His shoulders shook.

His breathing came in ragged gasps.

He cried for the tuxedos still hanging in their apartment.

For the invitations that had already been mailed.

For the guests who would spend tomorrow whispering about what happened.

For the honeymoon photos that would never exist.

For the promises Ryan had made while absentmindedly rubbing circles against the back of Kevin's hand during movies.

For every future memory that disappeared before it had the chance to happen.

Time disappeared.

Eventually the sobs became quieter.

Then slower.

Finally they stopped altogether.

He sat there, exhausted.

The room hadn't changed.

The champagne still waited.

The flowers still smelled sweet.

The empty side of the bed somehow looked larger than the occupied one.

A knock at the door startled him.

Kevin stiffened.

Another knock.

Then a bright voice.

"Room service!"

He frowned.

He hadn't ordered anything.

After wiping his face with both hands, he crossed the suite and opened the door.

A young employee stood there balancing a polished tray.

Champagne.

Chocolate-covered strawberries.

A bottle of wine.

The employee smiled automatically.

Then looked at Kevin's swollen eyes.

The smile disappeared.

"Oh."

Kevin wanted to disappear with it.

"I'm... sorry," the employee said.

"It was included with your honeymoon package."

Of course it was.

"I can take it back if you'd like."

Kevin looked at the strawberries.

The champagne.

Everything arranged for a celebration that no longer existed.

For a second he almost said yes.

Instead, he surprised himself.

"No."

The employee blinked.

"You can leave it."

"Are you sure?"

Kevin managed the smallest smile.

"It shouldn't go to waste."

A few minutes later, the tray rested beside the window overlooking the lake.

The employee wished him a quiet evening before slipping out.

The suite fell silent again.

Kevin poured a glass of champagne.

The bubbles rose lazily to the surface.

He carried it to the window.

Outside, boats drifted across the sparkling lake.

Families laughed along the shoreline.

Somewhere below, someone proposed.

Cheers erupted.

Life kept moving.

The world hadn't paused because his had.

He lifted the glass toward the empty space beside him.

"Here's to forever," he murmured.

The toast tasted bitter.

He took a long drink anyway.

Tomorrow would hurt.

The day after that probably would too.

Maybe every day for a while.

But he was still here.

Heartbroken.

Alone.

Still breathing.

For tonight, that would have to be enough.
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Chapter 2

Alex
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Alex Martin knew within thirty seconds of arriving at Silver Lake Resort that he should have canceled the trip.

The realization hit somewhere between handing his keys to the valet and watching a newlywed couple kiss beside the entrance fountain.

The groom dipped his husband dramatically.

The husband laughed.

A photographer snapped pictures.

Everyone looked disgustingly happy.

Alex immediately regretted every decision that brought him here.

“Welcome to Silver Lake Resort, sir.”

He forced a smile at the valet. “Thanks.”

The attendant unloaded his luggage while Alex adjusted his sunglasses and studied the property.

Beautiful. Peaceful. Expensive.

Exactly the kind of place couples came to celebrate anniversaries, engagements, honeymoons.

Exactly the kind of place a recently single man should avoid.

Unfortunately, the reservation had been made almost a year ago—back when he and Connor were still intact. Or pretending to be.

Three weeks ago, Alex learned Connor wasn’t just emotionally gone. He’d already replaced him.

Six years, ended without drama. Just exhaustion.

No anger left. Only a dull, familiar disappointment.

The valet handed him his ticket. “Have a good stay.”

“We’ll see,” Alex said.

The valet laughed.

Alex didn’t.

The lobby looked like a luxury magazine spread.

Glass walls framed the lake. Guests drifted through with cocktails and beach bags. A pianist played near the fireplace.

Everything was soft. Controlled. Designed.

Alex approached the front desk.

“Welcome to Silver Lake Resort. Checking in?”

“Unfortunately.”

She blinked, then laughed politely. “Rough trip?”

“Rough year.”

“Fair enough.”

She tapped her keyboard. “Mr. Martin?”

“That’s me.”

“You’re in a lakeside suite.”

“Great.”

She handed him his packet, then hesitated.

“And thank you again.”

Alex frowned. “For what?”

Her expression shifted. “Oh—sorry. Wrong guest.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Should I be concerned?”

“No, just a mix-up.”

She recovered quickly. “Enjoy your stay.”

Alex doubted he would.

Still, he nodded and took the key.

His suite overlooked the lake.

Water stretched to the horizon. Sailboats drifted in slow arcs. The sun turned everything gold.

A place people probably fell in love.

That thought irritated him.

He unpacked with practiced efficiency—clothes hung, laptop placed, toiletries aligned.

Order usually helped.

Today it didn’t.

Connor kept resurfacing anyway. Not memories so much as residue.

By the time he finished, the silence felt heavier than before.

Dinner was better than thinking.

He changed and went downstairs.

The restaurant faced the lake, windows open to the sunset.

Soft music. Candlelight. Carefully staged intimacy.

Alex considered leaving immediately.

Then he saw no reason to starve out of principle.

“Table for one?” the hostess asked.

“Story of my life.”

She didn’t react. Professional.

He was seated by the window. Wine came first. Then menus.

Then the room settled into its rhythm.

Until Alex noticed a table across the room.

Set for two.

Only one occupied.

A man sat there alone, about thirty. Dark hair. Blue button-down. Broad shoulders.

Attractive, if you paid attention.

Alex wasn’t.

The man stared at the empty chair opposite him. A champagne glass waited untouched.

Not dramatic.

Just wrong.

Sad in a way people tried to hide.

Alex looked away.

A moment later, he looked back anyway.

The man hadn’t moved.

He barely touched his food. Pushed it around instead, pretending.

Alex recognized it. He’d done it too often himself.

A waiter approached. Said something quietly.

The man smiled—polite, practiced.

The smile vanished the moment the waiter left.

Alex felt something tighten in his chest.

Not pity.

Recognition.

Halfway through dinner, a server carrying drinks clipped a chair.

A glass tipped.

Red wine splashed across the man’s shirt.

“Oh my God,” the server said.

She froze. The nearby tables turned.

The man looked down at himself.

For a second, he looked like he might break.

Not because of the wine.

Because it was one thing too many.

The server rushed apologies. The man immediately tried calming her down.

“It’s okay. It was an accident. Really.”

He kept his voice steady, even while stained and humiliated.

That told Alex more about him than anything else had.

Eventually, the man stood. Left without finishing his meal.

No confrontation. No scene.

Just gone.

Alex watched him leave longer than he meant to.

Then returned to his wine.

But the empty chair stayed with him.

Later, Alex walked down to the lake.

The air cooled near the water. Lights shimmered along the docks. Laughter carried from fire pits in the distance.

He walked until he saw him again.

Same blue shirt. Still stained. Sitting at the far end of the dock.

Alone.

Alex stopped.

For a second, he considered turning back.

Then the man laughed softly at something on his phone.

Small. Brief. Hollow.

Alex didn’t move forward.

Didn’t leave either.

Just stood there, letting the silence stretch between them.

Eventually, he turned back toward the lodge.

And realized something uncomfortable.

He hadn’t thought about Connor once since dinner.

Only the stranger.

He didn’t know why that mattered.

Only that it did.

And somehow, he suspected it wouldn’t be the last time he saw him.
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Chapter 3

Kevin
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Kevin woke up disoriented.

For one brief second, he didn’t remember where he was.

Then it came back.

The resort. The honeymoon. Ryan.

The empty bed beside him.

His chest tightened on instinct.

Good morning to you too.

He stared at the ceiling as sunlight filtered through the curtains. The lake shimmered beyond the windows, indifferent and beautiful.

Peaceful place. Wrong timing.

He got up before his thoughts could settle in.

Shower. Clothes. Reflection in the mirror.

He looked exhausted.

Good enough.

No one here knew him. No one here cared.

He could survive breakfast.

Probably.

The dining room was already awake.

Couples. Families. Groups of friends laughing too early in the day.

Kevin carried his plate past them, searching for an empty table.

Near the windows, everything was taken.

Of course it was.

He settled in the middle of the room and unfolded the resort schedule.

Immediately regretted it.

Couples Paddleboarding. Romantic Sunset Cruise. Partners Cooking Class.

He closed it.

Hard.

“Bad reading material?”

Kevin looked up.

A man stood beside the table—late sixties, Hawaiian shirt, coffee in hand. Pleasant face. Uninvited energy.

“Something like that,” Kevin said.

The man glanced at the brochure and winced. “Oof.”

He pulled out the chair anyway. “Mind?”

“Go ahead.”

He sat.

“My wife says I talk too much.”

Kevin followed his gesture across the room. A woman waved without looking up from her book.

Forty-two years of marriage, apparently.

The man leaned back. “She still pretends she doesn’t know me in public.”

Kevin laughed before he could stop himself.

“There it is,” the man said.

“What?”

“That laugh.”

Kevin frowned.

“You needed that,” the man added.

Something in Kevin loosened slightly.

“Thanks,” he said.

“Frank.”

“Kevin.”

They talked. Nothing important. Weather. Travel. Baseball. Easy things that didn’t ask for anything.

By the time Frank left, Kevin felt lighter.

Not healed.

Just less heavy.

He signed up for the kayaking excursion without thinking too long about it.

Fresh air. Movement. Distraction.

Anything else.

At the dock, the lake stretched wide and bright under the sun.

Kevin stood among strangers, almost calm for the first time since arriving.

The coordinator clapped her hands.

“Let’s pair everyone up.”

Kevin froze.

No.

No pairing.

Couples matched first. Friends next.

One by one, the group disappeared into teams.

Until only two people remained.

Kevin.

And a dark-haired man standing a few feet away.

The same man from the restaurant.

The coordinator smiled. “Perfect.”

Neither man reacted.

“Perfect?” Kevin said.

“Absolutely.”

She handed them paddles.

“You’re together.”

Fantastic.

Five minutes later, Kevin was in a tandem kayak.

A tandem kayak.

The most emotionally loaded watercraft ever designed.

The stranger climbed into the back seat.

Neither looked at the other.

They drifted immediately.

“Good start,” Kevin said.

Behind him, a low voice replied, “Excellent.”

That almost made him laugh.

“Alex,” the man added.

Kevin glanced back. “What?”

“My name. Figured we should know it before we die out here.”

“Kevin.”

“Nice to meet you, Kevin.”

A beat.

“Though I suspect we’d both prefer different seating arrangements.”

Kevin laughed.

Properly.

Alex smiled.

And the tension eased.

They fell into rhythm slowly.

Paddle. Glide. Adjust.

Quiet at first. Not awkward. Just new.

Then conversation started to surface.

Small things. Observations. Dry humor.

Alex had a sharp, understated way of speaking.

Kevin found himself reacting to it more than he meant to.

Eventually Kevin told a story about a field trip, thirty seventh-graders, and an escaped goat.

Alex nearly dropped his paddle.

“An actual goat?”

“An actual goat.”

“How?”

“I still don’t know.”

“You’re a teacher.”

“History.”

“That explains it.”

Kevin narrowed his eyes. “What does that mean?”

“You’re patient,” Alex said.

Then, after a beat:

“Anyone who teaches teenagers deserves compensation and emotional hazard pay.”

Kevin laughed harder than expected.

It felt... unfamiliar. Good. Slightly dangerous.

They stopped at a cove.

People stretched, took photos, talked.

Kevin lingered near the shoreline.

The lake was beautiful in a way that should have meant something else.

It didn’t.

It just existed.

Alex stepped beside him.

Silence settled between them easily.

“You seem better today,” Alex said.

Kevin glanced at him. “You noticed?”

Alex didn’t look over. “Hard not to.”

Then, after a pause:

“You looked miserable at dinner.”

Honest. Not cruel. Just direct.

Kevin exhaled a short laugh. “Yeah.”

No pity followed. No judgment either.

Just understanding.

Somehow that landed harder.

On the return trip, the conversation came easier.

Less effort
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