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            Chapter One

          

          WREN BAILEY

        

      

    

    
      The thing about eating cake at three in the afternoon on a Tuesday is that it requires either celebration or catastrophe, and I’m not entirely sure which category I’m in.

      “This one tastes like a lie wrapped in buttercream,” I say, setting down my fork next to the fourth sample of the day. The cake is beautiful—three tiers of champagne-flavored something-or-other with gold leaf that probably costs more than my car payment. It also tastes like absolutely nothing, which I’m beginning to suspect is a metaphor I should be paying attention to.

      Tasha looks up from her phone, where she’s been conducting what appears to be a full-scale military operation disguised as centerpiece selection. “A lie?”

      “A beautiful, expensive, fundamentally empty lie.” I push the plate away. “Like eating air that someone charged you two hundred dollars for.”

      “That’s the one Nico picked,” Bex observes from her position by the window, where she’s been quietly Googling the floral vendor’s financial history for the past twenty minutes. Nobody has asked her why. We’ve learned not to ask Bex why.

      “Of course it is.” I reach for sample number five—lemon lavender, which sounds like something that should be a candle, not a cake. “The man has impeccable taste in things that look perfect and taste like absolutely nothing.”

      Tasha sets down her phone with the particular care that means she’s choosing her words. “Wren.”

      “I’m joking.”

      “You’re not joking.”

      “I’m joking in the way where if I don’t joke about it, I’ll have to actually think about it, and we’re four days from the wedding, so the thinking ship has sailed.” I take a bite of the lemon lavender. It’s actually good—bright and floral and interesting. “This one. Let’s do this one.”

      “That one wasn’t on Nico’s approved list,” Bex says, still looking at her phone.

      I look at her. “Nico has an approved cake list?”

      “He sent it to the venue coordinator last week. CC’d you.”

      I have no memory of this email, which means I’ve reached the stage of wedding planning where I’ve started deleting things without reading them. This is probably fine. Everything is fine. I have a list in my phone that says so.

      I pull out my phone and open the note titled “Reasons This Is Fine.” It currently has twenty-four entries. Number seventeen is “he has very good posture.” Number twenty-three is “he’s never once forgotten to text me goodnight, which shows consistency and reliability.”

      I don’t read number twenty-four because I wrote it at two in the morning last week and I’m not ready to confront whatever that version of myself had to say.

      “You’re looking at the list,” Tasha says.

      “I’m not looking at the list.”

      “You have a specific face you make when you look at the list.”

      “I don’t have a specific face.”

      “You do,” Bex confirms, still not looking up. “Your left eye does a thing.”

      I close my phone and reach for sample number six, which is labeled “classic vanilla” and tastes exactly like what it sounds like: the platonic ideal of fine. Nutritionally present. Fundamentally uncomplicated. The kind of cake you’d serve at a wedding because it’s a wedding and there should be cake and this is cake and therefore the equation is complete.

      I’m a food journalist. I write a nationally syndicated column called “Comfort Plate” about the intersection of food and emotion, about how the things we eat tell the story of who we are and who we’re trying to become. My readers trust me to tell them the truth about what’s worth putting on their plates.

      And right now, four days before my wedding, I’m eating cake that tastes like I’ve given up on joy and I’m calling it “classic.”

      “This one’s perfect,” I hear myself say.

      Tasha and Bex exchange a look that I pretend not to see.

      “If you say so,” Tasha says, which is cousin-speak for we’re going to talk about this later whether you want to or not.

      My phone buzzes. It’s Nico: How’s the tasting? I trust you’re choosing something elegant.

      I look at the text for a long moment. Elegant. Not delicious. Not surprising. Not what do you think, what do you love, what makes you happy.

      Elegant.

      I text back: All handled. See you at dinner.

      His response is immediate: Perfect. I’ll pick you up at 7. Wear the blue dress.

      I stare at that text. The blue dress. Not would you wear the blue dress or I love you in blue. Just: wear the blue dress.

      I add this to a mental file I’ve been keeping without realizing I’ve been keeping it. The file is getting thick.

      “Okay,” Tasha announces, standing up with the energy of someone who’s been waiting for her cue. “We’re done with cake. We’re moving to the real reason I cleared my afternoon.”

      She produces, from her bag, a bottle of Prosecco that she absolutely smuggled past hotel security, three plastic flutes, and her phone, which she sets on the table with the screen facing up.

      On the screen is the Wrong Swipe app, which is what happens when someone decides that regular dating apps aren’t chaotic enough and adds a feature where you can’t see your match’s profile until after you swipe. It’s been described as “Tinder meets Russian Roulette meets performance art.”

      I’ve been engaged for fourteen months and I haven’t thought about the app in at least a year.

      “No,” I say.

      “Yes,” Tasha says.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Absolutely yes.” She’s already opening the Prosecco. “It’s tradition.”

      “What tradition? What are you talking about?”

      “Bachelorette party tradition. One last swipe. For the story.” She pours three glasses with the confidence of someone who’s already won this argument. “Come on. When else are you going to do this? You’re getting married on Saturday. This is it. Last call. The end of an era.”

      “The end of an era was when I got engaged fourteen months ago.”

      “Was it though?” Bex asks, and there’s something in her voice that makes me look at her.

      She’s watching me with the particular attention she usually reserves for spreadsheets with inconsistencies.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means,” Tasha cuts in, handing me a glass, “that you’ve been engaged for fourteen months and I’ve watched you make that list face approximately four hundred times, and I love you, and I think you should have one last moment of chaos before you commit to a life of someone else picking your cake.”

      “He didn’t pick the cake. I’m picking the cake.”

      “You’re picking from his approved list.”

      “That’s still picking.”

      “Is it though?”

      I look at both of them. Tasha’s holding the Prosecco like a weapon. Bex has finally looked up from her phone and is watching me with the expression of someone who’s been waiting for this intervention since October.

      “This is an ambush,” I say.

      “This is a bachelorette party,” Tasha corrects. “I’m just doing it early because I know you and I know that by Thursday you’ll be too deep in the checklist to have any fun.”

      “I like checklists.”

      “I know you do, baby. It’s one of your most heartbreaking qualities.” She picks up her phone and opens the app. “Here are the rules. Each of us gets one swipe on your behalf. Then you get five minutes to do whatever you want with it. We’re not asking you to message anyone. We’re not asking you to do anything except remember what it felt like when things were random and chaotic and not approved by someone else’s list.”

      I should say no. I should absolutely say no.

      I reach for the Prosecco.

      “Five minutes,” I say.

      “Five minutes,” Tasha agrees.

      She takes the phone first, swiping with the decisive energy of someone who’s been thinking about this for a while. “Left. Too much hair gel. Next.” Swipe. “Left. That’s a crypto bro, I can tell from the watch.” Swipe. “Ooh, this one’s—no, wait, he has a photo with a sedated tiger. Absolutely not.” Swipe. “Left, left, left—oh hello.” She stops. Looks at the screen. Looks at me. “This one’s a maybe. Six-three, works in finance, likes hiking and trying new restaurants. Has a nice smile. Not too nice. The right amount of nice.”

      “Swipe left,” I say.

      “I’m swiping right.”

      “Tasha—”

      “It’s my swipe, I make the rules.” She swipes right. The app makes a little sound. “No match. His loss. Bex, you’re up.”

      Bex takes the phone with the same energy she brings to tax audits. She reads three profiles in complete silence, swipes left on all of them, and hands the phone back. “None of those men had coherent financial planning in their futures. I could tell from the photos.”

      “How could you possibly tell that from the photos?”

      “The shoes. And the watches. And one of them had a boat he definitely can’t afford.”

      I’m laughing now, which was probably the point. The Prosecco is cold and slightly too sweet and I’m sitting in a hotel suite with my two favorite people eating cake I don’t want and swiping on an app I shouldn’t have open and everything is fine.

      Everything is so, so fine.

      “Okay,” Tasha says, handing me the phone. “Your turn. Five minutes. Go.”

      I look at the screen. The app has been redesigned since I last used it—there’s a new feature called “Compatibility Reasons” that supposedly uses an algorithm to tell you why you matched. I’m not sure I want to know what an algorithm thinks about my compatibility with anyone.

      I swipe left on the first profile. Too many gym selfies.

      Left on the second. The bio just says “ask me”—which, no.

      Left on the third. He’s holding a fish and looks too proud of it.

      I’m about to swipe left on the fourth when my phone buzzes with a match notification.

      I look at Tasha. “Did you swipe right on someone else?”

      “No. That’s from earlier. Open it.”

      I open the match.

      The profile photo loads.

      The wine glass tips sideways in my hand. Tasha catches it before it spills. I don’t notice because I’m staring at the screen like it’s personally betrayed me.

      The photo is recent—maybe a year old. Dark hair with early silver at the temples. Green eyes that I haven’t seen in three years, four months, and approximately nine thousand dollars in therapy.

      The bio reads: Security consultant. Three years in the industry. Available.

      Just that. Four additional words and the word “available” which is doing a lot of work in that sentence.

      “Wren,” Tasha says carefully. “Wren, your face is doing a thing.”

      I can’t answer because I’m reading the Compatibility Reason, which has appeared at the bottom of the screen in cheerful sans-serif font: You both believe in being on time and direct communication.

      I start laughing. It’s not a good laugh. It’s the laugh that happens when the universe has just told a joke at your expense and the joke is extremely well-crafted.

      “What?” Tasha grabs the phone. She looks at the screen. She looks at me. She looks at Bex. “Is that⁠—”

      “Yes,” I say.

      “Is that actually⁠—”

      “Yes.”

      “Holy shit,” Bex says, which is how I know this is serious because Bex never swears.

      Tasha screenshots the match. She’s already adding it to a folder. I don’t ask which folder because I know Tasha has folders for everything and this definitely qualifies for its own folder.

      “Okay,” Tasha says, in her crisis-management voice. “Okay. This is fine. This is—when did he even join this app?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Did you know he was in the city?”

      “No.”

      “Did you know he was—” She gestures at the phone. “—available?”

      “I’ve spent three years not knowing anything about him. That was the whole point.”

      The app sends another notification: Congratulations on your match! Start a conversation?

      I stare at it.

      Declan Navarro.

      The man I spent two years with before he sent me a text that said I’m sorry. I can’t do this. You deserve better and then disappeared so completely that even his brother wouldn’t tell me where he went.

      The man I wrote about in my column six months after he left, in a piece about foods that taste different after you lose someone. I compared him to a dish I used to love that I can’t eat anymore because the memory ruins the flavor.

      The piece went viral. He never responded. I don’t know if he even saw it.

      And now he’s here, on my phone, four days before my wedding, with a bio that says “available” and a compatibility algorithm that thinks we both value direct communication.

      I start laughing again. I can’t stop.

      “Wren,” Tasha says.

      “It’s fine,” I manage. “It’s fine. It’s just the app. It’s random. It’s⁠—”

      My phone buzzes again.

      A new notification: Declan viewed your profile.

      Then, ten seconds later: Declan viewed your profile.

      Then: Declan is typing…

      The typing indicator appears. Disappears. Appears again.

      “He’s typing,” Bex observes, which is helpful in the way that having someone narrate your nightmare is helpful.

      “I can see that.”

      “Are you going to respond?”

      “No.”

      “Are you going to look at his profile?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “You’re looking at his profile,” Tasha says.

      She’s right. I’m already clicking through to his full profile. There are three photos. The first is the one I already saw—recent, professional, the kind of photo you’d use if you were actually trying to date rather than just exist on an app.

      The second photo is him in what looks like a work setting, talking to someone off-camera. He’s smiling slightly. I’d forgotten what that smile looks like.

      The third photo is older. I know because I’m in it.

      It’s cropped so you can only see my hand in the corner of the frame, but I know that photo. I know exactly when it was taken—two months before he left, at Felix’s birthday dinner, right after I’d made Dec laugh so hard he had to put down his drink.

      He kept that photo.

      He cropped me out, but he kept it.

      “Wren,” Tasha says quietly. “What do you want to do?”

      I look at the screen. At the typing indicator that’s still blinking. At the match notification that says we’re both available and we both value direct communication.

      I look at the hotel suite around me, at the cake samples and the centerpiece options and the dress hanging in the corner that I’m supposed to wear in four days when I marry a man who sends me approved lists and tells me which dress to wear and tastes like absolutely nothing.

      I look at my phone, where the reasons-this-is-fine list has twenty-four entries and I can’t remember what number twenty-four says.

      The typing indicator stops.

      A message appears: Hi.

      Just that. One word. Two letters.

      I stare at it for a long time.

      Then I close the app, put my phone face-down on the table, and reach for the Prosecco.

      “We’re not talking about this,” I say.

      “Okay,” Tasha says, in the voice that means we’re absolutely talking about this, just not right now.

      Bex picks up her own phone. “I’m going to do some research.”

      “On what?”

      “On whether it’s legal to kill someone with their own approved cake list.”

      I laugh. It’s a better laugh this time.

      My phone buzzes against the table. I don’t flip it over.

      I know what it says. I know because I can feel it, the same way you can feel someone looking at you from across a room.

      He’s still typing.

      And I’m four days away from marrying someone else.

      Everything is fine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          DECLAN ‘DEC’ NAVARRO

        

      

    

    
      Dec has been in room 412 of the Ashford Grand Hotel for six hours with surveillance equipment, a case file, and one saved food column on his phone that he has not opened today.

      He’s not going to open it.

      He’s opened it every day for three years, four months, and approximately seventeen days, but today is different. Today is professional. Today he’s here because Agent Priya Okafor called him three weeks ago and said the words “Mancini wedding” and “significant gathering of persons of interest” and “we need someone with existing intel.”

      Dec has existing intel.

      He has three years of existing intel, compiled carefully and obsessively and entirely separately from the fact that the bride’s name appeared on the guest list he received yesterday at 4:47 PM and he’s been professionally composed about it ever since.

      Very professional.

      Extremely professional.

      He’s made a list on a hotel napkin of reasons this is fine. The list has nine items. Item six is “because you will” which is not actually a reason, it’s a prophecy, but he’s left it on the list anyway because crossing it out would mean admitting he wrote it.

      His phone sits on the desk next to three monitors showing different angles of the hotel’s event spaces. The phone is face-up. The screen is dark. He’s checked it four times in the last hour, which is four times more than operational procedure requires.

      The column is still there, saved in a folder he’s never named because naming it would make it a thing he’s doing rather than a thing that’s just happening.

      He’s not going to open it.

      His phone buzzes.

      Felix: have you eaten

      Dec looks at the text. His brother has a sixth sense for when Dec is doing badly at being a person. It’s inconvenient.

      Dec: I’m working.

      Felix: thats not an answer

      Felix: also i know what hotel youre in

      Felix: also i know WHY youre in that hotel

      Felix: do you want me to come to the city

      Dec stares at that last text for longer than he should. The answer is yes, which is why he’s not going to say yes, because Felix will read the yes correctly and show up with food and commentary and the specific kind of older brother perception that Dec has been avoiding for three years.

      Dec: I’m fine.

      Felix: dec

      Felix: you have one saved column and you look at it every morning

      Felix: i have access to your phone backup

      Felix: im not apologizing for that

      Dec closes the messages. He’s going to kill Felix later. He’s going to kill him professionally and thoroughly and in a way that their mother will forgive.

      He opens the case file instead.

      Nico Mancini. Thirty-one. Heir to the Mancini family operations, which are extensive and carefully laundered through legitimate business acquisitions. Real estate development. Import/export. A venture capital firm that makes strategic investments in businesses that coincidentally need cash flow assistance.

      Nico’s public profile is impeccable. He sits on two nonprofit boards. He donates to the right causes. He’s been photographed at charity galas with the kind of dates who look good in press coverage and don’t ask complicated questions.

      And four months ago, he got engaged to a food journalist named Wren Bailey, whose column Dec has saved to his phone and whose laugh he can still hear if he’s not careful about what he lets himself remember.

      Dec has been very careful for three years.

      He’s been so careful that when Okafor called and said the name “Mancini,” Dec’s first question was about operational parameters. His second question was about jurisdiction. His third question was about timeline.

      He didn’t ask about the guest list until after he’d hung up.

      Then he’d opened the file and seen her name and spent forty-five minutes staring at it like the letters might rearrange themselves into something that made sense.

      Wren Bailey.

      Marrying Nico Mancini.

      In four days.

      Dec had made a list on a cocktail napkin. Then he’d made another list. Then he’d opened the Wrong Swipe app for reasons that were entirely operational and not at all personal.

      The Mancinis have been using the app as a networking tool—it’s in the file. They’ve created profiles for several associates, using the random matching feature to make contact with targets who might be suspicious of more traditional approaches. It’s clever. It’s the kind of clever that makes Dec’s job harder.

      So he’d opened the app. Operationally.

      He’d updated his own profile, which he’d created two years ago during a different case and never deleted. He’d changed the bio to something current. He’d added a recent photo.

      He had not swiped on anyone.

      He had definitely not searched for Wren’s profile.

      He had absolutely not looked at her bio, which currently reads “food journalist, plant mom, emotionally available after Saturday” in a tone that he recognizes and that makes something complicated happen in his chest.

      He had not done any of those things.

      He’s a professional.

      His phone buzzes.

      It’s not Felix this time.

      It’s a notification from Wrong Swipe: You have a new match!

      Dec stares at it.

      He picks up the phone slowly, the same way you’d pick up something that might detonate.

      He opens the app.

      The match screen loads.

      Wren’s photo appears—a recent one, professional but warm, the kind of photo that looks like she’s about to say something funny. Her bio is the same one he definitely didn’t read earlier. The Compatibility Reason appears below: You both believe in being on time and direct communication.

      Dec reads that line three times.

      Direct communication.

      He’d left her with a text message that said I’m sorry. I can’t do this. You deserve better and then he’d disappeared so completely that his own brother barely knew where he was.

      The algorithm has a sense of humor.

      He should close the app. He should absolutely close the app. This is not operational. This is the opposite of operational.

      He looks at the screen.

      He looks at the surveillance monitors, where the hotel’s event coordinator is walking through the main ballroom with someone who’s probably a vendor.

      He looks back at his phone.

      The typing indicator appears on Wren’s side.

      Then disappears.

      Then appears again.

      She’s looking at the match. She’s looking at it right now. She’s typing something and deleting it and typing again.

      Dec watches the indicator blink.

      He opens a new note on his phone and starts a list:

      Reasons to close the app: 1. Operational compromise 2. Professional boundaries 3. She’s getting married in four days 4. To a man you’re investigating 5. You left her 6. You had reasons 7. The reasons were good 8. She changed her bio

      He stops typing.

      He reads item eight again.

      She changed her bio. “Emotionally available after Saturday.” After the wedding. After Nico.

      That’s not the bio of someone who’s excited about getting married.

      That’s the bio of someone who’s counting down.

      His phone buzzes with a new notification: Wren viewed your profile.

      Then: Wren viewed your profile.

      She’s looking. She’s looking at his photos, at the bio he wrote, at the⁠—

      Dec clicks through to his own profile to see what she’s seeing.

      Three photos. The first is professional. The second is from a job site, candid. The third is⁠—

      He stops.

      The third photo is from Felix’s birthday dinner, two years ago. Felix had taken it. Dec is smiling at something off-camera.

      Wren is cropped out of the frame, but he knows she’s there. He knows because he’s the one who cropped the photo, carefully, leaving just her hand visible in the corner because he couldn’t make himself cut her out completely.

      He’d forgotten that photo was on his profile.

      Or he hadn’t forgotten. He’d just stopped looking at his own profile after he’d set it up, and the photo had stayed there like evidence he’d left behind.

      She’s looking at it right now.

      She knows.

      His phone buzzes again: Wren is typing…

      Dec watches the indicator.

      This is not operational.

      This is the opposite of operational.

      He starts typing: Hi.

      He stops. Deletes it. That’s not enough. That’s nothing.

      He types: I didn’t know you were in the city.

      Deletes it. That’s a lie. He knew exactly where she was. He’s known for three years where she was because he’s never actually stopped keeping track.

      He types: I can explain.

      Deletes it. He can’t explain. Not yet. Not until he has proof that won’t compromise the investigation.

      He types: Hi.

      Just that.

      Two letters.

      He sends it before he can delete it again.

      The typing indicator on Wren’s side stops.

      Dec watches the screen.

      One minute passes.

      Two.

      The indicator doesn’t come back.

      She’s read it. The app shows she’s read it. But she’s not responding.

      Dec sets the phone down face-up on the desk.

      He looks at the surveillance monitors. The event coordinator has moved to the terrace level. There’s a couple looking at the space—probably for their own wedding. The woman is gesturing enthusiastically. The man is checking his phone.

      Dec’s own phone stays silent.

      He picks up the cocktail napkin with the nine-item list. He adds a tenth item: She looked at your profile fourteen times before responding.

      He knows this because the app has a feature that tracks profile views. It’s meant to show mutual interest. Right now it’s showing him that Wren opened his profile, looked at it, closed it, and opened it again thirteen more times.

      Fourteen times.

      That’s not nothing.

      His phone buzzes.

      Felix: did you eat

      Felix: im taking the train

      Felix: ill be there in 90 minutes

      Felix: do not argue with me

      Dec closes the messages.

      He opens the surveillance feed from the hotel restaurant. It’s nearly dinner service. The staff is setting tables. There’s a woman at the host stand reviewing the reservation list.

      His phone buzzes again.

      Not Felix this time.

      Wrong Swipe: Your match is staying at the same hotel! Upgrade to Premium to see exact location.

      Dec stares at that notification.

      She’s here. In this hotel. Right now.

      He looks at the surveillance monitors with new attention.

      The ballroom feed shows the event coordinator still walking the space. The terrace feed shows the couple from before, now taking photos. The restaurant feed shows⁠—

      Dec stops.

      The restaurant feed shows Wren Bailey walking in with two women he recognizes from the file: Tasha Bailey-Reed, maid of honor. Bex Osei, bridesmaid.

      The three of them are seated at a corner table. Wren is wearing jeans and a sweater that’s slightly too big. Her hair is in a puff. She’s laughing at something Tasha just said.

      Dec watches her laugh.

      He hasn’t seen her laugh in three years, four months, and seventeen days.

      She looks exactly the same.

      She looks completely different.

      She looks like someone who’s getting married in four days and just matched with her ex on a dating app and is trying very hard to pretend both of those things are fine.

      Dec knows that expression.

      He’s been wearing some version of it for three years.

      His phone buzzes.

      Wrong Swipe: Start the conversation! Wren is online now.

      Dec looks at the message he sent. One word. Hi.

      The read receipt shows she saw it.

      She’s in the restaurant right now, one floor down, probably looking at her phone under the table while Tasha and Bex pretend not to notice.

      He could go down there.

      He could walk into that restaurant, operationally, because he’s supposed to be surveilling the venue and the restaurant is part of the venue.

      He could see her face when she sees him.

      He opens a new note and makes a new list:

      Reasons not to go to the restaurant: 1. Professional boundaries 2. She’s with her wedding party 3. You have no operational justification 4. She didn’t respond to your message 5. She’s getting married in four days 6. You’re the reason she thinks you don’t do direct communication 7. You left her 8. She looked at your profile fourteen times

      He stops.

      He reads item eight again.

      Fourteen times.

      That’s not nothing.

      That’s not someone who’s moved on.

      That’s someone who’s⁠—

      His phone buzzes.

      A new message in the Wrong Swipe app.

      From Wren.

      Dec opens it.

      The message says: You’re really going to start with ‘hi’?

      Dec stares at it.

      Then he starts laughing—the quiet kind, the kind that’s mostly exhale.

      She’s right. After three years, after everything, after the text that ended it and the silence that followed, “hi” is possibly the worst opening he could have chosen.

      He types: What should I have said?

      The typing indicator appears immediately.

      Wren: I don’t know. Maybe something that explains the last three years?

      Wren: Or the bio that says “available”

      Wren: Or why you’re on this app four days before my wedding

      Dec reads those messages twice.

      He types: I’m in the city for work.

      Wren: That’s not an answer.

      She’s right. It’s not.

      He types: I didn’t know you’d be on the app.

      The typing indicator appears. Disappears. Appears again.

      Wren: I’m not on the app. My friends ambushed me with it.

      Wren: Bachelorette party tradition, apparently.

      Wren: I’m deleting it after this.

      Dec looks at that last message.

      After this.

      After this conversation.

      Which means she’s still here. Still talking to him.

      He switches to the surveillance feed. Wren is still at the table, but her phone is in her hand now. Tasha is watching her with the expression of someone who has questions. Bex is eating bread and pretending not to pay attention.

      Dec types: Don’t delete it yet.

      He watches the restaurant feed.

      Wren reads the message. She goes very still.

      Tasha leans over, clearly asking a question.

      Wren shakes her head.

      She types something. Deletes it. Types again.

      The message appears: Why not?

      Dec looks at that question.

      He has nine different answers. Eight of them are operational. One of them is true.

      He types the true one: Because I’m not done talking to you.

      He sends it before he can reconsider.

      On the surveillance feed, Wren reads the message.

      She sets her phone down on the table.

      She picks it up again.

      She types something.

      The message appears: You had three years to talk to me.

      Dec closes his eyes.

      She’s right.

      He types: I know.

      Wren: That’s all you’re going to say?

      Dec: No.

      Wren: Then say something else.

      He looks at the screen. At the cursor blinking. At the surveillance feed showing Wren at a table with her wedding party four days before she marries a man Dec is investigating.

      He types: I’m sorry.

      Wren: For which part?

      Dec: All of it.

      The typing indicator appears and disappears three times.

      Then: I have to go. Tasha’s making a face.

      Dec watches the restaurant feed. Tasha is definitely making a face.

      He types: Okay.

      Wren: Are you really in the city for work?

      Dec: Yes.

      Wren: Are you staying at this hotel?

      Dec looks at that question.

      He could lie. He should lie.

      He types: Yes.

      Long pause.

      Then: Room number?

      Dec stares at that message.

      This is not operational.

      This is extremely not operational.

      He types: 412.

      Another pause.

      Wren: I’m in 618.

      Wren: I’m not going to message you again.

      Wren: If you want to talk, you know where I am.

      The typing indicator disappears.

      Dec watches the surveillance feed.

      Wren puts her phone in her bag. She says something to Tasha and Bex. They both look at her with expressions that suggest they’re having an entire conversation without words.

      Then Wren stands up.

      She walks out of the restaurant.

      Dec switches to the lobby feed.

      She crosses to the elevators.

      She presses the button for the sixth floor.

      The elevator doors close.

      Dec sits in room 412 with three surveillance monitors, a case file, and a phone that shows a conversation with a woman who’s getting married in four days.

      He looks at the napkin list.

      He picks up his phone.

      He opens his messages to Felix: Come to the city. I need you here.

      Felix: already on the train

      Felix: also i knew you would say that

      Felix: see you in an hour

      Dec closes the messages.

      He looks at the surveillance monitors.

      He looks at his phone.

      Room 618.

      He’s not going to go.

      He’s absolutely not going to go.

      He stands up.

      He’s going.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          WREN BAILEY

        

      

    

    
      The thing about a bachelorette party in a hotel suite is that it starts with good intentions and ends with Tasha changing your dating app bio without permission while Bex provides legal commentary on whether this constitutes identity theft.

      “It’s not identity theft,” Bex says, eating a grape from the charcuterie board Tasha assembled with what I’m now realizing was suspicious expertise. “It’s unauthorized access to a digital profile for the purposes of social engineering.”

      “That’s worse,” I say, trying to grab my phone back from Tasha, who has somehow positioned herself on the opposite side of the couch with the agility of someone who’s been preparing for this exact scenario.

      “It’s not worse, it’s just more specific.” Bex selects another grape with the care of someone conducting a forensic audit. “Also, your old bio was depressing.”

      “My old bio was fine.”

      “Your old bio,” Tasha says, still holding my phone out of reach, “said ‘just here for the articles’ which is what people say when they’ve given up on joy but want to make it sound intellectual.”

      “I was being funny.”

      “You were being sad in a way that you thought was funny, which is different.” Tasha’s fingers are moving across my screen with the confidence of someone who’s done this before. “There. Much better.”

      She hands me the phone.

      I look at the screen.

      My new bio reads: Food journalist. Plant mom. Emotionally available after Saturday.

      I stare at it.

      “Tasha.”

      “It’s accurate.”

      “It’s—” I stop, because she’s right and we both know it and saying it out loud will make it real. “It’s my bachelorette party. I’m getting married in four days. The bio should say I’m getting married in four days.”

      “Should it though?” Bex asks, and there’s something in her voice that makes both of us look at her.

      She’s watching me with the same expression she had earlier at the cake tasting—the one that suggests she’s been running calculations in the background and has arrived at a conclusion she’s been waiting for me to reach on my own.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means,” Tasha says, setting down my phone with the particular care that means we’re transitioning from the fun part of the evening to the part where people tell you truths you’ve been avoiding, “that you’ve been engaged for fourteen months and I’ve watched you make a list in your phone every time someone asks if you’re excited.”

      “I am excited.”

      “You’re performing excited, which is different.” Tasha reaches for the Prosecco bottle—the second one, which appeared from her bag like she’d been planning a siege. “You’re doing the thing where you narrate your own life in food metaphors until the metaphors start to sound right.”

      “That’s my job. I’m a food journalist. Food metaphors are literally my job.”

      “Your job is to tell people the truth about what’s worth eating.” Bex has put down her grapes and is looking at me with the full force of her attention, which is usually reserved for spreadsheets with discrepancies. “So tell us the truth. Is Nico Mancini worth eating?”

      I open my mouth.

      I close it.

      I pick up my wine glass and discover it’s empty.

      Tasha refills it without comment.

      “That’s not a fair question,” I finally say.

      “It’s an extremely fair question. You’re a food critic. I’m asking you to critique.”

      “He’s not food. He’s a person. He’s—” I stop, because I’m about to say “he’s fine” and I’ve said that phrase so many times in the last fourteen months that it’s started to lose meaning. “He’s good to me. He’s stable. He’s⁠—”

      “Nutritionally complete but fundamentally flavorless?” Tasha suggests. “Like eating plain rice because you’ve convinced yourself carbs are the point?”

      I stare at her.

      “You said that,” she continues. “About the cake. Earlier. You said the cake Nico picked tasted like a lie wrapped in buttercream.”

      “I was talking about the cake.”

      “Were you though?”

      I look at both of them—Tasha with her Prosecco and her uncomfortable questions, Bex with her grapes and her forensic accountant energy—and I feel something crack in my chest that I’ve been holding together with list-making and metaphors.

      “I’m getting married in four days,” I say quietly.

      “I know,” Tasha says.

      “To a man who’s good to me.”

      “Is he though?” Bex asks.

      I look at her. “What?”

      “Is he good to you, or is he just not-bad to you? Because those are different things.”

      I don’t have an answer for that.

      My phone buzzes on the couch between us.

      All three of us look at it.

      The screen shows a notification from Wrong Swipe: You have 3 new profile views!

      “Don’t look at it,” I say.

      “I’m not looking at it,” Tasha says, already reaching for it.

      “Tasha—”

      “I’m just checking who viewed your profile. It’s reconnaissance. It’s basically my job as maid of honor to conduct reconnaissance.”

      “That’s not a thing.”

      “It’s absolutely a thing.” She’s already opened the app. Her face does something complicated. “Wren.”

      “What?”

      “He looked at your profile again.”

      I don’t have to ask who “he” is.

      “How many times?”

      “Do you want the truth or do you want me to lie to you in a way that’s emotionally supportive?”

      “The truth.”

      “Fourteen times.” Tasha turns the phone so I can see the screen. “He’s looked at your profile fourteen times in the last hour. There’s a little counter. It’s very judgy about it.”

      I look at the number on the screen: 14 profile views.

      Below it, in smaller text: Declan is very interested! Send a message?

      “I already sent a message,” I hear myself say.

      Both of them turn to look at me with expressions that suggest I’ve just confessed to something significantly more serious than app-based communication.

      “You what?” Tasha’s voice has gone up half an octave.

      “I sent him a message. After he sent me one. We—” I stop, because explaining this is going to require more wine than we currently have available. “We had a conversation.”

      “A conversation,” Bex repeats, in the tone of someone confirming the details of a financial transaction. “With Declan Navarro. The ex. The one who left with a text message and no forwarding address.”

      “That one.”

      “The one you spent nine thousand dollars in therapy not thinking about.”

      “Approximately nine thousand dollars. I didn’t keep exact records.”

      “I did,” Bex says. “You saw Dr. Morrison twice a week for eight months, then once a week for eighteen months after that. At two hundred per session. That’s nine thousand, two hundred dollars.”

      I stare at her. “Why do you know that?”

      “Because I’m a forensic accountant and I pay attention to my friends’ emotional expenses.” She selects another grape. “So. You had a conversation. What did you talk about?”

      I look at my wine glass.

      I look at the phone.

      I look at both of them—my cousin who’s known me since we were six and learned to braid each other’s hair, and my friend who once audited my student loans just to make sure I wasn’t being overcharged on interest—and I feel the performance I’ve been doing for fourteen months start to fall away like a costume I’ve been wearing too long.

      “He apologized,” I say quietly.

      Tasha goes very still. “He what?”

      “He said he was sorry. For all of it. And then I asked if he was really in the city for work, and he said yes, and then I asked—” I stop.

      “What did you ask?” Bex’s voice is gentle in the way that means she already knows and she’s giving me space to say it out loud.

      “I asked what room he was in.”

      Silence.

      Then Tasha says, very carefully: “And?”

      “He told me.”

      “And?”

      “And I told him mine.”

      More silence.

      Then Tasha starts laughing—not the fun kind, the kind that sounds like she’s been waiting for this moment since the engagement party and has finally received permission to react honestly.

      “Oh my god,” she says. “Oh my god. Wren Bailey. You’re four days from your wedding and you just gave your ex-boyfriend your hotel room number.”

      “I didn’t say he should come to my room. I just said—I just told him where I was. In case. If he wanted to—” I stop, because I don’t actually know how to finish that sentence.

      “In case he wanted to what?” Bex asks. “Talk? Apologize in person? Provide a detailed explanation for three years of radio silence?”

      “Any of those things.”

      “Or,” Tasha says, refilling all three glasses with the last of the Prosecco, “in case he wanted to show up at your door and remind you what it feels like when someone actually gives you butterflies instead of a nutritionally complete meal plan.”

      I don’t say anything, because she’s right and we all know it.

      My phone buzzes again.

      Wrong Swipe: Declan viewed your profile.

      “Fifteen,” Bex observes.

      We all stare at the phone.

      “He’s in this hotel,” I say. “Right now. He said he’s in room 412.”

      “That’s two floors down,” Tasha says immediately, because of course she’s already memorized the hotel layout. “Fourth floor. Same wing as us.”

      “I’m not going down there.”

      “I didn’t say you should go down there.”

      “You were thinking it.”

      “I was thinking a lot of things. That was one of them.” Tasha picks up the charcuterie board and relocates it to the coffee table with the energy of someone settling in for a long evening. “Okay. New plan. We’re going to sit here, we’re going to finish this cheese, and you’re going to tell us everything about that conversation.”

      “There’s nothing to tell.”

      “You just said he apologized for three years of silence and then gave you his room number. That’s not nothing. That’s a prologue to something.”

      “It’s not a prologue to anything. I’m getting married on Saturday.”

      “To a man who sends you approved cake lists,” Bex says quietly.

      I look at her.

      “I’m not trying to be cruel,” she continues. “I’m trying to be accurate. You’re marrying a man who pre-selects your options and calls it care. And four days before the wedding, your ex shows up on a dating app and looks at your profile fifteen times in an hour. These are facts. I’m just presenting the data.”

      “The data,” I say, “is that I’m engaged. The data is that I’ve sent out two hundred invitations. The data is that my dress is hanging in that closet and my aunt Cora has been planning this for a year and I’ve already⁠—”

      I stop.

      “You’ve already what?” Tasha asks.

      I pick up my wine glass. Put it down. Pick it up again.

      “I’ve already done the hard part,” I say finally. “I’ve already convinced myself this is what I want. I’ve made the list. I’ve written the reasons. I’ve—I’ve built the story and I know how it ends and it ends with me in a white dress on Saturday marrying someone who’s never going to leave me wondering.”

      “Because he’s never going to leave you feeling anything,” Bex says.

      The words land in the middle of the suite like something breakable.

      I look at her.

      She looks back at me with the calm precision of someone who’s been waiting to say this for fourteen months and has finally found the right moment.

      “I’m not trying to hurt you,” she says. “I’m trying to tell you what I see. And what I see is someone who’s about to marry a man who makes her feel safe because he makes her feel nothing. And safety is good. Safety matters. But Wren—” She pauses. “You’re a food journalist. You know the difference between food that nourishes you and food that just fills you up. So tell me. Tell us. Which one is Nico?”

      I open my mouth.

      My phone buzzes.

      We all look at it.

      Wrong Swipe: Declan is typing…

      The notification sits there on the screen, blinking, like it’s waiting for me to make a decision.

      I pick up the phone.

      I open the app.

      The typing indicator is still going.

      Then it stops.

      A new message appears: I know it’s late. I know you’re probably with your friends. I know I have no right to ask. But if you’re still awake in an hour, I’m in the hotel bar.

      I read it twice.

      Then I show it to Tasha and Bex.

      Tasha reads it and says: “Oh, he’s good.”

      “What?”

      “He’s giving you an out. He’s not asking you to come to his room. He’s not asking you to make a decision. He’s just—he’s putting himself in a public space and telling you where he’ll be and letting you decide if you want to show up.” She looks at me. “That’s extremely emotionally intelligent for a man who left you with a text message.”

      “Maybe he’s learned something in three years,” Bex suggests.

      “Maybe,” I say. “Or maybe he’s just⁠—”

      My phone buzzes again.

      Another message: I’m sorry. That was too much. Forget I said anything.

      Then: I hope the wedding is everything you want.

      I stare at that last message.

      I hope the wedding is everything you want.

      Not “I hope you’re happy.” Not “I hope he’s good to you.”

      I hope the wedding is everything you want.

      Like he knows.

      Like he can tell from a bio and a conversation and fifteen profile views that I’ve been building a wedding instead of wanting one.

      I stand up.

      “Where are you going?” Tasha asks.

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “Wren—”

      “I’m not going to his room. I’m not—I’m just going to think. I’m going to walk. I’m going to—” I look at both of them. “I’m going to go downstairs and get some air and maybe accidentally walk past the bar to see if he’s actually there or if this is just—if this is just something I’m imagining because I’m four days from my wedding and I’m scared.”

      “Scared of what?” Bex asks gently.

      “Scared that I’m about to marry someone I’ve been describing in food metaphors for fourteen months and not one of those metaphors has included the word ‘delicious.’”

      Tasha stands up.

      She walks over to me.

      She puts both hands on my shoulders and looks at me with the expression she’s had since we were six and I was crying because my dad forgot to pick me up from school and she told me very seriously that some people don’t deserve to be in your story.

      “Go downstairs,” she says. “Walk past the bar. See if he’s there. And if he is—if he’s actually there, sitting at the bar at eleven PM on a Tuesday waiting to see if you’ll show up—then you ask yourself one question.”

      “What question?”

      “You ask yourself: when was the last time Nico Mancini waited for anything?”

      I stare at her.

      She’s right.

      Nico doesn’t wait. Nico decides and then expects the world to align with his decisions. Including me.

      I pick up my phone.

      I look at the message: I’m in the hotel bar.

      I look at Tasha and Bex, who are both watching me with expressions that suggest they’ve been waiting for this moment since the engagement party.

      “If I’m not back in an hour,” I say, “assume I’ve made a terrible decision and come find me.”

      “We’ll give you ninety minutes,” Tasha says.

      “That’s too long.”

      “That’s exactly long enough.” She hands me my room key. “Go. We’ll be here. Eating cheese. Conducting surveillance.”

      “Surveillance on what?”

      “On whether you come back looking like someone who just had a conversation or someone who just remembered what it feels like to want something.”

      I don’t have an answer for that.

      I walk to the door.

      I open it.

      I look back at both of them one more time.

      “I’m just going to walk past the bar,” I say. “That’s all. Just to see.”

      “Sure,” Tasha says, in the tone that means she knows exactly what I’m doing and supports it completely.

      I step into the hallway.

      The door closes behind me.

      I stand there for a long moment, looking at the elevator bank at the end of the hall.

      Fourth floor.

      Room 412.

      Hotel bar.

      I’m getting married in four days.

      I press the button for the elevator.

      The doors open.

      I step inside.

      I press the button for the lobby.

      The doors close.

      I watch the numbers descend: 6… 5… 4…

      The elevator slows.

      Fourth floor.

      The doors open.

      Declan Navarro is standing in the hallway with his hand raised like he was about to press the call button.

      We stare at each other.

      “Hi,” he says.

      It’s the same word from the message. Two letters. Completely insufficient.

      “Hi,” I say back.

      Neither of us moves.

      The elevator doors start to close.

      He catches them.

      “I was just—” he starts.

      “I was going to—” I say at the same time.

      We stop.

      “The bar,” we both say.

      Then we both almost smile, which is worse than actually smiling because it means we’re both remembering that we used to do this—finish each other’s sentences, arrive at the same thought from different directions, meet in the middle.

      “Can I—” He gestures at the elevator. “Can I ride down with you?”

      I should say no.

      I should absolutely say no.

      I step to the side, making room.

      He steps into the elevator.

      The doors close.

      We’re alone in six feet of brass and mirror and three years of silence.

      The elevator starts to descend.

      Neither of us says anything.

      I can see him in the mirror—dark hair with silver at the temples that wasn’t there before, green eyes that I haven’t seen in three years and four months and approximately nine thousand dollars in therapy.

      He’s looking at me in the mirror too.

      “You look—” he starts.

      “Don’t,” I say.

      He stops.

      “Don’t tell me I look good. Don’t tell me I look the same. Don’t—” I stop, because my voice is doing something I don’t want it to do. “Just don’t.”

      “Okay,” he says quietly.

      The elevator continues down.

      3… 2…

      “I’m getting married on Saturday,” I say to the elevator doors.

      “I know.”

      “To someone else.”

      “I know.”

      “So this—whatever this is—it can’t be anything.”

      “I know,” he says again.

      The elevator reaches the lobby.

      The doors open.

      Neither of us moves.

      “But you’re still here,” I say.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      He looks at me—not in the mirror this time, actually looks at me, and I see something in his face that makes my chest hurt.

      “Because,” he says quietly, “I’ve spent three years making sure you were safe from a distance, and four days ago I found out the man you’re marrying is the reason I had to leave in the first place.”

      The elevator doors start to close.

      I catch them.

      “What?”

      But he’s already walking into the lobby, and I’m following him, and somewhere upstairs Tasha and Bex are eating cheese and conducting surveillance, and in four days I’m supposed to marry a man whose cake tastes like nothing.

      And Declan Navarro just told me he’s been keeping me safe for three years.

      From Nico.
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