

CHAPTER EIGHT

Megan

BEGIN AS YOU mean to go on.

The words came to mind before Megan could stop them. Before she could block memories of New Year’s Eves and a future that was over before it had begun.

The only thing worse than a hangover from too much drinking was a hangover from a life-changing fight. Her head pounded. Her heart was shattered.

She must’ve fallen asleep in the midst of her tears, and if she didn’t get a hold of herself, she knew they’d start again.

This had been the second night in a row she’d gone to bed without Tom. It occurred to Megan that every night from now on, she’d be going to bed without him.

The first time Megan and Tom had slept together was a couple of weeks after their first kiss. He’d invited her to one of his family’s properties. He’d called it a beach house, but it felt like a palace. That was when she’d first realized Tom came from money, a bit of trivia that seemed so irrelevant. What drew her to Tom was his kindness, the way he felt rooted. He was intellectually sharp but didn’t lord it over anyone. He had a great sense of humor but never tried to grab the spotlight. He seemed to see everything she liked about herself and brush away everything she hated. She felt like the enhanced version of Megan when she was with him.

That first night at the beach house, they’d cooked dinner; he learned just how hopeless she was in the kitchen and put her in charge of pouring the wine and objectifying him. For dessert, they dipped cream puffs in melted Belgian chocolate. A few bites in and they could no longer keep their hands off each other.

The first time with Tom had been sensual but also peppered with soft laughter and a bit of fumbling. They were both eighteen, neither of them terribly experienced; she’d been his first, and he’d been her first-ish.

To her, it was perfect. After he ensured she climaxed, they stayed wrapped up in each other and she thought, This is someone I can tell all my secrets to.

But then she’d kept a secret. And now, because of it, this morning she’d have to tell everyone the wedding was off—her family, the guests, the wedding planner. Humiliation and devastation roiled through her.

Above all else, this was the first day in twelve years she’d have to face without knowing Tom was hers. He’d ripped himself from her so suddenly, it felt like a violent act.

She couldn’t do it. Couldn’t face everything. She was just pulling the pillow over her head when she heard that faint beep of the key card.

Tom.

She sat bolt upright in bed, surprised to note that at some point last night, she’d put on her pajamas, a pair of striped shorts and a tank top.

Instead of Tom, Donna Givens burst into the room. If Tom had told her the news, she seemed to be taking it rather well.

“I’ve heard Amazon can deliver same day, but every dress I’ve looked at says it ships in one to two weeks.” Donna placed one hand on the small of her back and pressed the other against her chest.

Megan froze. “Didn’t we . . .”

Donna’s demeanor indicated she hadn’t heard about Megan and Tom’s fight the night before. If she had, she’d be throwing things by now, accusing Megan of ruining both her own and Donna’s futures.

“Didn’t we what?” Donna snapped. “Are you listening? I need a new dress.”

It took Megan a minute to connect the dots. She was talking about a new dress for today. That was it. Because of course her mother suddenly wanted to get another new dress for the wedding. Odd that she’d brought up Amazon again, though.

Except . . . 

Megan looked back down at her pajamas. There was no way she’d put them on last night. She rubbed at her eyelashes. No mascara. There was also no way she’d washed her face before bed. Maybe she’d cried the mascara off?

She gave her mother the once-over. She was in the same dramatic pose as yesterday, wearing the same blue blouse with the same scarf around her neck. And there was definitely no way she’d repeat an outfit in front of Carol. None of this made any sense. And if it didn’t make any sense . . . 

“It was a dream,” Megan mumbled, her heart speeding up. That was the only logical explanation. She tried to remember the previous night . . . not the rehearsal dinner and awful fight, but the actual night before, when she’d arrived at the island and unpacked her suitcase and happily gone to bed. It felt far away.

She shook off the feeling, because if the rehearsal dinner and the whole day leading up to it had been a dream, that meant there’d been no fight and there’d be no surprise move to Missouri.

Most important, that meant the wedding was still on.

A grin broke out across her face. Megan felt she could cry from relief. Tom still loved her. They would still have their life together. Imperfect though it was, they’d gotten through a dozen years together. That was longer than almost all of her mother’s relationships combined.

She knew Tom’s heart perhaps better than she knew her own. He would always try to do the right thing, always cherish her and try to make her laugh when she got bogged down. Their relationship had its complications, but there was so much good in it. Looking back on what she and Tom had built together, starting when they were only kids, filled Megan with pride.

Sure, there had been mistakes . . . 

Swatting away guilty, insoluble thoughts of Leo and the dream version of her that he had asked to run away with him, Megan embraced the chance to make her rehearsal-dinner day the one she’d actually wanted. Her subconscious had kindly created a worst-case scenario, preparing her better than all her spreadsheets and to-do lists combined. She knew now that if Tom learned about Leo, it wouldn’t alleviate her guilt. It would soil everything, steal her future with him. She wouldn’t let that happen.

“What was a dream?” Donna asked.

“Nothing. Don’t worry about it.” Megan got out of bed, shoved her cold toes into the hotel slippers, went into the bathroom, and closed the door behind her.

While she got ready, Donna yelled at her through the door in a vaguely British accent, “I see Tom hasn’t even arrived yet from his oh so crucial client dinner?”

“You’re being English again,” Megan said through a mouthful of toothbrush.

“I need something to wear to the rehearsal dinner tonight,” Donna told her, then paused. “You can see Gran and Granddad’s boat from here.”

“I know.” Her subconscious had done an impeccable job.

“Cheer me up, Moopy,” Donna prodded, tapping lightly on the bathroom door.

Megan swung it open, digging deep for the patience required to parent her own mother. “If you don’t feel comfortable with your dress, why don’t we go to Friday Harbor and see if we can find something you like better?”

“That’s a splendid idea.” Donna kissed Megan’s forehead. “I’m going to dash off and invite your sister to go with us.”

  

In her dream, she’d put on the heart pendant and met Tom at the ferry dock. But she didn’t want to do things the same way; it seemed like bad luck.

If she were being truly honest, the dream made her a bit afraid to see Tom. The fight they’d had might not have been real, but it still contained truths she didn’t want to face. Not right now. Not during what should be one of the best weekends of her life.

Instead, she sent Tom a text telling him she’d leave the rental-car keys in their hotel room and that she couldn’t wait to see him later.

Since she’d dug it out specifically for this weekend, she still put on the necklace, then set out to grab breakfast at the market before meeting her mom and sister. At least this time she had no reason to seek out Carol.

It was a beautiful morning, warm with a hint of crispness. Megan inhaled the sea air as she took in the sights of the morning: the children in pajamas holding hands with their grown-ups walking across the docks to the showers. Oddly enough, the coffee vendor looked familiar, as did the woman who sold her the scone. Or perhaps her dream was getting fuzzier the more awake she felt.

She took her time, weaving through the booths, sipping slowly as she watched boaters wake and cook breakfast on their stern grills. This was her happy place. For the hundredth time, she was filled with a sweet serenity that, despite all the wedding details the Prescotts pushed for—and offered to pay for—they’d at least agreed to hold everything in the place closest to her heart.

As much as she wanted to spend the morning cloaked in this quiet comfort, she knew it was time to head up to the hotel lobby.

“Megan, darling, I just got word that the wedding rehearsal isn’t going to be held this afternoon. When do you intend to have it? After dinner? That sounds terribly inconvenient.”

The voice was coming from behind her. Megan turned to see Carol’s pinched face. Again. No, not again, she told herself. That was a dream.

“Good morning, Carol!” Megan smiled tightly, her heart pounding. “Yes, there was a scheduling conflict with the hotel, but the wedding planner said we could skip the rehearsal—he’ll make sure we’re all in the right places at the right time.”

“Mmm. Anyway, what are you doing here? I’m sure you have a thousand details you should be checking on.”

“I was just enjoying a bit of quiet time before diving into all those details.” Megan tamped down her effusiveness. “This place is so gorgeous.”

“It is lovely,” Carol agreed. “Shame it takes two planes and a ferry to get here.”

A prickling crawled up the back of Megan’s neck as Carol’s gaze traveled down. “What’s on your feet, dear? Are those the hotel slippers?”

This was déjà vu, that was all. Wasn’t that what déjà vu really was? Something you’d experienced in a dream that coincidentally occurred in real life? “No, these are just some sandals I brought.” Her voice sounded hollow to her own ears.

“Mmm.” Carol wrinkled her nose as though Megan had broken wind, just as she had in the dream. “Anyway, I won’t keep you. I just wanted to make sure you’d rearranged the seating at tonight’s dinner so my tennis friends could sit a bit closer to John and me.”

“Yes. I took care of it.” Megan’s heart beat erratically. This was wedding jitters, that was all. Though the explanation didn’t quite make sense, she tried to convince herself it did.

“Good girl.” Carol air-kissed Megan on each cheek as she said goodbye.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

Tom

THE LOCK SCREEN on Tom’s phone still offered nothing more than the background photograph of him and Megs at the botanical gardens in Montreal. They’d driven up to Canada during a rare long weekend and spent three days filling up on poutine and crepes, trying desperately to learn French through immersion.

What a relief that pretty much everyone in Montreal spoke English.

In the photo, Megs was midlaugh, her nose wrinkling adorably. His face was in profile because he couldn’t take his eyes off her. The photo had been taken by another tourist, a woman who was there with her husband to celebrate their fiftieth anniversary.

“We’ve already been together for over a decade,” Megs had said while they chatted amiably. “Getting to fifty years will be no problem.”

Tom had kept the photo front and center as a reminder of that day. Of how easily they could see an entire lifetime together.

Now the photo made him want to chuck his phone against a brick wall.

He shrugged into his suit jacket. It felt too tight around the shoulders.

He’d been calling and texting Megs intermittently for hours but there had been no response. At first he wondered if something had happened to her. He’d considered texting her family to make sure she was okay and then, like a flood, he thought about her with Leo. She was probably avoiding Tom to sneak off with his best friend and didn’t even have the courtesy to answer her damn phone.

He was pissed. Telling her just how pissed was all he wanted—it would quench his anger like a cold beer on a hot day. There was no way in hell he was going to sit through that rehearsal dinner; he was calling off the wedding the moment he found her.

But he was in their hotel room and she was God knew where.

He remembered when she’d first started out at GQ, not long after they’d moved to New York together; she’d gotten the opportunity to sit in on an interview with the legendary Kenneth Birch, one of the few men in Hollywood with a truly successful and long-lasting relationship. When Tom asked if Megs had heard any good celebrity gossip, Megs laughed and told him that Kenneth’s juiciest stuff had been about his own life. He’d talked about how couples tended to have the same fight over and over again, that while the words sounded different in each, the meanings were the same. The insight had been interesting, if a little disappointing; Kenneth had starred in dozens of movies over the course of at least three decades, and Tom had been hoping to find out which of Kenneth’s costars threw tantrums on set.

But for some reason, that story had stayed with Tom. Even though it didn’t seem to apply, because he and Megs never fought—with the exception of Megs tossing a pillow at his face and telling him to cut his toenails because they were scratching her calves in bed or Tom telling Megs to wear her nasal strips to clamp down on her snoring. But even when they’d first moved to New York and everyone told them over and over again that they’d sink or swim in the city, they’d never felt as overwhelmed as they should’ve, and they’d certainly never taken it out on each other.

That was their secret drinking game, regardless of whether or not alcohol was present. If someone responded to Tom and Megan’s “take over New York” plan with the phrase sink or swim, they’d share a look and mime taking a shot.

They didn’t even fight when John and Carol kept offering to foot the bill to get them out of their dodgy neighborhood and their even dodgier apartment and when all they could afford to eat was peanut butter and whatever carb was on day-old sale at a nearby bakery. Tom and Megan were more than content making love on the stained futon they’d bought off Craigslist to the sounds of their upstairs neighbors trying to train their dog. Their relationship felt untouchable.

He knew now it’d already been touched. Defiled. Because the Megs who’d moved to New York with him and who’d mimed taking shots and who’d eaten peanut butter on stale dinner rolls was also the one who’d slept with his best friend and never told him.

His anger, the hurt he felt, was as fresh as it had been when Leo made the confession during yesterday’s today. How could she avoid him all day and leave him to stew alone in his misery?

He rolled that word around in his mind: alone. Because he had to be alone in this. Everyone else seemed to be going through the day for the first time. And if Megs were experiencing this loop thing too, she would’ve answered one of his calls—or tried to call him.

He gave up on trying to reach her. They’d see each other at some point during this day. His stomach clenched at the thought.

As much as he wanted to confront her, to call everything off as soon as he could, he also didn’t. Because living through the ensuing fight again was beyond cruel.

Tom couldn’t stay in this hotel room one more minute waiting for Megs to show up. With only an hour until the dreaded rehearsal dinner, he decided to get himself some courage in a glass to deal with what lay ahead.

There was a casual restaurant close to the pier and then there was the one higher up, offering better views and a pricier menu, where their rehearsal dinner would take place. Luckily, the former also had a bar.

He walked up the stone steps and shook his head at the hostess who wanted to put him on the patio with the rest of the polo-wearing guests dining on charcuterie platters and crab cakes. He didn’t want a stunning view or to be surrounded by happy families making memories in the last days of summer. He didn’t want to look at Happy Accident in the marina. He wanted to lurk in a dark corner and try to make sense of this day. Of his life.

He perched on a bar stool, not caring whether he was wrinkling his suit, and stared at the menu.

“Oh, man, you look like a goomba,” said a sultry voice from behind the bar. Tom glanced up from the happy-hour menu.

Her name tag said casey. She wore her jet-black hair in a high ponytail that hung straight down to her waist. The azure ends appeared to have been dipped in a blue-raspberry Slurpee. She had a tiny stud in her nose. Her eyes were lined in a way that flicked at the end. It occurred to Tom that this was what Megs had meant all those times she’d talked about trying and failing to do a cat-eye.

“A goomba,” he said.

Her lips, a surprisingly appealing orangey red, broke into an easy, sardonic smile. “Yeah. You know, those little mushroom guys from Super Mario who have angry eyebrows and perma-frowns.”

“I know what a goomba is.”

“Then you shouldn’t have said ‘A goomba’ like you didn’t.”

Tom had thought that if he couldn’t talk to Megs, he wanted to be alone. Yet he was enjoying this. Here was someone he owed absolutely nothing to. Someone who could distract him from the storm ahead, if only for a minute. “You’re saying I look like an angry little mushroom man.”

“You do get it.” Casey leaned on the bar. “What can I get you? Something to cheer you up, perhaps?”

“Yeah. I’m thinking a scotch.”

She leaned in closer and stage-whispered, “I don’t know if you know this, but alcohol is a depressant.” She turned around, made his drink, gave him one more smile as she placed it in front of him, and left him to brood.

He replayed yesterday in his mind. He replayed today. He searched for some sort of answers as to why it was happening—how it was happening—and came up empty. When he started replaying the fight he’d already had with Megs and had to have again, he needed distraction more than scotch. So he caught the bartender’s eye and raised his glass in her direction as a miniature cheers.

“How’s that scotch going down? Like liquid sunshine?” Casey sauntered over, her smile crooked. Inviting.

“About what you’d expect.” Tom’s voice sounded troubled, even to himself.

“Bartenders are supposedly unlicensed therapists, right?” She rested her elbows on the bar.

“So I’ve heard.”

“Then may I offer you some unsolicited advice?” She tilted her head. “I’ve heard that people love receiving unsolicited advice.”

He laughed despite himself. Despite everything. “Be my guest.”

“Whatever’s making you look like an angry mushroom isn’t worth it.”

“Oh yeah?” Tom sat up straighter, crossing his arms, his body language transmitting full skepticism. And perhaps a little intrigue. “What makes you so sure?”

“Life’s too short, man. Too damn short. Especially for someone like you—handsome, together. You can spend your days tying yourself in knots for the things that ultimately make you miserable, or you can chase the great unknown.”

“The great unknown?” Tom scoffed. It sounded like something Leo would say.

This woman, objectively beautiful, had never been a Prescott. She’d probably never had the surest thing in her life blow up in her face, only to have to confront the explosion again the next day. The great unknown actually existed for the Leos and the Caseys of the world. Tom wanted it to exist for him too.

Instead, he was neck-deep in known miseries.

As much as he dreaded calling off the wedding (again), he was also dreading the fallout—his parents’ disappointment in his failed relationship, their embarrassment at becoming fodder for country-club gossip, the inevitable moments he’d forget and want to text Leo something funny. He dreaded missing the way Megs would try to distract him while he cooked by shimmying to music around him. Above all, he dreaded the nights he’d now spend alone, without Megs’s cold feet and the soft sounds of her breath beside him.

The person who caught him when he felt like he was falling had always been Megs, and this time she’d been the one to push him off the cliff.

“Oh yeah. The great unknown.” Casey’s voice brought Tom back to the bar. She nodded as though this were scientific fact. “If you ask me—and you didn’t, but we’ve already established you live for unsolicited advice—the great unknown is the whole point.”

“Thanks for the advice,” he said. He raised his glass to her again, swallowed its contents, and said, “And thanks for the liquid sunshine. I feel so much better.” But he didn’t. He felt categorically worse, unable to get the phrase the great unknown to stop spinning in his head.

It was dawning on Tom, as the so-called liquid sunshine loosened him up, that all those years, the fact that they weren’t fighting was so much worse than actually fighting. Because what they hadn’t been fighting about was Megan screwing around on him. With his best friend.

They’d never fought about the fact that it had happened or whyit had happened. They’d never fought about how it was or if Leo was better or how she’d felt afterward, keeping it from Tom.

He’d never been given the chance to yell or process what had happened. He’d been cast as the ignorant fool in Megs’s betrayal, and, yes, that was much worse than having the same fight over and over again.

Megan had looked at him mere hours later from under the brim of her black graduation cap, the tassel bouncing when she laughed, her eyes reflecting the sun.

And now she wasn’t even returning his calls. What had happened to her today to stop her from meeting him at the ferry dock? To make her avoid him? There was no way for her to know his intention was to break things off, so why was she ghosting him?

He straightened his tie and left the bar. He was still frustrated their paths hadn’t crossed, and now he had to endure another dinner of subtle horrors just so he could end things afterward. Because there was no way he was making a scene in front of all their guests. In front of his dad. No, Tom would grin and bear it until the dinner was over. He could do that.

In the private room of the upscale restaurant, she finally walked through the door; stunning in a champagne dress that caught the light whenever she moved, her expression bright and questioning. He couldn’t help but look at her mouth, the one he’d been kissing for his entire adult life. The one that had kissed his best friend.

He crossed the room and gave her a cursory brush of his cheek against hers for their audience’s sake.

“Hi?” The syllable sounded like a question, one he ignored.

“Hi.” He’d meant for the reply to come out clipped, but a small shard of his anger, his broken heart, slipped out too.

Her eyebrows furrowed. “What’s wrong? And why do you smell like scotch?”

He turned away from her, ignoring both her questions. “We should do the rounds.”

Before she could protest, he crossed the room to the first guests he recognized from his parents’ list, tennis friends of his mother’s. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Megan hesitate before making her way to her grandparents’ table.

Somehow he survived a parade of small talk, of accepting best wishes and congratulations he no longer wanted. When they sat down at their table, he immediately turned away from Megs to engage Brody and Emmeline in a conversation about New York politics. If anyone noticed the chilly air between himself and his fiancée, no one said a word. Prescotts and Givenses kept to themselves as guests found their seats and appetizers rolled out.

Minutes, gestures, words. Sips, bites, swallows. He was passing through the evening as though surrounded by a fog, punctuated only by meaningless sounds and movements.

“We have to give out the gifts,” Megan whispered to him as he mindlessly munched on a crostini.

“Be my guest.” Tom took another bite. He felt a small satisfaction in the way his dismissal made her shoulders tense. Let her be angry at the way he was ignoring her. He had more to be angry at her about.

He watched her stand, her jaw clenched, and then forcibly relax her face into a smile. “Thanks for coming, everyone. We really appreciate all of you. Now we have some gifts we’d like to hand out to our wedding party.”

The speech was surprisingly curt—particularly when compared to the speech she’d given the first time he’d experienced this dinner. He helped her hand out the cuff links and whatever was in the wrapped boxes she was giving to Paulina and Brianna (he couldn’t quite recall what she’d settled on, had only vague memories of discussing it over rushed breakfasts of toasted bagels and coffee in to-go cups).

“Now we’ll open up the floor to guests who would like to say a few words. Or, if you’d prefer, feel free to just eat and enjoy the company of family and friends.” The way Megan had said this, it was clear she didn’t want any speeches. He couldn’t blame her. Listening to Great-Aunt Florence drone on had been difficult the first time. Although, he reminded himself, Megan hadn’t experienced that yet. He shouldn’t even remember it.

He looked over to where Leo was seated and found him looking at Megs intently. All this time, Tom had thought he was the only one to share secret looks with her. Tom’s fists clenched under the table as he tried to steady his breathing. He couldn’t believe he’d never seen what was going on between them . . . that he’d trusted them both so implicitly.

Sitting at a table with Megs beside him, in the shadow of John’s and Carol’s looming presence, Donna’s ridiculousness, and Brianna’s entitlement, Tom was on the verge of cracking. Of yelling, Surprise! This whole weekend is a sham! Let’s all find the nearest exit and get the hell out.

He tried to tune out Great-Aunt Florence, who’d been undeterred by Megan’s suggestion of forgoing speeches to eat. He couldn’t listen as she implored him and Megs to “cling to each other” and “laugh often.”

Alistair showed up, predictably unpredictable, in his cargo shorts, with his absurd stories of precarious travels locked and loaded. Food made its way around the tables; conversations became more uproarious as wine bottles were drained. His mother was asking Donna inane statistical questions about the state of Montana. The whole affair felt much longer than it had the first time.

Before Tom could remember what happened next, his father stood and commanded the room’s attention like a general leading his troops into battle. “I know, I know. I’m supposed to save my words of wisdom for the main event, but this seems as good a time as any.”

The sound of cutlery against plates stilled. The music quieted.

The first time his father had said a version of these words, Megs had taken his hand under the table. Tom folded his arms across his chest, not giving her the opportunity. Yes, taking this job without consulting her was a dick move. But his self-righteousness overshadowed his guilt. What Tom had done wasn’t a betrayal. No, he’d been trying to protect her. To avoid overwhelming her.

What Megs had done was cheat and lie and lie and lie . . . 

John kept speaking, and Tom waited for the moment he knew his father would throw the Missouri grenade. The first time, he’d been too craven to see Megan’s reaction. Now, morbid curiosity took over and he turned his face just enough to gauge her expression.

“Now, as most of you know,” John was saying, “this means a big move to Missouri, so as part of our wedding gift to the happy couple, Carol and I have purchased a rather large home for them in the beautiful community of Kirkwood.”

He waited for Megs’s eyes to flash. For her to clutch her stomach or rub at her ring.

But she was eating. Taking a bite of prawn. She didn’t seem thrilled . . . but neither was she acting like someone who’d just learned her life was being upended.

Had she not heard John?

“You’re moving to Missouri?” Donna hissed at Megs.

Now Tom turned his whole body toward his fiancée.

But Megs only shrugged. “Yep.”

“When were you going to tell me?” Donna tossed her napkin onto the table, clearly relishing an opportunity to get riled up.

“Oh, I only found out yesterday.”

Megs’s response sent a current through him.

She . . . 

He hadn’t . . . 

Every noise faded out and then crescendoed when he heard a guest at a nearby table say, “The bride and groom seem to be a little distracted, don’t they? Shall we get them focused again?” This was followed by dozens of forks clanging against dozens of wineglasses.

The entire room wanted to see Tom and Megan kiss.

They turned to each other, a challenge in her eyes, fury in his own, and gave each other a kiss that shocked their audience into silence. This was passion fueled not by love, but by spite.

Not caring that he was being rude or abrupt, as soon as the kiss ended, Tom said to Meg, “Let’s go talk,” and stormed out, sparing one moment to glare at Leo as he left. He felt Megan follow. Leo made a move to get up from his chair and Tom leveled him with a look. Leo slowly sat back down and averted his eyes.

The last thing they heard as they exited was Brianna’s crass “Who wants to bet they’re going up to the suite for a pre-wedding boom-boom?” and Alistair laughing.

“Where are we going?” Megan asked as they rushed away from the restaurant. She took off her heels and ran to keep up with his long strides.

“We’ve got a few things to discuss.”

“Okay.”

He couldn’t read anything in the way she’d said those two syllables or in the way she continued to follow him along the winding cobblestone path without any more questions. He couldn’t read Megs at all anymore.

Above them, clouds moved and expanded, bloated from the weight of unshed rain.

They burst into the hotel lobby, walked past the elevators, and took the stairs two at a time. When they arrived at their suite, Tom couldn’t get the key card to work for a minute because his hands were shaking.

He was ready to fight. But he needed to know something first.

“Who told you about Missouri?”

She had the gall to smirk as the tension between them rose and dropped and rose again. “Well, we both know it wasn’t you.”

There was something in her posture, her aura, the way she wasn’t backing down. It was like she knew what was coming next.

If the answer to what he was about to ask was no, she would definitely think he was insane. Still, he braced himself and said, “This day. Have you already been through it before too?”

Tom heard her sharp intake of breath. He realized she knew.

She knew.

“Too?” she asked. She swallowed hard and he nodded in response. They froze, thieves caught in the night.

“What’s happening to us?” she whispered, her eyes locked on his.

“I don’t know. I thought it was just me, but . . .”

The oxygen was sucked out of their inevitable fight. Tom tried to reconcile his feeling of relief at not having to go through this senseless experience alone with the pain of having to go through it with the one person he didn’t ever want to see again.

And yet here they were. Trapped together.

  

The magnetic force of habitually being close brought them both to the bed—though tension kept them on opposite sides—and the weight of living this surreal experience brought them down. Tom didn’t know how long they’d been sitting on that sinking mattress, their backs to each other. He would’ve believed ten seconds; he would’ve believed ten days.

“You and Leo,” he eventually said gruffly, because he couldn’t help himself. There was still a minuscule part of him that thought, hoped, that part could’ve been a dream.

“You and Missouri,” she shot back, though the rebuttal lacked any real oomph.

It was true. Real. Messed up beyond belief. But Tom didn’t want to fight. What was happening felt too big, too loaded. He felt as though his equilibrium was off and it was taking every ounce of his strength just to sit upright. All he wanted to do was fix whatever was broken in this day. Then he could worry about Leo and Missouri and . . . the rest of his life. He tried to strategize a next step and came up empty. Megs was always better in a crisis than he was. She’d take action where he’d freeze.

“What do we do?” he asked, cutting through the thick wedge of silence. Despite himself and the pot of anger boiling in him, he still believed Megs could handle almost anything.

She shrugged with great effort, as though her shoulders were encased in concrete. “Maybe we should sleep on it. Figure everything out in the morning. Pray this is all some vivid fever dream.”

“You don’t pray,” Tom reminded her, surprised to note the kindness in his voice.

“I could start.” She let out a breathy laugh. “I’m willing to do anything to return order to the universe again.”

“Should we go back down there?” He absolutely did not want to return to the rehearsal dinner, but abandoning it altogether didn’t sit right either. He was a pleaser, even in moments of despair.

“Pass,” Megs said wryly. “I’ve already lived through it twice. I’m good.”

Another silence stretched out between them. Uncertainty loomed as the graceful notes of “And I Love Her” played outside their window. The heavy clouds he remembered from the night before seemed to be gathering more lazily tonight. He saw only a small flicker of lightning.

Tom cleared his throat, stood up with feigned renewed energy, and said, “Okay. We’ll sleep on it. What else can we do?”

It was just after ten o’clock, too early to go to bed, but Tom felt as though he’d been awake for days. The last time he’d felt this tired was when he was studying to pass the bar and Megs had just gotten her first promotion at GQ. She’d come home late each night to find him half asleep with his books open, the television turned to something quiet and palliative, like a baseball game. They’d shovel cold cereal into their mouths and talk about their days before collapsing into bed, their arms reaching for each other while they slept.

Now she pulled down the covers on the bed and looked at him expectantly. But there was no way he was going to crawl under the sheets with her, even just to sleep. The world might be upside down and oblong, but this wasn’t the Megs he thought he knew, and they were long past those days of exhaustion.

He turned his back and walked to the door. When he reached out for the doorknob, she spoke up.

“Where are you going?”

“I can’t sleep here.”

Always focusing first on the practical matters, she didn’t let it go at that. “Where are you going to sleep?”

Tom rubbed at his fist, the one he’d hit Leo with yesterday. Then at his eyes, to fight the prickle of tears behind them. “I’ll figure it out. Probably the same place I slept the first time we lived through this. In the car.”

If he stayed any longer, he’d lead her into another high-octane fight. And he didn’t have it in him to confront her betrayal, to ask the question whose answer he feared most.

Are you still in love with Leo?





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Tom

THE FOGHORN THAT Tom swore got louder every morning.

The sharp pain piercing through his neck.

The ferociously perky “Good morning, sunshine!” from the poor man’s Henry Winkler as Tom’s eyes squeezed shut, then fluttered open.

Tom was going to die in this never-ending day.

In every other version, Tom had responded to Henry Winkler. He didn’t have it in him today. He stared straight ahead, jaw clenched.

This apparently only persuaded the man to try again, because Henry Winkler leaned in and tapped the green perforated metal between them. “I can never sleep on this ferry, so I envy you. I just caffeinate and caffeinate until I have the jitters. And then do you know what I do?”

Since not responding hadn’t shut down the conversation, Tom relented. “I don’t know,” he said through gritted teeth.

Henry Winkler chortled. “Caffeinate some more!”

Tom couldn’t take it anymore. He couldn’t summon the energy to be even remotely polite. “No.” The word came out before Tom had even decided what to say.

“I beg your pardon?”

He took the eye drops out of the plastic bag in his pocket and squirted them into his eyes with abandon. The liquid dripped down his cheeks. He must’ve looked like a maniac. He didn’t care. “I said no.”

“No what?” Henry Winkler adjusted his glasses. There was dog or cat hair all over his sweater vest.

“No to this day, no to small talk with you, no to all of it.” Tom had never been so blatantly rude in his life. He didn’t hate it.

But to his horror, Henry Winkler’s eyes grew watery, and guilt kicked Tom in the nuts. “I’m sorry,” he said sincerely. “I’m having a bad morning.”

“It’s okay.” Henry waved him off. “It happens to the best of us. But think of it this way: It’ll get better. And if it doesn’t, tomorrow is another day.”

If only Henry Winkler knew.

  

While the ferry docked at a glacial pace, Tom’s list of regrets sped through his mind at breakneck speed. He wasn’t just thinking about the mistakes he’d made recently; he was going back further. Since misery loved company and Tom was all alone, he decided to drag himself down as far as he could.

He remembered how, as a first-year associate, he’d been expected to do a lot of the grunt work at Prescott and Prescott. On one particularly grueling occasion, the firm had been preparing for a high-profile antitrust case. A team that included both Tom and Brody was assembled and essentially locked in a war room for weeks. They combed through thousands of documents, knowing there was a good chance that the case would settle out of court and their efforts would be for naught.

One of the other lawyers assigned to the war room was a woman who’d been at the firm for a couple of years, Mayumi. She and Tom had been working side by side for a few days, finding small ways to keep up morale. She had a particularly dry sense of humor that he liked. One late afternoon, she invited Tom for lunch.

Tom politely declined. He enjoyed Mayumi’s company and figured the invitation was platonic, but Tom avoided even the faint aroma of infidelity. He didn’t want to spur any office gossip, nor did he ever want to give Megs a reason to worry.

The memory snagged on his sense of irony as he stomped off the ferry. He’d done everything right yesterday, just as he’d tried to do everything right his whole life, and he was still spinning his wheels in this pit.

Now he was wondering if he’d done himself a disservice. His devotion to Megs was appearing less romantic and more and more misguided. Maybe he would’ve been happier with Gina or Mayumi or . . . someone else.

His memory conjured the second part of that anecdote; unsurprisingly, upon hearing his little brother politely refuse Mayumi’s lunch invitation, Brody’d offered to take her to his favorite deli.

Tom was fairly certain Brody had never cheated on Emmeline. His brother did, however, openly embrace any opportunity to chat up an attractive colleague; it was almost as though he hoped the gossip would get back to Emmeline. Whether Brody’s behavior was a reaction to or the cause of the state of his listless marriage, Tom wasn’t sure. The relationship Brody and Emmeline had wasn’t what Tom would ever want for himself, but who was he to judge? You never really knew what relationships were like from the inside. And Tom and Brody didn’t tend to talk about anything below the surface of the frozen pond their family skated on.

But Tom didn’t want to skate. Today, all Tom wanted to do was find a dark room to hide in. Maybe with a bottle of Jack.

With his garment bag slung over his shoulder and his suitcase bumping along the docks, Tom grew angrier. And then he spotted Megs standing at the top of the ramp, her arms crossed. He didn’t want to hear one more of her well-intentioned plans. Her stubborn belief in her own logic made him really want that bottle of Jack.

Why had he trusted someone so morally murky?

Megs didn’t know any better than he did. Nobody did. Everyone was just ricocheting through life, trying to get through with as few bruises as possible.

And this morning Tom had woken up black-and-blue.

He picked up speed, his suitcase bouncing until it flipped onto its side, no longer rolling on its little wheels. Tom picked it up and awkwardly carried it by the still-extended handle, his garment bag dragging along the ground.

He hadn’t even reached the top of the ramp when she spat out, “What did you do?”

“What did I do?” Oh no. This little blame-shifter wasn’t going to put this whole space-time clusterfuck on him. “What did you do? Did you really send Leo away? Because for some reason, he was still at the rehearsal dinner last night. Did you really end it with him? Or did you decide to sleep with him once more for old times’ sake?”

“No, I didn’t sleep with him again. And how could I have ended something that didn’t even exist?” Her hair blew wildly in the breeze off the ocean. “It happened years ago and I keep apologizing. Will you hold that against me forever?”

He shrugged like a sullen teenager. “Maybe. I mean, I didn’t do anything wrong yesterday.”

“Actually, Tom.” She tucked her hair behind her ears and glowered at him. “You didn’t do anything. Full stop.”

“What do you mean?”

“You left me to flail up there during our speech. You didn’t talk to my family at all. I mean, we’re well past this, but how much of this wedding did you actually plan with me?” She pointed her finger at him. “And how dare you get too comfortable on the moral high ground when we still haven’t properly discussed your plan to hijack my life and take me to Missouri.”

The pedicab rolled up, coming in at an awkward angle to account for the rental car inexplicably in the middle of the road.

“Fancy a ride, you two? Where are you heading?” the silvery-haired strong woman asked. For the fourth time.

“Go away!” Tom and Megan yelled at her in unison.

“What do you mean, I didn’t do anything last night? Which last night?” Tom asked, getting them back to their fight. He had no idea what she was talking about or why she was angry with him. Aside from the Missouri thing, which he was the first to admit had been shitty.

“Last last night! When I was trying to stop Alistair from embarrassing me in front of your parents and so I just kept talking.”

Ferry passengers were trickling around them, not even trying to hide that they were eavesdropping. Tom didn’t care.

“What did you expect me to do, Megan?” He was still holding his suitcase, his garment bag draped over the top, and his biceps were starting to burn, so he tossed it to the ground. “Interrupt you and say something coherent?”

“Yes!” Her arms flew out. “That would’ve been great! I was clearly dying up there! But you never say anything! Ever!”

She was making less sense as she went on. Tom was torn between wanting to dissect where this particular tirade was coming from and wanting to jump into the freezing ocean just to feel something other than hopeless frustration. Instead of asking her to clarify, he just stared at her. He knew it was a dick move. Something his dad would do.

“You’ve never defended me to your family,” she said. “They treat me like I’m trash—”

“They approve of you, they’re polite to you,” Tom said.

“In a passive-aggressive way that lets me know I’m with you by their grace. You know as well as I do they wish you were with someone who came from better stock because they hate my family—”

“You hate your family.”

“I’m allowed! They’re mine!” She threw her head back and let out a guttural yell, alarming several passersby. Then she seared Tom with a gimlet eye. “You’re a coward, Tom. A fucking coward! You’ve never stood up to your family. Not for me, not for yourself. And if you want to live your life letting them bulldoze their way across you, be my guest. I want no part of it.”

He nearly doubled over. They’d never spoken to each other like this. How long had Megs been holding that all in?

You’re a coward, Tom. A fucking coward.

Pain gave way to anger, which he tamped down with feigned apathy. Let her think he was a coward. He knew better. He’d spent his whole life keeping the peace. Every day trying to both impress his parents and love Megs. That wasn’t cowardice, it was a relentless, exhausting act of bravery.

Fine. If the day was going to reset every morning, then there were no consequences. And if there were no consequences, then Tom definitely wasn’t going to waste today getting obliterated by his (former?) fiancée.

The man with the giant fishing hat approached them with trepidation, his bright-eyed tabby twitching its whiskers with interest. “Excuse me. Sorry to interrupt, but I just wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

“Not now, cat man,” Megs snapped. The man scurried off.

“All right. I’m a coward.” Feeling wild, Tom tossed his garment bag off the ramp. He’d wanted it to drift out to sea in a dramatic fashion, but instead it sort of rolled down the small cliff onto a short rocky beach. Oh, well. The tide would come in and take it away. “You want to know what this coward’s going to do today?”

“What?” The word came out as a small blast of disdain from that mouth he’d kissed a million times.

“Whatever the hell I want.”

Tom kicked his suitcase, still lying on the ground, off the small cliff too. This time the momentum took it right out to the murky, seaweed-infested water with a satisfying splash.
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