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The Dress I'll Never Wear
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I always thought the worst thing that could happen on your wedding day was tripping in your dress and face-planting in front of two hundred people. Or maybe realizing too late that your waterproof mascara was actually only water-resistant and watching your lashes melt down your cheeks like the Wicked Witch of the West. Turns out, both of those are actually preferable to the alternative, which is: having no wedding at all.

I didn’t trip down the aisle. I never even got to the aisle.

Three days before the big event, my fiancé—sorry, ex-fiancé—sat me down at the kitchen table that we picked out together from IKEA (that I nearly herniated myself lugging into the apartment while he conveniently had a “back strain”) and announced he couldn’t do it. His exact words were, “I don’t think this is right for me.”

And because my brain likes to punish me, I immediately noticed the crooked placement of the salt shaker on the table. I nudged it back into alignment with the pepper shaker, because apparently symmetry mattered at the exact moment my future imploded.

“You don’t think this is right for you?” I repeated, lining up the napkin holder next. He was breaking off our engagement and I was compulsively straightening condiments. Classic.

He kept talking, something about not wanting to hold me back, while my eyes fixed on the slightly ajar cupboard behind him. My chest buzzed with that familiar itch—close it, close it, close it—and I barely heard half of what he said until I finally got up, shut it, and sat back down. By then, apparently, he’d finished ending my life as I knew it.

After he left (yes, left, as in packed a bag and peaced out like a man fleeing a burning building), I sat at the kitchen table for so long that I started checking my phone battery percentage every two minutes, convinced it was dropping faster than normal. Ninety-two percent. Ninety-two percent. Still ninety-two percent. The loop in my head kept chanting, If the battery holds, maybe you’ll hold too. Spoiler: the battery held. I did not.

When my mom called to confirm whether she should pick up the extra bubbles for the send-off, I opened my mouth to answer, and instead of words, what came out was the sound of an animal being strangled. That was how she found out.

The days after that were a blur of humiliation, fury, and ugly-crying into Chinese takeout. My best friend Natalie camped on my couch, alternating between rage on my behalf and brainstorming revenge scenarios. At one point she suggested we hire a mariachi band to follow him around for a week. I briefly considered it, mostly because my brain was already playing the “what-if” game on a loop: what if I’d noticed sooner, what if I’d changed this or that, what if I checked every single text he’d ever sent me to see the exact moment he fell out of love?

Meanwhile, I had to field the calls. The florist. The photographer. The cake decorator who had already piped my initials in gold fondant onto three tiers of sponge. Each call meant scrolling through my phone to double-check their numbers, then triple-checking, as if calling the wrong vendor by accident would make everything even worse. (As if anything could.)

By the time my grandmother shouted “HE WHAT?” into the phone so loudly that the cat jumped off the windowsill, I was mentally counting the tiles in my kitchen backsplash for the fourth time. Twenty-three horizontal, eighteen vertical. The numbers grounded me, even if my world wasn’t grounded at all.

I thought the worst of it was over until I realized I was still going to be out the money for the honeymoon. Nonrefundable, of course. I had been so smug about scoring us a two-week package in Rome—ancient ruins, cobblestone streets, a private tour of the Vatican. “A trip of a lifetime,” the glossy brochure had promised. Well, apparently that lifetime was over.

Here’s the thing: every single person I told about the honeymoon insisted I should still go. “Don’t waste the ticket,” Natalie urged. “Eat pasta, drink wine, have a Lizzie McGuire moment.” My mother chimed in with, “You’ll regret it if you don’t.” Even my dad, who hadn’t left the country since 1998, said, “Rome’s nice this time of year. Go.”

I told them they were insane. What kind of pathetic loser goes on their own honeymoon by themselves? That’s not a vacation. That’s a Lifetime movie waiting to happen.

But then, two nights later, I was sitting on the couch surrounded by bridal magazines I couldn’t bear to look at, inhaling lo mein straight from the container, when a commercial came on. Rome at sunset, golden light bouncing off fountains, a couple sharing gelato on the Spanish Steps. The announcer intoned, “Make memories that last forever.”

I burst out laughing. Then I burst out crying. Then, because I couldn’t stop myself, I checked the stove knobs even though I hadn’t cooked in two days. Off, off, off, off. Safe. Still crying, but safe.

That was when I realized maybe my friends were right.

The tickets were paid for. The hotel was booked. And the idea of sitting in my apartment while everyone whispered about my failed wedding made me want to crawl into the freezer and never come out.

So I said yes. Not to the dress. Not to the man. To the trip.

And I promised myself I’d only check the stove knobs twice before leaving for the airport. Three times max.
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IF YOU’VE NEVER BEEN ambushed by well-meaning girlfriends wielding charcuterie and tough love, I don’t recommend it. The day after I was officially Not Getting Married, my best friend Natalie barged in like she owned the place, carrying two venti lattes and enough energy to power Rome’s entire electrical grid. “Rise and shine, heartbreak hotel,” she announced, tossing one latte at me.

I sat up on the couch, hair sticking up in what could only be described as an avant-garde sculpture. “Too soon.”

“Too bad.” She planted herself on the armchair across from me. “We need to talk about the honeymoon.”

I groaned. “No. Absolutely not. The honeymoon is canceled, along with my dignity.”

Natalie leaned forward, eyes glinting. “Nonrefundable tickets. Nonrefundable hotel. Two weeks in Rome.”

“Two weeks of being surrounded by couples making out in front of the Colosseum.”

“So what? You’ll eat pasta, you’ll drink wine, you’ll cry into a plate of tiramisu. That’s healing.”

I took a sip of the latte, because caffeine is the only reason I hadn’t already dissolved into a puddle on the carpet. “You don’t understand. Everyone will stare at me. They’ll know.”

“Know what? That you’re living their dream? I’d give a kidney for two weeks in Rome.”

At that exact moment, Marissa FaceTimed in from her kitchen, still in her scrubs from the night shift. “Tell me she’s going,” she said without preamble.

“She’s not going,” I muttered.

“She’s going,” Natalie countered, her voice smug.

Marissa squinted at me through the phone. “You’re seriously thinking of wasting that ticket? You’ll regret it forever.”

I flopped backward dramatically, staring at the ceiling. “I’ll regret it if I do go. I’ll spend the whole time sobbing into carbonara.”

“Then sob into carbonara,” Marissa shot back. “Better than sobbing into your couch cushions.”

I reached for my phone on the coffee table. Instead of checking my messages, I opened the airline app and pulled up my reservation for the fiftieth time that morning. Still there. Still nonrefundable. I refreshed the page twice, just to be sure it hadn’t spontaneously combusted in sympathy. My heart calmed a fraction—numbers on a screen had always been oddly soothing.

“See?” Natalie pounced. “You’re already obsessing over the ticket. That’s your sign.”

“That’s not a sign. That’s my brain being broken.”

Marissa leaned closer to the camera. “Look. You can’t stay here wallowing. You’ll go stir-crazy.”

“I’m already stir-crazy,” I muttered, straightening the magazines on the coffee table into a neat pile. One corner was crooked. I adjusted it. Better.

Natalie eyed me knowingly. “You reorganized those three times already.”

“It helps,” I said defensively. “Some of us cope with color-coded stacks.”

“Some of us cope with pasta and gelato,” she shot back.

I opened the airline app again. Refreshed. Still there. My stomach did a little twist.

“Fine,” I said. “Hypothetically. If I went, what would I even do? Tour ancient ruins alone? Sit at candlelit tables for one? Do you know how humiliating that is?”

“Yes,” Natalie said firmly. “You’ll do all of that. And it’ll be amazing. Because you know what’s more humiliating? Letting that loser rob you of Rome.”

Marissa nodded. “He already stole the wedding. Don’t let him steal the trip too.”

My throat tightened. The words lodged there, heavy and jagged.

“I can’t,” I whispered.

Natalie got up, crossed the room, and plopped down next to me on the couch. She wrapped an arm around my shoulders, squeezing. “Yes, you can. You’re braver than you think.”

I stared at the airline app again, my thumb hovering over the “Check-in” button. My pulse sped. The obsessive part of me wanted to press it just to know it still worked, then press it again to be sure. Like testing the locks at night, one-two-three-four times until the world felt secure.

Marissa must have seen the war on my face, because she said, softer this time, “If you don’t go, you’ll always wonder. And you’ll hate that more than the awkwardness.”

I laughed shakily. “You guys are relentless.”

“That’s friendship,” Natalie said smugly.

“More like peer pressure.”

“Potato, potahto.”

My phone dinged with a notification: T-minus forty-eight hours until departure. I stared at it. Forty-eight hours. I could still back out. But then the thought came uninvited: what if they’re right? What if going is the one thing that keeps me from unraveling completely?

And then came the next thought, the obsessive one I couldn’t shake: what if I forget my passport? What if I get all the way to the airport and realize it’s gone?

I shot off the couch, startling Natalie. I ran to my dresser, yanked open the drawer, and pulled out my passport. Still there. I flipped it open. My picture stared back, pale and unflattering. Still valid. I set it down on the dresser. Took three steps away. Then whirled back, picked it up, checked again.

Natalie groaned. “She’s in the passport loop again.”

“Shut up,” I said, flipping through the pages. “This is important.”

“You checked it literally three minutes ago.”

“I might have imagined it.”

Marissa’s voice floated from the phone. “She does this every time we travel. Remember Vegas? She checked her boarding pass so much it nearly dissolved.”

“Consistency is key,” I said, shoving the passport into my hoodie pocket and patting it twice. Then twice more. My breathing evened. Okay. Safe.

Natalie stood, hands on hips. “Look. You can keep obsessively checking that passport from Rome. On cobblestones. With gelato in your other hand.”

“Or I could obsessively check it here, in the comfort of my own home.”

“Boring,” she said flatly.

Marissa leaned closer to the screen again. “Tell you what. If you don’t go, I’m flying over there and dragging you myself.”

I laughed despite myself. “You don’t even have the time off.”

“I’ll make the time off. Consider it my civic duty.”

Natalie grinned. “So what’s it gonna be? Self-pity burritos on this couch, or self-pity fettuccine in Rome?”

My stomach growled. Fettuccine sounded better.

I opened the airline app one more time. Checked. Refreshed. Still there. The “Check-in” button glowed at me like a dare.

And for the first time since my ex walked out, I thought... maybe I could do this.
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PACKING FOR A SOLO honeymoon is exactly as fun as it sounds. Which is to say: not at all.

I stood in front of my open suitcase, holding up a sundress with spaghetti straps. It was the perfect Rome dress—flowy, buttery yellow, the kind of thing you wear when you’re sipping wine on a rooftop while your husband tells you you’re the most beautiful woman alive. Instead, I looked at it and thought, This is the dress you’re going to sweat through while pretending not to cry into spaghetti.

Into the suitcase it went.

Next came shoes. I lined up five pairs in front of me like I was drafting a very shallow football team. Practical sneakers, strappy sandals, wedge heels, flats, and one pair of red stilettos that screamed “emotional crisis.” Did I need all of them? No. Was I going to bring them anyway? Obviously.

Here’s the thing: I couldn’t just throw them in. My brain wouldn’t allow it. I had to check—two shoes per pair, both facing forward, no shoe left unaccounted for. I counted them once. Then again. Odd number. That felt wrong. I counted a third time. Still odd. Fine, once more for good measure. Four counts. Even. My chest loosened.

“See?” I told Natalie, who was sprawled on my bed scrolling through her phone. “Totally normal packing ritual.”

“You just counted your shoes four times,” she said without looking up.

“Exactly. Shoes are important.”

She hummed, unimpressed.

I tossed in the stilettos, because if Rome was going to judge me, I was going to give it something to talk about.

The next item was a swimsuit. I hesitated. Did I really want to parade around the pool while couples clinked glasses and whispered sweet nothings? No. But leaving it behind felt like admitting defeat. So I shoved it into the corner of the suitcase like contraband.

Then I pulled out my lingerie drawer. Big mistake. The lacy set I’d bought for the honeymoon winked at me like, Ha-ha, sucker. I stuffed it into the donate pile and immediately wanted to set the pile on fire.

By the time I zipped the suitcase, it looked like a python that had swallowed a goat. I sat on it, grunting, trying to force the zipper closed. Natalie finally looked up.

“You know you’ll have to open that at security, right?”

“Not if I explain to TSA that it’s filled with despair and broken dreams. They’ll understand.”

She rolled her eyes.

I zipped it shut. Victory. Then immediately unzipped it, just to check. Zipped again. Then unzipped. Three times. That was odd. Uneasy. I zipped once more. Four. Even. Relief washed over me.

Natalie groaned. “This is going to be the longest day of my life.”

“It’s called thoroughness,” I said primly.

The morning of the flight, my alarm went off at four a.m., though I didn’t need it because I’d been awake since three-thirty. My brain had spent the night whispering catastrophes: What if you forget your passport? What if you oversleep? What if you lock yourself out?

So I checked.

Passport, in my bag. Once. Twice. Odd. Ugh. Three times. Still odd. Fine, four times. Even.

Stove knobs. Off. Off. Off. Off. I touched each one twice, then went back and touched them again, just to be safe.

Front door lock. Twist, jiggle. Twist, jiggle. I walked down the hall, then turned back, checked again. Odd number. I did it once more. Even. Good.

By the time my Uber arrived, I was sweating like I’d run a marathon.

The driver popped the trunk, and I heaved my suitcase inside. It tipped sideways, the broken wheel wobbling like it was mocking me. I patted it twice. Then once more. Three. Odd. I patted again. Four. Even.

The driver glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “Honeymoon?”

I blinked. “What makes you say that?”

“Your shirt says ‘Bride.’”

I looked down. Crap. Still wearing the hoodie.

“Ex-bride,” I corrected.

His eyes widened. “Ah. Sorry.”

“Don’t be. The groom didn’t make the cut.”

We rode the rest of the way in silence, except for me patting my bag every five minutes to make sure my passport was still inside.

At the airport, I dragged my suitcase to the counter, where the agent smiled politely. “Honeymoon package. Congratulations!”

I gave her a flat look. “Thank you. My husband is invisible. You can’t see him, but he’s here.”

She blinked. I forced a smile. “Just me, actually. Solo traveler. Crazy story.”

She printed my boarding pass like she was signing my death certificate.

Security was next. I loaded my bag onto the conveyor belt and immediately panicked. Did I leave my water bottle inside? What if they flagged me? I replayed packing in my head. Once. Twice. Odd. Ugh. Again. Even. Okay, safe.

Of course I set off the metal detector anyway. Belt. The agent waved me through with the kind of face that said, Girl, I don’t know your life, but I hope you make it.

I found my gate, collapsed into a chair, and immediately pulled out my passport to check it again. Then again. Then again.

Natalie texted: Did you get on the plane yet?

I typed back: Yes. Unless this is all a simulation.

She replied with seventeen eye-roll emojis.

When they called boarding, I grabbed my bag, patted it twice, then once more. Odd. Ugh. Again. Even.

The line snaked down the jet bridge. I clutched my boarding pass so tightly it crumpled. What if they told me it wasn’t valid? What if the system had glitched? I checked the seat number. 27B. Once. Twice. Three times. Again. Four. Even. Okay.

On the plane, I hoisted my suitcase overhead, nearly decapitating the man in 27A. “Sorry,” I squeaked, shoving it into the bin. Then I sat down in my middle seat, buckled my belt, and checked it twice to make sure it clicked.

The woman in 27C eyed me. “First time flying?”

“Nope,” I said cheerfully. “First time honeymooning alone.”

She blinked. “Oh.”

I grinned, feral. “Cheers.”

By the time the plane pushed back from the gate, I’d checked my passport four more times, counted the rows between me and the emergency exit twice, and touched my seatbelt latch three times just because my brain insisted it was necessary.

Rome, here I come. And God help me, I was bringing all my quirks with me.
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Buongiorno, Disaster
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The thing no one tells you about flying to Europe alone for what was supposed to be your honeymoon is that the universe sees your vulnerability and thinks, “You know what would be fun? Chaos.”

Boarding was my first humiliation.

My carry-on, which I had sat on three times to force the zipper closed, suddenly grew three sizes the second I stepped onto the plane. Every overhead bin I tried was full. Or “full,” meaning someone had stuffed their entire closet into it. I shoved, grunted, apologized to three different people as my bag whacked their heads, and finally wedged it in on the eighth attempt. I counted each shove automatically—one, two, three... by the time I got to seven I knew I couldn’t leave it at an odd number. So I gave it one more desperate heave, and voilà: eight. Even. My brain relaxed. My armpits did not.

By the time I squeezed into my middle seat, I looked like I’d run a triathlon in business casual.

The guy by the window had already spread out like a king surveying his kingdom—both armrests claimed, headphones on, legs splayed. The woman on the aisle unwrapped a tuna sandwich. My nose twitched. My stomach flipped. I checked my seatbelt three times, because if I was going to die in a tuna-scented airplane coffin, at least I’d be securely strapped in.

Takeoff was uneventful. Except for the toddler behind me who immediately started kicking my seat like it was his personal soccer ball. Kick one, kick two, kick three—I counted them, unable to stop. Kick four. Okay, even. Kick five. Ugh. Kick six. Okay again. My brain played this game the entire ascent. By the time we hit cruising altitude, I knew that child’s kicks better than my own heartbeat.

Dinner was next. If you can call it dinner. The flight attendant plunked a tray in front of me with gray chicken, a roll harder than my ex’s heart, and a side salad that looked like hospital garnish. I poked at it, decided life was too short, and opened the granola bar I’d stashed in my bag. My brain immediately whispered: Did you close the bag after you put your passport in? You should check.

I checked. Twice. Odd. Ugh. Once more. Three. Still odd. Okay, again. Four. Even. Relief. I shoved the passport back in and zipped the bag so aggressively the zipper squeaked.

I tried to watch a movie. Romantic comedy? Too soon. Thriller? Too stressful. Documentary about penguins? Safe. I pressed play. Ten minutes in, the toddler resumed his soccer practice. Kick five. Kick six. Kick seven. I clenched my fists, took a breath, and whispered, “Please for the love of carbs make it an even number.” Kick eight. Blessed silence.

I must have dozed, because the next thing I knew, the lights were on and the flight attendants were serving “breakfast.” A tiny croissant the size of a hamster and coffee that could dissolve rust. I sipped it anyway. My stomach growled. I checked my watch, then checked it again, then checked it a third time because I didn’t like the way the minute hand was hovering between numbers.

When the plane finally landed in Rome, people clapped. Not me. I was too busy patting my bag to make sure my passport hadn’t spontaneously disintegrated in the last nine hours. Once. Twice. Three times. Ugh. Four. Okay.

Disembarking was a slow-motion nightmare. Everyone stood the second the seatbelt sign dinged, even though the door wasn’t open. The man in front of me swung his backpack around and smacked me in the chin. I counted the throbbing pulses in my jaw—one, two, three, four—until the sting faded. Even number. Safe.

Passport control was worse. A sea of sweaty humanity snaked through a line that moved slower than my relationship did before it collapsed. I stood there, hair plastered to my face, mascara smudged, clutching my bag like it was a flotation device. Every few minutes, I unzipped it, checked my passport, zipped it again. The woman behind me sighed audibly. I ignored her.

When I reached the counter, the officer gave me a look like he could see every bad decision I’d ever made. I tried to hand him my Starbucks gift card instead of my passport. He did not laugh. He stamped me through anyway, which felt like a small mercy.

At baggage claim, I waited twenty minutes, convinced my suitcase had eloped with someone else’s. When it finally appeared, it looked like it had been dragged down a gravel road. One wheel gone, handle bent. I counted its remaining three wheels automatically. Three. Odd. Ugh. My chest tightened. I whispered, “You’re fine. You’re fine.” Then I kicked it once, making it four. Even. My lungs finally unclenched.

Customs waved me through. Outside, the taxi line wrapped around the block. Ninety minutes of standing in humid Roman air, sweat dripping down my back, surrounded by tourists debating gelato flavors. I patted my bag. Once. Twice. Odd. Again. Three. Still odd. Again. Four. Even. I was losing my mind, but at least I was consistent.

Finally, I climbed into a taxi. The driver barely spoke English, and my Italian extended to “grazie” and “gelato.” I held up my phone with the hotel address. He nodded, honked twice, and sped into Roman traffic like he was auditioning for Fast & Furious: Vespa Drift. I counted the horns—one, two, three, four. My knuckles turned white around the seatbelt.

We swerved around scooters, buses, pedestrians. At one point, I was sure we grazed a nun. I counted my breaths. Inhale, exhale. One, two, three. Uneven. Inhale, exhale. Four. Even. Safe.

When we pulled up to the hotel, I tumbled out like a survivor of a shipwreck. My suitcase wobbled drunkenly on its three wheels. The bellhop tried to take it; it lurched sideways and nearly flattened him. I muttered, “Sorry,” and patted it once. Twice. Three. Odd. Ugh. One more. Four. Even.

The lobby was gorgeous. Marble floors, chandeliers, fresh flowers. It smelled like heaven. Unfortunately, I smelled like airplane sweat and existential despair.

At the desk, the receptionist beamed. “Honeymoon suite. Congratulations!”

My throat closed. “Thank you,” I croaked.

She slid over the keycard, still smiling. “We’ve prepared champagne and rose petals for you and your husband.”

I nearly laughed. Nearly. Instead, I patted my bag. Once. Twice. Odd. Three. Still odd. Four. Even. Safe.

And then I followed the bellhop to my room, thinking: 

Rome: one. Me: zero.
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I WAS TRYING TO FIND my way back from the Trevi Fountain, where I’d just thrown a coin and silently wished for a redo button on my entire life. The crowds were relentless, pressing in from every side, cameras flashing, selfie sticks poking out like weapons. My brain kept counting the cobblestones automatically, a weird tic that popped up when I was overstimulated. One, two, three, four. My shoes clicked against them, keeping rhythm. Five. Six. Seven. My chest tightened. Odd. I shifted my pace, deliberately landed an eighth step before the next turn, and exhaled.

I pulled out the hotel’s map—an actual paper map they’d given me at check-in—unfolded it, and immediately regretted it. The thing was bigger than a bedsheet, and the wind caught it like a sail. I wrestled with it in the middle of the piazza, trying to fold it back down. Three folds. Odd. I had to unfold and refold again. Four. Better.

“Need a hand?” a voice said behind me.

I turned, hair whipping across my face, and saw him.

Tall, broad shoulders, dark hair that looked like it hadn’t decided whether to behave or rebel. A little stubble. A camera slung around his neck. He looked exactly like the kind of man you don’t want to run into when you’re red-faced, sweaty, and holding a paper map like a medieval pilgrim.

“I’m fine,” I lied, wrestling the map into submission. It snapped back open. I cursed under my breath.

His lips quirked. “You sure?”

“Yes,” I said firmly. I folded the map once. Twice. Three times. My brain whispered, Odd. I sighed, unfolded, refolded. Four. Even. Better. When I looked up again, he was still watching me, amusement in his eyes.

“You look like you’re about to duel that thing,” he said.

I rolled my eyes. “Not all of us have built-in GPS brains.”

“Where are you headed?”

“The hotel,” I muttered.

“Which one?”

“The—” I paused, because suddenly admitting I was staying in the honeymoon suite alone felt like tattooing “Pathetic” on my forehead. “A hotel.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Specific.”

“I don’t share personal information with strangers,” I said primly.

He held up his hands. “Fair enough. Stranger danger.”

For some reason, that made me laugh. A real laugh, bubbling out unexpectedly, like soda fizz. He smiled back, and I swear Rome itself tilted slightly.

Then someone bumped me from behind, and I stumbled forward. Straight into him.

My face collided with his chest. Solid. Warm. He smelled like cedar and espresso. My hands shot out instinctively, clutching his shirt. He steadied me with big, sure hands on my arms.

“Whoa there,” he said softly.

My brain screamed, Too close. Too close. My pulse skittered. I stepped back quickly and smoothed my hair, cheeks on fire. “Sorry.”

“No problem. Happens all the time.”

“Women fling themselves at you constantly?” I said, attempting sarcasm.

He grinned. “Only the ones with oversized maps.”

I should have walked away. I should have muttered something and escaped before my face combusted. Instead, I found myself asking, “Are you traveling alone?”

His grin faltered, just a flicker. “Yeah. You?”

“Yes.” The word came out too fast. My throat tightened. I fiddled with the edge of the map, folding and unfolding. Once. Twice. Three times. Odd. He was watching. I did it once more. Four. Even. My chest eased.

He tilted his head. “First time in Rome?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“You’re holding a paper map.”

“Touché.”

We started walking side by side, not really planning to, but the crowd moved us like a current. My brain automatically counted our steps together—one, two, three, four. For a moment, our strides matched perfectly, and it felt... weirdly nice. Like symmetry. Then I noticed he had longer legs and he was taking five steps while I was taking six. Odd versus even. My chest squeezed. I slowed slightly until I matched him at eight. Even again.

“So,” he said. “What brings you here?”

I considered lying. Saying something glamorous. Instead, I blurted, “My fiancé dumped me before the wedding, but the honeymoon was nonrefundable.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Wow. That’s... honest.”

Heat rushed to my face. “Forget I said that.”

“No,” he said, and his voice was gentler now. “Don’t. That sucks. I’m sorry.”

I shrugged, pretending my heart wasn’t pounding in my ears. “What about you?”

“Girlfriend cheated,” he said simply.

“Ouch.”

“Yeah.” He looked up at the buildings around us, the laundry strung between windows like flags. “Figured I’d rather be miserable in Italy than miserable at home.”

Something inside me shifted. Recognition, maybe. The understanding that we were two people dragged here by heartbreak, orbiting the same wreckage.

We walked in silence for a while. Rome stretched out around us—sunlight on ancient stone, scooters buzzing past, the smell of baking bread from a nearby café. Couples kissed on every corner. My brain ticked off the number of red awnings we passed. One, two, three. Odd. My pulse jumped. Then another awning appeared. Four. Even. I sighed quietly in relief.

He noticed. “You okay?”

“Fine,” I said too quickly.

He didn’t press.

We reached a corner, and I hesitated. My hotel was to the right. I could say goodbye, retreat to my room, drown myself in rose-petal self-pity. Or I could keep walking with this stranger, who smelled good and made me laugh and didn’t look at me like I was broken.

My brain whispered: one chance. Two paths. Odd or even.

I turned right. He followed.

We ended up outside a café with tiny tables spilling onto the cobblestones. He gestured. “Coffee?”

I wanted to say no. I wanted to crawl back into my hotel room and double-check the locks six times. But the words came out: “Sure.”

We sat. The waiter brought espresso in tiny cups. I stirred mine three times. Odd. My chest prickled. I stirred once more. Four. Even. He watched me, curiosity flickering in his eyes.

“Habit,” I muttered.

He just nodded. No judgment. Just... acceptance.

And that, somehow, was the most disarming thing of all.
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THE HOTEL LOBBY WAS too beautiful for someone like me. Marble floors gleamed under chandeliers, fresh flowers perfumed the air, and everyone else waiting at the desk was paired off like matching salt-and-pepper shakers. I shuffled up in my wrinkled plane clothes, dragging a suitcase that limped along on three wheels, and tried not to look like someone who’d been emotionally mugged.

“Buona sera, signora,” the receptionist chirped, sliding a glossy brochure toward me. “Your honeymoon suite is prepared.”

I gave her a smile that probably looked more like a grimace. “Fantastic. Can’t wait.”

She handed me a keycard in a little envelope with gold foil lettering: Suite 412. I traced the numbers with my thumb automatically—four, one, two. Odd total. That tiny itch flared in my chest. I tapped the envelope twice against the desk. Even now. Balanced. My shoulders eased.

The bellhop cheerfully loaded my battle-worn suitcase onto a cart and wheeled it toward the elevators. I trailed behind, half-listening as he rattled off facts about the hotel: historic architecture, celebrity guests, rooftop terrace. My brain was elsewhere, caught in its usual loops. Did I put my passport back in my bag after customs? Yes. Probably. I should check.

We reached the elevator before I could fish for it. I stepped in, pressed the button for 4, then pressed it again, because one press felt wrong. The bellhop gave me a side-eye but said nothing.

On the fourth floor, he wheeled my suitcase to the end of the hall. Suite 412 loomed in front of me, gold numbers glinting in the dim light. I slid the keycard once. The light blinked red. Panic. Twice. Green. Relief. My chest loosened.

“Enjoy your stay,” the bellhop said, handing me the handle of my suitcase.

I gave him a wobbly smile and stepped inside.

At first glance, the suite was ridiculous. Plush king bed, enormous windows with Juliet balconies, a sitting area with velvet chairs. A giant vase of roses sat on the coffee table, surrounded by candles. It looked like the set of a romantic drama, and I was the lone extra who’d wandered onstage by mistake.

I tugged my suitcase inside, shut the door, and exhaled. Alone. Finally.

Except... not.

There was a backpack slouched in the corner by the sofa. A pair of men’s sneakers by the balcony doors. And then—the sound of running water.

I froze. My heart slammed into my ribs. My brain started counting the beats—one, two, three, four. Too fast. Too loud.

The bathroom door opened, and out stepped Mr. Cedar-and-Espresso himself. The guy from the piazza. Hair damp, towel slung low on his hips, looking like every forbidden fantasy I’d never admitted out loud.

I screamed.

He yelped, clutching the towel. “What the hell—”

“What the hell—” I echoed, pointing at him like I could stab him with my index finger.

“This is my room,” he said.

“No, this is my room!” I waved my keycard envelope like a weapon. “Four-twelve!”

He snatched a card from the desk. “Four-twelve!”

We stared at each other, both holding identical envelopes like dueling pistols.

“Maybe they messed up,” he said cautiously.

“Or maybe you’re a towel-wearing serial killer,” I snapped.

His mouth twitched. “Do serial killers usually check into luxury hotels?”

“Maybe the classy ones do!”

We both lunged for the phone at the same time, collided, and stumbled back. My brain ticked it off automatically—one, two. Odd. Ugh. I reached again, brushed his hand, made it three. Still odd. My chest tightened. I tapped the receiver once more before I picked it up. Four. Balanced. My pulse steadied.

The receptionist answered cheerfully. After a confusing conversation full of apologies, it turned out the hotel had double-booked the suite. A glitch.

Of course they had. Because why wouldn’t fate cram me into the same room as a half-naked stranger who smelled better than reason.

“They’ll sort it out in the morning,” he said, hanging up. “But for tonight, we’re stuck.”

My brain screeched. “Stuck?”

“They’re full. Some convention.” He rubbed a hand through his damp hair. “So... truce?”

I blinked at him. My suitcase was gaping open on the floor, my underwear spilling out like confetti. My hair was a grease festival. Meanwhile, he looked like a cologne ad.

Truce. Right.

I crossed my arms. “Fine. But you stay on your side of the room.”

He raised his hands. “Scout’s honor.”

We stared each other down. Finally, I dragged my suitcase into the far corner, yanked out my pajamas, and retreated into the bathroom.

The bathroom mirror was cruel. Pale skin, smudged eyeliner, airplane hair. I splashed water on my face, brushed my teeth furiously, and whispered at my reflection, “This is temporary. Just one night.” I counted the brush strokes—one, two, three, four. Better. Safe.

When I emerged, he was sprawled on the sofa, wearing actual clothes now—jeans and a t-shirt. Thank God.

“Bed’s all yours,” he said. “I’ll take the couch.”

The gentleman act disarmed me for half a second. Then my brain decided it wasn’t safe to just accept generosity at face value. “How do I know you won’t murder me in my sleep?”

He smirked. “You don’t. But I make terrible small talk, so you’d probably fall asleep before I got the chance.”

Against my will, I laughed. He grinned like he’d scored a victory.

I climbed into the enormous bed, pulled the covers up to my chin, and tried to ignore the fact that I was sharing my honeymoon suite with a stranger. I counted the roses in the vase across the room to calm down. Eleven. Odd. My stomach twisted. I scanned again. Oh—there was one hiding in the back. Twelve. Even. Relief.

From the sofa, his voice floated softly through the dark. “For what it’s worth... I’m glad it’s you and not some cranky businessman.”

My throat tightened. I didn’t answer.

I just lay there, staring at the ceiling, silently counting the chandelier crystals until sleep finally tugged me under.
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The bellhop opened the door with a flourish, like he was presenting me with the crown jewels.

“Here you are, signora. The honeymoon suite.”

He stepped aside with a little bow, and I stepped into a room that could have been ripped straight out of a bridal magazine.

I swear angels sang.

Floor-to-ceiling windows framed a glittering view of the city. A chandelier sparkled above the bed, which was roughly the size of a football field. The bed itself was covered in rose petals arranged in the shape of a heart, as if Cupid had been there personally with a pair of scissors and too much free time. A silver tray on the table held a bottle of champagne in a bucket of ice, flanked by two flutes, already dusted with condensation.

The bellhop gave me a knowing smile, the kind that said, Ah, young love. He handed me the keycard, wished me a romantic stay, and left.
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