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‘A resonant, earnest look at what comes after happily ever after, Heather McBreen’s sophomore novel is both deeply felt and sharply funny. The push and pull of Roslyn and Liam’s love story is absolutely dripping with angst and yearning, all underscored by the deftly handled undercurrent of Roslyn’s grief. Sunk in Love is a poignant story of two imperfect people learning to do their best for one another—and a beautiful reminder that the bravest thing we can be is hopeful. This book aches in all the best ways and has a permanent spot on my favorites shelf’
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To Mom, for encouraging me to tell my own stories




AUTHOR’S NOTE

This story deals with topics such as alcohol consumption, divorce, depression, an abusive romantic relationship (not on page but referred to), parental abandonment (not on page but referred to), and the death of a parent (not on page but referred to). If you are sensitive to any of these, please read with care. 
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Now

I push soggy layers of pasta and dry beef back and forth on my plate, trying to guess whether the dish in front of me is actually lasagna, or if the cook realized too late that all they had was ketchup and mozzarella and decided to just go with it.

I pick up a forkful, examine it, then set it back down again.

Just because something is called lasagna on a menu doesn’t make it lasagna. But then again, it’s hard to enjoy . . . whatever this is, when my husband—soon-to-be-ex-husband—made what I enthusiastically dubbed The World’s Best Lasagna.

I used to beg him for the recipe, but he’d just smile—the one with the dimples that made my knees go weak—and tell me that if he shared it, then I wouldn’t ask him to make it for me anymore. Which seemed romantic at the time. A tacit declaration that he’d always be there.

But I guess that was just another lie. One of many.

“Roslyn? You’ve hardly touched your food,” comes Grammy’s voice, drawing me out of my thoughts and back into the restaurant where I’m seated under the glare of fluorescent lighting and my grandmother’s gaze. 

I’ve been dodging family dinner for months, cycling through numerous excuses. Not feeling well. Doing taxes. Writing deadline. But after the fourth last-minute cancellation, I figured I couldn’t stave it off much longer. Which is how I ended up at a strip mall Italian eatery sitting across from my grandparents and siblings while they pepper me with questions I don’t know how to answer.

“Just not hungry,” I tell her, forcing a tight smile. Which I seem to be doing a lot of this evening. I wouldn’t be surprised if my jaw hurts in the morning.

“Are you sick?” my little sister, Bella, asks from across the table. “You look like one of the cadavers from the lab we did last week.”

“The flu has been especially bad this year,” Jonah agrees, using his most distinguished I’m-your-older-brother-I-know-best voice. “My ER has seen a big uptick in high-risk cases.”

“I was reading that as well,” Gramps agrees before launching into a discussion of hospital politics and this year’s flu variant while Bella, Jonah, and his husband all nod along, adding in thoughtful hmmmms and good points and how interestings, rendering me invisible as usual.

I used to resent conversations like this. Ones that widened the already existing gap between me and my family of doctors. But tonight, I’m thankful for the excuse to fade into the background of clattering plates and Frank Sinatra warbling over the speaker.

I return to picking at my food until the conversation wraps back around to me.

“If you’re showing symptoms, you need to stay home, Roslyn,” Gramps says, giving me a heavy look. 

“I don’t have the flu,” I tell him.

I’m just getting divorced. 

“And thanks for telling me I look like a dead body,” I tell Bella. “You sure know how to flatter.”

“What?” She raises both hands above the table in a sign of surrender. “I’m just saying as a doctor, you look unwell.”

“Almost-doctor,” I correct. “You’re still in school.”

“I only have one more year left,” she says, giving me a pointed look as she sweeps a curtain of long blond hair from her eyes.

Between my siblings, Bella reminds me the most of our mother—tall, waifish, and elegant, like a ballerina, with glassy skin and straight, blond hair, while I look more like my dad. We might not have gotten a single child support payment from him, but I did get his short stature and dark, unruly curls that turn into a frizzy lion’s mane anytime humidity exceeds 50 percent.

“If you’re not hungry, why don’t you ask for a box so you can bring the rest back to Liam,” Grammy suggests, nodding toward my plate of picked-over food. “I’m sure he’ll be hungry when he gets home from the hospital.”

My stomach does a little flop at the sound of Liam’s name. Though it’s anyone’s guess whether that’s because Liam’s name still inspires a cocktail of potent emotions ranging from anger to crippling sadness, or because my family still doesn’t know that I asked Liam for a divorce and I’ve been lying about his whereabouts for the last three months.

“Right. Good idea,” I tell Grammy, forcing yet another tight smile. “He’ll probably be hungry after his shift.” Lie. I don’t even know if Liam’s working tonight. Though long hospital shifts are an excuse my family of doctors is used to.

“It’s too bad he couldn’t join us for dinner,” Grammy says, casting the vacant seat beside me a lingering look. “It’s been ages since we’ve seen him. Poor thing had that stomach bug last month.”

“I thought it was a sinus infection?” Jonah asks.

“Um, yeah, he had that too,” I say, playing with my napkin.

“Liam sure has been sick a lot,” Bella says, pinning me with a hard look, and I mentally berate myself for not diversifying my excuses a little more. I could have said he was out of town. Or hell, faked his death. Or better yet, faked my own death so I don’t have to be here right now.

“Is he feeling any better?” Grammy asks.

I corral my mouth into another strained smile. “Much better.”

Grammy nods, pleased. “Good. We need him in tip-top health for the family vacation coming up. After all, we’ve got a full itinerary planned. Hiking in Maui. Zip-lining on Oahu. Snorkeling on the Big Island.”

“Right,” I say. “He’s really excited for the trip.” Another lie.

Usually, the annual family vacation is one of the highlights of the year. A time to relax and unwind, all expenses generously paid for by my wealthy grandparents. But I’ve been dreading this year’s ten-day cruise around the Hawaiian Islands. Not just because I’ll be lying through my teeth about how poor Liam came down with insert another illness here and couldn’t make the trip. But because it’ll be the first family vacation since my mother passed just over a year ago.

I glance at the restaurant door, halfway expecting her to blow through, her usual twenty to forty minutes late, the familiar jangle of jewelry announcing her presence from across the room. But she won’t. Not tonight. Not ever again.

My hand absentmindedly goes to my left wrist, where her favorite silver bracelet now sits.

“Speaking of Liam,” Gramps says, turning toward me. “Roslyn, you must be thrilled about Liam’s research getting selected.”

I frown, sitting up straighter. Selected? Selected for what?

Liam and I have hardly spoken about anything more substantial than who is paying the Netflix bill in months, so I’m totally out of the loop on his life. But based on the way everyone is looking at me, this is clearly something I’m supposed to be ecstatic about. Something I would know if Liam and I were still together.

I decide to play along. “Right. Yes. I’m just . . . thrilled.”

This seems to be the correct response because everyone beams.

“I’d say I’m surprised, but I’m not,” Bella says. “Liam’s a total badass.”

“When I read his research methods, it was like watching Michelangelo and a block of marble,” Jonah chimes in.

“We couldn’t be happier for him,” Grammy says, her eyes crinkling as she smiles.

“Same,” I say, my head bobbing up and down with as much forced enthusiasm as I can muster. “So exciting!”

While I don’t know what they’re talking about, it’s not hard to guess. Liam’s a brilliant oncologist whose star has been on the rise for years. He’s probably gotten another publishing credit or research grant. Or maybe even a giant, flashing neon sign declaring I’m the Best, hand-delivered by the ghost of Johns Hopkins, which at this point isn’t entirely unrealistic.

Though I’m less annoyed by Liam’s never-ending supply of accomplishments—or the fact that my family all probably have sex dreams about his research papers but won’t touch any of my published novels with a ten-foot pole—and more irritated by the fact that apparently Liam is still in contact with them.

I endure a brief stab of anxiety that Liam might have told them the truth, before realizing that if he had, we wouldn’t be talking about Liam’s news; we’d probably be talking about how I’m just like my mother, and Liam was always too good for me anyway.

“I knew as soon as you brought that boy home for Christmas nine years ago that he would go far,” Gramps says, pointing his fork at me.

I school my mouth to smile. “Yeah, he’s . . .” My brain supplies a million adjectives, none of which are appropriate. “Brilliant,” I say instead.

My grandparents grin. “We’re just so proud,” Gramps says, giving Grammy’s hand a quick squeeze as though Liam’s accomplishments were as much theirs as his. Though I suppose in a way they are.

My grandfather, Dr. Harrold Larsen, is a renowned surgeon best known for something to do with revolutionizing heart surgery that I’ve never fully understood but am now too afraid to ask about. He’s also been Liam’s biggest advocate, doing everything from writing him letters of recommendation to helping him secure a fellowship after residency. 

It used to be validating, knowing how much my family loved and admired Liam. Their support felt like a stamp of approval, declaring that I’d done a good job picking a husband. Or perhaps that I was somehow worthy because he, the handsome, successful doctor, had picked me. But now it feels like a wedge between us, a reminder that, without Liam, I’m nothing more than the family disappointment.

Which is exactly why I haven’t told them about the divorce yet. It’s not just that it will be painful to admit my marriage failed, that whatever Liam and I once had wasn’t enough. It’s the blowback that will come with it. The crushing disappointment. The accusations. The blame. Mostly I’m afraid this will be the final confirmation that I’m just as much of a fuckup as my grandfather already thinks I am.

“He’s already accomplished so much for his age,” Gramps continues. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he gets tapped for department head before forty.” Gramps gives a little laugh, then pauses, like he’s not sure whether to continue before saying, “You know, Roslyn, maybe if you’d finished medical school, this could have been you.”

I suppress an inward groan.

Really? We’re still doing this? Then again, Gramps never tires of reminding me of my wasted potential.

“It’s a little late for that now,” I say, pushing the now-cold lasagna more aggressively across my plate.

“You could always go back,” Gramps says. “I’m good friends with the director of admissions and—”

“Gramps,” I say, cutting him off. “I’m not going back, okay? I have a writing career.”

Another lie. I had a writing career. Emphasis on had. But I haven’t written anything in almost a year, not since my mother’s death. I told my agent I’d have a new manuscript for her by Christmas, but it’s September, and I haven’t got so much as a premise.

Gramps’s eyes narrow on me. “Your writing is more of a hobby, wouldn’t you say?”

I thought I’d get used to the little digs since I dropped out of medical school nine years ago. But nope. They still sting.

“No,” I say tightly. “My career isn’t a hobby.”

I wait for Gramps to push back, to condescendingly ask how many copies I’ve sold, or make a comment about romance being an unserious genre even though he’s never read any of my work. Instead, Gramps gives me a hard, unblinking stare that’s worse than if he’d said anything at all.

I sigh and look down at my plate, wishing my mom were here.

If she were, she’d defend me the way she always did when Gramps made comments about her losing yet another job or getting pregnant at sixteen.

While I’ve always been too much of a people pleaser to stand up for myself, my mom wore Gramps’s disappointment like a badge of honor, a declaration that she didn’t care what he thought of her. Not Gramps. Not anyone. But now that she’s gone, there’s no buffer, no one to suggest we leave and get gas station Popsicles instead. No one is left to be brave for me.

The thought aches like a phantom limb whose absence I can’t shake, until Grammy clinks her fork against her glass, commanding everyone’s attention.

“I know it wasn’t easy to get you all together this evening,” she says, casting my brother a look from across the table.

“Hey, don’t look at me!” Jonah says. “It was Roslyn who kept canceling.”

“I was sick,” I lie.

“I thought it was taxes?” Bella asks.

“That too,” I mutter.

Grammy chuckles good-naturedly. “As much as we love getting the family together for dinner, I must admit that your grandfather and I had an ulterior motive in bringing you here tonight.”

Everyone sits up a little straighter, brows furrowing with curiosity.

“It’s been a hard year on all of us.” She pauses, and my chest cramps the way it always does when my mom comes up. “Which is why your grandfather and I have decided to do something special on this family trip.” Gramps takes her hand, both of them exchanging soft smiles before she says, “We’re going to renew our vows in Hawaii.”

There’s a pause of silence before the table erupts into a chorus of cheers and excited chatter.

Despite our differences, I’ve always admired the kind of love my grandparents have. The kind that’s rooted in true admiration for each other. The kind that used to fuel my writing, back when I believed in happily ever afters and grand gestures and the power of a great kiss. Before my own marriage imploded.

“When Gramps and I got married fifty years ago, we didn’t have the money for a real wedding,” Grammy goes on. “Your grandfather was just a poor med student, and I didn’t have two nickels to rub together. But now, we’d like to finally have the wedding we always wanted, and it will be even more special because we’ll have all the people we love most there with us.”

Everyone except Mom, I think.

I glance up and down the table, surveying the faces of my siblings and grandparents, wondering if anyone else feels it too. The sharp edges of grief. The sting of her absence. But everyone looks excited, happy even, and I can’t help feeling like all the air is evaporating from my lungs.

Maybe it’s because I’m the one who was in the car with her when she died, or because we were always closest, but I feel like her death has hit me much harder than everyone else. Like I’ve lost a vital organ while everyone else is nursing a few cuts and bruises.

Grammy goes on about the trip, talking about how much it means to have us all there before assigning roles for who is in charge of flowers and food and activities (Jonah, a classic firstborn, agrees to everything while Bella whines that she’s too busy with med school) before looking to me.

“Roslyn, Gramps and I were talking in the car on the way here, and we’d both love it if Liam would do the ceremony. He did such a wonderful job when he officiated Jonah and Ben’s wedding.” She nods toward my older brother and his husband. “Will you ask him, dear?”

Panic shoots through my chest, mouth instantly turning to sand.

Liam’s not supposed to go on the trip. He’s supposed to stay home while I drink mai tais and enter my coastal grandmother era.

I already had it all planned out. Twelve hours before our scheduled departure, I was going to call my grandparents and explain that poor Liam had a bad stomach bug and couldn’t make it. They’d express their disappointment and wish Liam a speedy recovery, and I’d pretend to hem and haw over whether to stay behind and take care of him before finally agreeing that it was best for me to come on the trip without him. After all, it’s what Liam wanted me to do. It was for the best. But Liam being asked to officiate a vow renewal was not part of the plan!

My stomach tumbles back and forth like I’m already aboard the cruise, overcome with seasickness, and I look down at my plate, wondering if I might be sick.

“Dear, are you all right?” Grammy asks me, putting a concerned hand on my knee. “You look ill.”

“You’re not going to puke, are you?” Bella asks.

“Maybe you caught something from Liam?” Jonah asks.

“I’m fine,” I croak.

But I’m not fine.

I was hoping for a few more months before I came clean about Liam and me, at least until the dust settled and the wound wasn’t so fresh. But now the circumstances have changed, Liam has become essential, and I don’t know how to tell the truth without wrecking the trip.

Ever since I dropped out of med school, I’ve tried so hard to be good, unproblematic, the one who minds her own business and stays out of trouble. Like maybe if I can just do everything else right in life—marry the right man, show up to family dinners, and keep to myself—I’ll somehow work my way out of family purgatory and back into their good graces. But ruining my grandparents’ vow renewal with Liam’s and my shitty news will just prove that Gramps is right. I am the family disappointment.

I rack my brain, trying to come up with a solution, something to buy us more time. But the more I think about it, the more it feels like I’m standing in front of a train barreling down the tracks with nothing I can do to stop it. I’m going to have to talk to Liam.

I look back at Grammy and Gramps. “Of course I’ll ask him,” I say, forcing a grin. And as if my nose isn’t long enough, I add, “I’m sure he’d be delighted.”

Apparently, rock bottom has a basement. And I’m in it.
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Now

I spend the entire drive home oscillating between hope and despair.

Maybe I’m catastrophizing and my family won’t be that upset about the divorce?

Doubtful. Liam is everyone’s favorite golden boy. They’ll be devastated, and it will be my fault for ruining the trip.

But maybe I can come up with a more elaborate excuse for why he can’t come? An emergency at the hospital? Something he absolutely can’t get out of?

Probably not. Gramps has too many connections at Liam’s workplace. It would take about three seconds before my bluff was called.

When I get home, the house is dark and cold, like no one’s been here in ages, even though I’ve been gone only a few hours. I turn on the lights, preemptively flinching as the front hall comes into view.

No matter how many times I set foot in here, it feels like walking through a minefield of emotional booby traps.

The foyer used to be lined with photographs. Liam and me on our wedding day. Skiing in Tahoe with my family. Christmas at my grandparents’. But after he moved out, I couldn’t stand to look at them. Now all that’s left are dust shadows where the frames once hung.

I remember showing Liam the listing for this house a few months before our wedding five years ago. How he’d patiently let me gush over the white shutters and the blue trim and the spacious kitchen before kissing me on the forehead and whispering, Sorry, baby, but it’s outside our budget.

I’d begged him to go with me and see the house anyway. Just for fun. But once we got inside the hundred-year-old two-bed two-bath in Seattle’s Phinney Ridge neighborhood, we’d both been utterly charmed. You could use the second bedroom as a writing office, Liam had mused. And the dining room is big enough that we could host your whole family for Christmas.

A week later we’d signed the papers.

At the time our future felt indisputable. We were in love. We were getting married. We were buying our first home, where we planned to have children and build a life together.

Everything felt so certain, so sure. Like nothing could ever derail our dreams.

Now the same house that once felt like a brick-and-mortar confirmation of everything we had feels like a reminder of all the things we’ve lost. A future that’s no longer ours.

Everything from the pair of Liam’s shoes collecting dust by the front door, to the bookmark tucked into the Jonas Salk biography on his side of the bed that he’s never going to finish, all echo the same thing: It’s over. He’s gone. And whatever life we had here is gone now, too, replaced only by ghosts and haunted memories.

I kick off my shoes and tie my unruly curls in a bun before shimmying out of my jeans, eager to get back to the same dirty pair of sweats I’ve been living in the last few weeks. Once I feel appropriately gremlin-like, I take a deep breath, pull out my phone, and find Liam’s contact.

Our communication has been sparse, approaching nonexistent, since he moved out, and I have no idea how he’ll react to hearing from me. Will he be mad? Insist on telling the truth? Screen my call? But I have no choice. We need to sort this mess out. And the sooner, the better.

Three rings later, the familiar drawn-out timbre of Liam’s British accent comes through clear and deep, bringing with it the image of dark eyes and sandy hair and the lingering scent of citrus and spice. “Roslyn? What’s wrong? Is everything okay?”

I’m unsure what catches me more off guard, the question, or the worry threading through his voice. Does he know why I’m calling? Did Grammy and Gramps already ask him?

Then I realize.

A couple of weeks after Liam moved out, I had a nightmare reliving the fatal car accident that killed my mom. I woke up with my chest hurting so badly, I thought I was having a heart attack, or worse. So I called the only person I could think of. I called Liam.

I can still hear the low vibrations of his voice in my ear as he’d told me to stay where I was. I’ll be right there. 

Fifteen minutes later his key was in the door, and he was stroking my hair, telling me everything was going to be all right.

I’m here. You’re okay.

He’d held me until I fell asleep. When I woke up, he was gone, almost like the whole thing hadn’t happened. Which, to be honest, I wish it hadn’t.

“I’m fine,” I say curtly. “I’m calling because we have a problem.”

“What kind of problem?”

“You know how the family vacation is coming up?”

I can hear the bob of his throat as he swallows. “Yes.”

“Well, my grandparents have decided to renew their vows this year and . . . they asked if you would officiate.”

“Officiate?” he repeats.

“Yup. They want you to perform the ceremony and talk about enduring love and commitment.”

“Fuck.”

“Fuck is right,” I say with a humorless laugh. “So what are we going to do?”

For a long moment he’s silent, and I can practically see the way his eyes are narrowing, brows furrowing like they always do when he’s thinking. It’s an expression I used to find sexy. In fact, there was once a time when I found most everything about Liam sexy, from his accent to the way his forearms flexed when he washed the dishes. But the same traits that once had me dragging him to the bedroom now feel like salt in a wound—inconvenient reminders that the once bright flame of passion between us has all but fizzled out.

“I suppose we’ll just have to tell them the truth,” Liam says at last. “About the . . .”

My throat squeezes. Though I can’t tell if that’s because of what he’s just suggested, or the fact that he can’t quite say the word divorce.

“But we agreed we wouldn’t tell them yet,” I say. “Not until the moment was right. And trust me when I say my grandparents’ vow renewal isn’t the right moment.”

When he sighs, he sounds tired. “I know. I’m not exactly eager to look Grammy in the eyes and tell her we’re ending our marriage either . . .”

There’s a beat of discomfort in his voice, and my heart rate ramps up. This is good. If he doesn’t want to tell them either, maybe we can work something out.

“. . . But what other choice do we have, Roslyn? We can’t keep lying.”

My chest deflates. “There has to be something we can tell them. Some believable reason why you can’t come,” I say, my voice stretched thin with desperation. “Like maybe you’re up for a Nobel Prize? They’d definitely believe that.”

“Yeah, definitely,” Liam deadpans. “Right up until the moment they find out that’s not true.”

“Okay, what about you’re deathly afraid of ships?” I try. “Or you get seasick?”

“I’m fairly certain they won’t believe that, considering I was just fine on Gramps’s sailboat last summer.”

Damn. He’s right.

“What if you broke your leg?”

“Cruise ships are quite accessible nowadays per ADA regulations.”

I huff in frustration. “Okay, how about you hit your head, end up in an induced coma, and when you wake up, you have amnesia and can’t remember anything from the last few years?”

“Isn’t that the plot to that Channing Tatum and Rachel McAdams movie that always makes you cry?”

My jaw flexes, not sure what annoys me more, him remembering that I love that movie, or that he’s not contributing here. Maybe both.

“So what do you suggest?” I ask, unable to keep the frustration from my voice.

“I don’t see a way to get out of this without making things worse than they already are, Ros.”

I flinch at the sound of my nickname. It used to be something only he called me. Something that was especially cute when said with his charming British accent. Now it just feels like he’s mocking me.

“Besides,” he continues, “we’re all adults. I’m sure your family can handle hearing the truth.”

I swallow back a scoff. Easy for him to say.

“I think you’re underestimating how much they love you, Liam. How much this will devastate them. Grammy will definitely cry.”

“So why don’t you tell them? Since it was your decision.”

I bite back the urge to remind him that he’s the one who decided to leave, who didn’t even try. Who muttered fine before walking out without even a fight. Instead, I say, “Look, I just think we need to figure out a game plan here. Something to buy us a little more time.”

A sigh rattles through the receiver. After a long pause, he says, “I don’t want to tell them either, but I don’t see a way around this.”

I move toward the sink, gripping the porcelain basin as I imagine what it will be like to tell the truth. The gasps, and crestfallen faces, and questions. Oh God, the questions . . . 

They’ll ask me when and why. And whose fault was it? Like the dissolution of our marriage was a car accident with an easily identifiable party at fault. Then they’ll ask, how could you let a man like Liam go? And I won’t know what to say. Or how to say it.

I won’t know how to explain the pit of grief I’ve been trapped in since my mother’s death. Or all the ways it led to the end for Liam and me. And even if I did, they wouldn’t understand.

My breath stalls, throat tightening like someone’s pulled a zipper up its length, and before I can stop them, tears prick the backs of my eyes.

Fuck. I hate that I’m crying over this. Over him.

I wish I were in the moving on part of my life. The scene where I’m holding a paint roller, finally going over that green kitchen wall Liam and I painted together, feeling at peace, content, self-actualized. Woman who is going to be okay. But I haven’t even been able to begin the divorce paperwork hidden upstairs, much less paint a wall. And I haven’t been okay in a long time.

I wipe under my eyes, about to make an excuse to end the call when I hear the faint sound of laughter through the receiver.

“Are you out somewhere?” I ask.

“No. Kevin just has some mates over,” Liam says. The laughter increases, and I hear someone shout Liam’s name in the background.

I look down at my ratty hoodie and sweats—my uniform of the last several months—and instantly feel a tug of annoyance. It’s 9 p.m. on a Tuesday. I’m planning to fall asleep to the lullaby of trashy TV because I can’t stand the silence. Meanwhile he and Kevin—whom he’s been crashing with—are having a party?

I can’t even remember the last time either Liam or I went out. Liam’s more of a stay-home-and-cook-dinner-on-a-Friday-night type of guy. But apparently New Single Liam hosts parties. On a Tuesday, no less.

“It sounds like a party,” I say, raising my voice to be heard over the increasing din.

“It’s not,” he says, just as someone in the background yells, “Liam, get off the phone! Katie wants to do a shot with you!”

Katie? Who’s Katie?

I open my mouth to ask when Liam says, “Listen, Ros, I’ve gotta go.”

“Don’t call me Ros—” But the call has already ended.

The fuck?

I’ve barely spoken to Liam in the months since he moved out, but I’d imagined (hoped?) he was at least a little torn up about the disintegration of our five-year marriage. That the bitten-off fine he’d muttered before he left was indicative of a deeper emotional wound. An inability to say how he was really feeling in the moment. But apparently, he truly is fine.

He’s going to parties. And doing shots with girls named Katie. Meanwhile, I’m decidedly not fine.

I look around the now-dark kitchen: the green accent wall we spent a Saturday painting, the stack of dirty dishes in the sink I haven’t found the willpower to wash, the pungent aroma of rotting garbage wafting from the overflowing trash can that Liam used to be the one to take out. Everything’s become a reminder of him. Of the life we once had. Like some kind of perverted, unhygienic shrine to our failed marriage, with me as its patron saint.

Of course I’m frustrated by the family vacation situation. But frustration is just the tip of the iceberg. Under the jagged tip is a mammoth, frozen hunk of hurt that hasn’t begun to thaw since he left.

Hurt that this clearly isn’t causing Liam the same pain it is me. Hurt that our once happy home is now an emotional minefield of bad memories and broken promises. Hurt that I still wake up in the middle of the night searching for his warm body next to mine, only to find cold, empty sheets.

Mostly, it hurts to know that whatever we once had wasn’t enough to save us.
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Now

I’m on the couch, bottle of wine balanced between my knees, preparing for another night bingeing Emily in Paris—Emily is currently the only person whose life is messier than mine—when I see that it’s ten to 9 p.m., which means it’s almost midnight in New Jersey, which means Abby will definitely still be up. I can picture her on the couch with a mug of tea, engrossed in whatever omegaverse smut she’s currently obsessed with.

Abby and I have been best friends since college when a random committee assigned us as roommates. I was pre-med and afraid to talk to boys, and she was undecided and in the talking stage with four different guys. We had absolutely nothing in common except for the fact that we shared a twelve-by-twenty-foot space. But as we navigated the woes of freshman year, from our first time getting drunk at a frat party to learning how to sneak into the cafeteria without swiping our meal cards, we formed a kind of unbreakable bond, one that can only come from driving to Walgreens at 3 a.m. to buy tampons and Flamin’ Hot Cheetos.

We’ve been inseparable ever since. That is, until a few years ago when Abby got married and moved with her husband to New Jersey. Now our friendship exists largely via texts and phone calls.

Abby’s the only person who knows about the divorce, which means I’ve been relying on her emotionally a lot lately. I know she loves me and wants to be there for me, but I also know that she has a life and husband and problems of her own, and I can’t help but worry that one day I’ll have maxed out my social currency and she’ll be sick of hearing about my troubles. Not that she would ever say that, but I still try to save the midnight phone calls for emergencies only. Which this definitely is.

“Hey,” comes Abby’s familiar voice as soon as I dial. “Perfect timing. Jake just went to bed, and I’m reading in the living room. I just got to the end of the chapter, and the werewolf just confessed he’s an alpha and that he wants to knot her.”

“Don’t let me interrupt, then,” I tease.

She laughs. “This is more important. How did it go at dinner with your family?”

“Really fucking bad.”

“Oh no. Don’t tell me they found out about you and Liam?”

“No, but they’re going to now that my grandparents are renewing their vows during this year’s family vacation and are expecting Liam to officiate.”

“Well, shit. What did you tell them?” she asks.

“Nothing. I still need to figure it out,” I sigh. “But I’m soooo fucked.”

“Are you going to tell Liam?”

“I already did, not that he was any help.”

Abby gasps theatrically. “You talked to Liam? What did he say? How did he sound? Did he sound miserable? Did he cry?”

I swallow back a snort. “Not exactly. He was at a party with some girl named Katie.”

“Who the fuck is Katie?” she demands.

“I have no idea,” I say, trying to block out thoughts of a beautiful woman with a red power lip that looks suspiciously like Meredith Blake. “But apparently she wanted to do a shot with him.”

“You don’t think he’s like . . .” She hesitates. “Dating again, is he?”

I briefly imagine what it might be like to see Liam’s hand in someone else’s, his lips swollen from another woman’s kiss, and I instantly feel ill. 

“I don’t know,” I admit. “He’s not exactly keeping me in the loop on his life right now.”

“You want me to see if I can find her online?” Abby asks.

Abby is great at social media stalking. She can predict if a guy is cheating with 99 percent accuracy just by looking at his tagged photos. But I don’t think I’m emotionally ready to find out who this Katie is. At least not tonight.

“No, that’s okay,” I tell her.

“You sure? I’ve already got it narrowed down between three potentials. Did she sound like more of a Katherine or a Kathleen?”

“I’m sure,” I say before adding, “I guess I’m just hurt that he’s moving on so fast. I mean, I know I’m the one who officially ended things, but still. Shouldn’t there at least be a mourning period? Shouldn’t this feel shitty for him too?” 

There’s a beat of silence before Abby asks, “How do you know it’s not? I mean, do you really think Liam’s moved on that fast? It’s only been three months. Maybe he’s trying to make you jealous because he wants to get back together?” she tries. “That totally happened to me with that guy I dated in college. Hank? Henry? He started dating this other girl, but later I found out they were never even together. It was all for show to make me jealous.”

I resist the urge to roll my eyes. For as long as I’ve known her, Abby’s always had a gaggle of men vying for her attention. Of course a guy would go to the effort of faking a relationship just to make Abby jealous. But that’s her life, not mine. In my life, my mom dies and my husband decides to check out of our marriage.

I think about the night I said it was over, the night Liam left. How he’d just stood there, expression blank while I silently pleaded with him to fight with me—for me. But he hadn’t. He’d just let everything fall apart around us until we were standing in the rubble.

I’d been the one to finally nail the coffin shut, but he’d handed me the hammer.

“Yeah, he’s just desperate to get me back,” I deadpan. “That’s why he left without a fight. Because he’s still in love with me.”

“I just don’t believe he’d move on so fast,” Abby says. “When you guys were together, he practically had heart emojis for eyes every time you walked in the room.”

Heat crawls up my collar. She’s right. We did used to be like that. But that was before. Before my mom died. Before we stopped having sex. Before grief and resentment and anger pushed us apart and ruined everything.

Or maybe things were ruined long ago; it just took the death of my mother to find out that what I thought had been a firm foundation of deep and abiding love actually wasn’t. That our marriage hadn’t been enough to withstand the tsunami of grief that had pinned me down and gutted me. Or maybe worse still, I hadn’t been enough. That after my mom died, things just got too hard, too difficult, and in the end, I wasn’t worth it to him.

“Well, believe it. He’s moved on,” I say, playing with my mom’s bracelet. “Now I have to figure out what to do about this fucking vacation.”

“What did Liam say when you told him?”

“He thinks we should tell the truth and get it over with,” I tell her, sitting up and setting the bottle of wine on the coffee table.

“And are you okay with telling them?” Abby asks.

“I mean no, but what choice do I have? It’s not like I can keep pretending we’re still together.”

There’s a long pause before Abby replies, “Well, why not?”

I snort. “Good one. But I think they’ll probably figure it out when Liam stops showing up for Thanksgiving and Christmas.”

“No, I mean for the trip,” she clarifies. “Hear me out, what if . . . you two pretend to still be together.”

“Pretend?” I repeat, sure I’ve misheard.

“Yeah. This is the first family vacation since your mom’s death and your grandparents are renewing their vows. This isn’t exactly the ideal time to break the news. But if you pretend to still be together, you can buy yourselves more time and not ruin the trip.”

I start to laugh, only to realize that she’s not laughing back. “Wait. You’re serious? You can’t be serious.”

“I’m serious.”

I shake my head. “No way!”

“Why not?”

“Because that’s ridiculous!” I tell her.

“Is it, though?” she asks. “You two were together for nine years. You know everything about each other. You could pull it off if you wanted to.”

If. That’s a pretty big if.

And yet she’s right. We do know everything about each other. I know that Liam’s coffee order includes seven-dollar whipped cream monstrosities, and that he can only wear Calvin Klein boxer briefs because he claims that any other brand feels itchy. But none of this is helpful information when it comes to pretending to still be in love.

We’re not Hollywood actors. We can’t just fake chemistry and adoring glances when the cameras are on. Even if that’s something we once felt for real.

“We aren’t exactly chummy right now,” I tell her, slumping back against the couch. “We can barely get through a phone call, much less put on a big show for my family. It wouldn’t work.”

“It would just be for ten days,” she says. “I’m sure you two can call a truce for the sake of this trip.”

I’ve told Abby about the problems between me and Liam. But I’m not sure she fully grasps how bad things were, especially in the final months leading up to the end. How deafening the silences were, how being with him felt worse than being alone, and how there would be nothing simple about Liam and me pretending to still be together.

Besides, even if we could pull it off, I doubt Liam would go along with any such charade. Not when he’s clearly busy living his best new, single life with Katie and fuck knows who else.

“What makes you think Liam would even agree to this?” I ask.

“Isn’t he super close with your family?” Abby asks.

“Yeah but—”

“So chances are he isn’t ready to tell them either,” she finishes.

I want to tell her she’s wrong, that his relationship with my family wouldn’t be enough to convince him, but she has a point.

Liam’s always been tight with my family. Not just because they are the founders of the Official Liam Woods Fan Club. But because he hasn’t seen his own family in England in more than fifteen years—not since his dad kicked him out when he was eighteen. Which means my family became his family and losing them would mean losing the only one he has left.

I allow the idea to expand and inflate, steadily becoming more and more fleshed out, until it takes hold with a kind of magnetic force that leaves me feeling off-balance.

What if . . . ?

No, we can’t.

But what if we could? Wouldn’t that buy us more time? Or at least allow us to come clean at a better time?

“I’m not saying we’re going to do it,” I say after a minute. “But if we did, what would pretending entail exactly? Would we have to kiss and stuff?”

“You’re the romance writer,” Abby says. “Aren’t you supposed to be an expert on fake dating?”

“I don’t think anything I’ve ever read has prepared me to pretend to still be with my soon-to-be-ex-husband,” I say with a hollow laugh.

“So does this mean you’re going to ask him?”

“I don’t know,” I admit, glancing toward my half-empty bottle of wine. “I think I’ve had too much to drink.”

“Why don’t you sleep on it,” Abby suggests.

“And you think sleep will make me want to pretend to still be with my ex?”

“Maybe this could be good for you two.”

“Good in what way exactly?”

“Good like it would give you the opportunity to spend some time together and work through your issues,” she says hopefully.

Issues are what I have of Vogue. What Liam and I have are massive problems. Certainly not the kind that could be solved with a little fake-dating and forced proximity.

“Not to burst any bubbles here, Abs,” I say. “But we’re more likely to feed each other to the sharks than work through anything on this trip.”

“I’m just saying,” she says, speaking slowly like she’s treading carefully. “I’ve seen this movie, and I’m pretty sure I know how it ends.”

“Texas Chainsaw Massacre?”

She snorts. “Come on. You and Liam, pretending to still be together for ten days at sea? Trapped in a tiny stateroom? With very limited square footage?”

“I can only assume you mean we will engage in a hostile rendition of the silent treatment?”

She sighs, clearly exasperated. “I mean what if you and Liam fall back in love or something?”

Now it’s my turn to snort. “I think you’ve been reading too many romance novels. That’s not going to happen.”

“How do you know?” she asks.

Abby, like pretty much everyone who has ever met him, has always been a big fan of Liam. Even after things imploded with us, she maintained a fierce optimism that we’d find our way back to each other.

You guys are soulmates. It might take some time, but you two will find your way back. I just know it.

But it’s easy for her to see things through rose-tinted glasses when she’s married to the kind of guy who wouldn’t dare come home without flowers, and has her favorite macarons flown in from Paris every year on her birthday. Meanwhile, I’ve only grown more cynical.

I think about how after Liam left, I spent the first few days obsessively checking my phone for texts or voicemails. How I even slept with the ringer at full volume just in case he decided our marriage was worth fighting for. That I was worth fighting for.

But he hadn’t, and the longer I went without hearing from him, the more I felt like the disintegration of our marriage was proof of some deep personal failing. Proof that I was wrong. Not just about Liam, but about everything.

Before Liam, I was cautious, never letting people close enough to be able to hurt me. I’d seen my mom have her heart broken by enough asshole boyfriends to know that if love was sobbing in the driveway at 2 a.m. over a man who treated you like dirt, then I didn’t want it. But then Liam came along and he made me feel safe and certain and brave all at once, and little by little I let my defenses fall, and finally so did I. Hard.

I allowed myself to believe that Liam was different. That I could trust him to hold up the walls while everything crashed and burned around me. But in the end, I was wrong. And I’m not sure what hurts more—being wrong, or that I so badly wanted to be right.

“Because we’re done,” I say after a beat. “It’s over. Trust me.”

She sighs. “Maybe I’m just a hopeless romantic. But I always thought you two were endgame.”

I’m not sure if it’s an automatic reflex, or something more intuitive, but I reach for my left hand where the ring he gave me seven years ago still sits. A princess cut diamond along with a gold wedding band that, for reasons I can’t quite explain, I haven’t yet taken off.

I remember the day he proposed. The day he asked me to spend forever with him. I can still feel the hot air in my chest. The sting of tears in my eyes as I screamed yes and leapt into his arms, dizzy with happiness. Now the memory burns, sickeningly sweet, like I’ve eaten too much sugar too fast.

“Me, too,” I tell her, my throat feeling newly sore. “I thought we were endgame too.”
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Nine years earlier

The dive bar is just as dive-y as I imagined it would be. Christmas lights—which I assume serve as year-round decor and not because it’s November—drape the walls, casting colorful shadows across the dimly lit array of sagging booths and mismatched tables and chairs lining the wooden walls.

It’s mostly empty, save for two men wearing flannel shirts and trucker hats perched at the bar, watching us with the same morbid interest as one might watch a roadside accident. It quickly becomes apparent that the green tube top Abby coerced me into wearing definitely doesn’t match the vibe.

I knew this was a bad idea.

“I think we’re a little overdressed,” I whisper as the men at the bar cast us dubious looks.

“Who cares,” Abby says, tossing her long brown hair over her shoulder. “We look hot.”

While I’m sure we do look hot—or at least we would if we were at a hip nightclub in Prague and not a Seattle dive bar on a Wednesday—a double date with Abby’s latest situationship and his reclusive roommate is pretty much the last thing I want to be on right now.

I’d much rather be on the couch while Netflix asks if I’m still watching like I’ve done since dropping out of med school two weeks ago. But Abby was sick of watching me mope, so here I am, dressed like I’ve been cast as the mean girl in an early 2000s Disney Channel show.

I’m just hoping my date isn’t as boring as Abby thinks. Apparently, he’s a grad student who holes up in his room studying for days, making appearances only for food and bathroom breaks. Sounds like a real party. Lucky me.

“Look, I see them,” Abby says, nudging me in the direction of a booth toward the back. Kevin waves, but Kevin’s friend has his back turned to us. I crane my neck, attempting to get a better look at my company for the evening. Despite only getting a glimpse of his profile, I can tell he has broad shoulders and a sharp jawline. Okay, not bad.

Abby must be thinking the same thing because she elbows my ribs and murmurs, “See? I told you this would be fun.”

I don’t know about fun. So far Netflix is still winning.

“Do I have to?” I whisper. “Can’t we say I don’t feel well or something?”

“Come on, at least give him a chance,” Abby says. But when I continue to make a face, she adds, “But if he sucks, text me the word pizza, and I’ll make up an excuse so we can leave, okay?”

I agree, resigning myself to at least thirty minutes of conversation before I use our code word as Abby’s forceful hand propels me toward their table.

Kevin stands to greet us at the same time his friend turns around, and I swear my breath catches in my throat because this is not the geeky grad student I’d prepared for. Well, to be fair, he might be that, but he’s also gorgeous. The type of gorgeous that makes me want to pluck a strand of his dirty blond hair and run tests on him because surely that kind of hotness must have come from a lab. Or the cutting-room floor of a Hollywood movie.

The first thing I notice is how tall he is. My gaze has to travel up, up, up just to meet his eyes as he stands. The second is how put together he is. Not a hair out of place, or a wrinkle in his perfectly pressed button-down rolled meticulously up his (noticeably veiny) forearms. He looks like the kind of man who sends thank-you cards after interviews and shows up to meet your family with a perfectly curated hostess gift.

He’s so shiny, I think. Like a marble statue at a museum. Something to look at, but not touch. And suddenly I hate the green tube top I’m wearing even more than I did three minutes ago.

“Roslyn, this is my roommate, Liam,” Kevin says, turning to Gorgeous Man. “Liam, this is Abby’s roommate, Roslyn.”

Liam’s eyes flash as he holds out his hand to me. “Hi, Roslyn. Nice to meet you.”

And if the stubborn strand of hair draped over his brow wasn’t enough of an aphrodisiac, he’s got a British accent.

My knees quite literally go weak.

I take his hand, (A) to be polite, and (B) because I’m having trouble staying upright.

Kevin and Abby take drink orders then head to the bar, leaving me helplessly alone with the most stunning piece of male specimen I’ve ever seen. He slides back into the booth and gestures for me to take the seat opposite him.

Be cool. Be cool.

But apparently growing up on a steady diet of nineties girlboss media isn’t enough to spare me from brain-crippling speechlessness at the hands of this gorgeous man.

Thankfully Liam speaks first. “So you live with Abby?” he asks.

“I do. And you live with Kevin?”

“Regrettably.”

A nervous, jittery laugh bubbles out of me. “You’re not really friends?”

“I’d use the term loosely,” he says. “He’s nice, but what really drew us together was the fact that he was subletting a decent room close to campus and wasn’t a serial killer.”

I nod sagely. “It’s so hard to find a good non–serial killer roommate these days.”

He laughs and it’s a good one. All low and throaty. The kind I want to hear again.

“So, do you always go on double dates with loosely defined friends?” I ask.

“No, I can’t say that I do,” he says, his mouth slipping into a charming smile. “But I heard that Abby’s friend was very nice and very pretty, so I figured what’s the harm.”

I blink. Is this gorgeous man calling me pretty? Well, technically Kevin said it, but based on the way he’s looking at me, all honey-eyed and curious, I can’t help thinking he might agree.

“But I think the real question here is how you got dragged into coming along,” he asks.

“How do you know I was dragged?”

“Because I believe Kevin’s exact words to me were, I told Abby to drag her roommate along.”

“He actually used the word drag?” I ask.

“He did. Apparently Kevin has very little faith in my ability to meet women,” Liam says, shooting me a self-deprecating grin. “He believed dragging was necessary.”

“I have a hard time believing that’s true,” I say.

His eyebrows rise toward his hairline. “Oh really? And why’s that?”

My lips bunch on one side of my mouth, smothering a smirk.

Okay, so he’s cocky. But with that face and that accent, I’m not surprised.

“You know,” I say, propping my elbows on the sticky tabletop, “I was told you’d be boring.”

Another warm, husky laugh hums in the back of his throat. “And?”

“So far that’s not the case.”

He shifts forward in his seat, eyes flashing with amusement. “Glad to know I’m exceeding expectations.”

I chew on my bottom lip, hoping he can’t see the heat working its way up my neck.

“So what else did Abby tell you about me?” he asks as a dimple emerges in the side of his cheek. “Besides that I’m boring.”

“Nothing really.” She left out the part where you’re gorgeous. “Just that you’re in grad school and have no friends,” I tell him.

“I am a grad student,” he confirms.

“I notice you didn’t contest the no friends part.”

That darn dimple pops again. “I believe that one might be true,” he says. “It’s a bit tricky to have a social life while in the final year of med school.”

I sit back. “Med school?”

“I’m almost done. Just finishing up rotations, then I’ll start residency.”

Something heavy drops into my center.

Of course I end up on a date with a smart, sexy guy who just so happens to be in med school. Like the universe just couldn’t stand to miss out on one more opportunity to remind me of my failure.

“Where are you doing your residency?” I ask.

“Seattle,” he says. “I got lucky and got accepted at a hospital here, so I won’t have to move.”

“And they didn’t have any programs in England?” I ask.

“How do you know I’m from England?”

“I assumed based off the BBC accent.”

“Oh, like you assumed I was boring?”

I laugh, and the corners of his mouth slant up as though pulled by invisible strings.

“You can thank my parents and posh prep school for the BBC accent,” he says. “But I haven’t been back to England since I was eighteen.”

I want to ask why not, but we’ve only known each other a handful of minutes and it’s probably not my place to pry, so instead, I ask, “What kind of medicine do you plan to practice?”

“Gynecological oncology.”

Apparently, I have the maturity of a teenage boy because at the word gynecological, my cheeks flare with heat.

He tilts his chin. “Something wrong with that?”

“No, that’s a great profession,” I say quickly. “Why did you choose that?”

“So I could do cancer research and hopefully save lives.”

Right. Of course this handsome, sexy, funny, perfect man is also going to save the world. God, I’m the worst.

“And yes, I do, in fact, look at vaginas all day,” he says. “For training purposes, of course.”

My breath hitches, catching on a snare in my throat. “Excuse me?”

“Well, you were thinking it, weren’t you?”

“No I wasn’t.” Okay fine, I was a little bit. But he doesn’t need to know that.

His eyes catch the glare of the twinkly Christmas lights overhead, and I can tell he doesn’t believe me.

“I know it’s in a medical context,” I say. “But is that still weird? Studying vaginas?”

He shakes his head. “It’s just another day at the office really.”

“You should try that line in bed,” I tell him.

A grin sneaks its way
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