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Chapter One


I am calm ⇄ Je suis calme
I am unbothered ⇄ Je suis indifférent
I am thriving ⇄ Je m’épanouis


Of all the many psychological tricks Layla Bailey had played on herself in preparation for this—only her second trip ever to her favorite . . . well, was it better to say, former favorite? onetime favorite? nostalgic, painful, heartbreaking favorite? . . . city in the world—typing positive affirmations into her translation app was possibly the most personally embarrassing.


Worse than the hours she’d spent not just packing, but planning her packing, complete with careful searching online for aggressively neutral outfit ideas, the kind that she thought would make her seem quietly sophisticated, quietly committed to not pulling any awkward focus.


Worse than the Google Doc she’d labored over on late nights after long shifts, a color-coded itinerary that did little to soothe her, especially when her eyes encountered the blocks of time she’d turned bright yellow, unignorable reminders of the unavoidable.


Worse even than the breezy, dishonest text reply she’d sent off to Cara before the cabin doors closed.


I genuinely feel fine, I promise! she’d written to her closest friend, whose asks about this trip had grown increasingly concerned over the last two weeks, and whose most recent message had read, You can use me as an excuse if you want to cancel.


But this translation app trick?


This translation app trick had her feeling as though all her preparations had been in vain.


Breezy lies she’d been telling herself for weeks.


She pressed the button on the side of her phone to darken the screen, then leaned her head back.


Je m’épanouis, she could still see behind her now-closed eyes, a mocking afterglow.


A translation app probably couldn’t even be trusted with an expression like that.


But then again, Layla thought, she probably couldn’t be trusted with those translation app sentiments at the moment, either. After all, maybe it was impossible to feel like you were thriving when you were six hours into a transatlantic flight, in a middle seat way in the back because you waited too long to book your ticket, the people on either side of you absolutely dominating your armrests, your eyes dry and your neck cricked, your wireless headphones long since lost their charge.


Maybe this was simply a mind-over-matter moment.


And Layla liked to think she excelled at mind over matter.


She took a breath through her nose, imagined wiping those silly affirmations from the whiteboard in her brain. She didn’t really need affirmations, anyway. She had neutral outfits. She had that itinerary, which would actually be perfect if she swapped out the yellow for something less loud. A pale green, maybe. A beige, if such a thing was available in Google Docs.


And Cara could simply take her texts at face value.


She wouldn’t—couldn’t—understand all this, anyway. Cara had never been married, and the thing was, marriages were their own universes. Hers and Jamie’s especially, she’d always thought.


They had been a family.


This trip was about family.


The family she’d vowed was forever.


And the family she’d been doing her best to avoid for the better part of two years.


Another shaky breath, another clearing wipe across the busy whiteboard of her mind. Better not to think too much yet about family and what you owed them, about Jamie, about universes and how they ended. Those things, you needed fresh air for. Available armrests, at the very least. The flight was nearly over, and for the next ninety minutes or so, all Layla needed to do was keep her mind as clear as she could. Keep her hands off that app.


Except then the announcement came.


It was muffled at first, a crackle in the plane’s speaker. French to start, like all the announcements had been throughout the flight, and Layla’s fingers twitched on her phone, though she knew the flight attendant’s lightly accented English would follow. It was probably about customs procedures for landing, or another pass through the cabin to collect trash, or—


Médecin, Layla heard.


She didn’t need the app for that.


By the time the flight attendant switched to English, Layla had unbuckled and leaned forward, clearing her throat delicately at the armrest hog in the aisle seat, who turned to look at her with an expression of surprise. Layla gave him a polite smile, the sort that sat as naturally on her face as a pair of scrubs on her body. She’d call it her professional smile, but what boundaries she had between the personal and the professional weren’t all that clear to her these days.


It just felt like her smile. And maybe it wasn’t the kind of smile that said she was thriving, but she was pretty sure it said calm and unbothered in any language.


So when the man stood from his seat to let Layla pass, she didn’t need any psychological tricks at all. In the aisle, she Face ID’d back into her phone, swiped out of the translation app without even thinking about it, and pulled up the copy of her medical license she kept in her photo library. In this moment, there was no Paris, no Jamie. No family she’d failed, and no universes ending.


There was only this plane and this patient, and that sounded near enough to how she’d been living her life lately that she felt right at home.


By the time she made her way to the closest flight attendant, Layla wondered if perhaps she might not be needed—this was a big plane, a full flight, and she imagined that there was at least one other qualified physician on board. But judging by the plain relief on the uniformed man’s face, Layla was going to be doing this solo, and while a little pulse of adrenaline thrummed through her—this had never happened to her before, and she’d taken a lot of flights over the last couple of years—she still felt perfectly in control.


She was good at her job. Good at keeping a cool head in a crisis.


In as hushed a tone as the white noise whir of the cabin would allow, the flight attendant—Marc, his name tag read—told her there was a young woman in business class who fainted on her way back from the plane’s lavatory. She was awake now, but quiet, a little confused. She was traveling alone.


“She is American,” Marc said, in that beautifully French way. Ah-merry-ken. “So we will not need to translate.”


Layla nodded, but heat rose to her cheeks as he turned to lead the way up the aisle. She hoped he hadn’t somehow seen her doing the affirmations.


In business class—despite the pleasant accommodations, especially compared to the sardine can where she’d been seated—Layla felt something familiar in the air, a tense temperature she knew from walking into hundreds of hospital rooms. A silent, someone is sick restlessness that was an infection all on its own. A couple of passengers craned their necks to look at her and Marc, brows furrowed in anxious concern. They’d probably seen the young woman faint.


Don’t worry, Layla thought, silently telegraphing comfort to all of them. I’m calm.


And when Marc gestured toward one of the curved half pods in the middle row, another flight attendant rising from the crouched position she’d been in beside the seat, Layla proved it.


She blocked everything out but the girl in front of her, and did her job.


It was quiet work, the kind Layla excelled at: observing, listening, prompting. There was a small black kit left by Marc at her feet, but Layla didn’t open it yet. Instead, she talked to fifteen-year-old Willa: not only about how she felt (“Better now. Sort of woozy still”), but also about where she was headed (to visit her aunt and uncle and cousins, her first time doing this trip alone), and about the book she was clutching in her lap (“There’s this fae prince,” she told Layla, voice pitching into liveliness, “and he’s in love with this mortal girl”).


Layla watched Willa’s face carefully as she talked, looking for— but thankfully not seeing—abnormalities that would suggest something amiss with her cranial nerves. She noted the grayish tint to Willa’s skin; she listened to the arid clicking sound the girl’s mouth made during a particularly long sentence.


And when Willa was ready—when she was detailing how the fae prince’s mother gave the mortal girl a dose of deadly poison— Layla made use of the subpar tools in the kit. She listened to Willa’s chest, checked her blood pressure, measured her respiration and heart rate. Layla asked mild questions about Willa’s trip and her book and the five friendship bracelets she had stacked on her right wrist, but in between she asked other things: could Willa squeeze two of Layla’s fingers, did she take any medication, how much had she had to eat and drink today.


It wasn’t complicated, as cases go, and one thing about Layla’s line of work was, she was well acquainted with complicated. What Willa needed was some snacks and a drink and probably a longer adjustment period with the new meds she’d started last week for her ADHD before taking a transatlantic flight. Since the ship on the latter had long since sailed, Layla focused on getting Willa hydrated and fed.


“The food on this plane is not good,” the girl said at the suggestion, so dramatically that Layla had to press her lips together to stop a laugh.


“Let’s try a little something anyway,” she said smoothly, switching from her crouched position to sit fully in the aisle. She kept her face placid through a disturbing thought about an airplane floor’s cleanliness, then smiled up at Willa when she was newly settled.


By now it felt different than simple doctoring: Were this a hospital room, Layla would have already made her exit, leaving someone else to take over the logistics of treatment. But here, Layla’s responsibilities were more complicated—now that she’d treated Willa, she wouldn’t leave her until she could place her in the care of the aunt and uncle. Even without those obligations, though, she wouldn’t have minded staying, wouldn’t have minded the opportunity to distract Willa with conversation, to watch color come back into the girl’s cheeks as her blood sugar stabilized and her nervousness eased.


It was the most calm and unbothered Layla had felt in days.


By the time Willa asked her what she was traveling to Paris for, she didn’t even need to take a meditative breath before answering.


“A wedding,” she said—breezily— and thought: I genuinely feel fine.


She thought of Emily, her beloved and now former sister-in-law, thought of the handwritten note Emily had written to accompany the elegant save-the-date that came in the mail to Layla’s barely lived-in apartment in Boston, the earnest phone call they had not long after, both of them trying not to cry. Emily had only been a few years younger than Willa when Layla first met her all those years ago, back when things were brand-new with Jamie, and now Em was getting married, married in Paris, and that would be wonderful for her, and Layla could be for her what she was being right now for Willa.


Not a doctor, okay, but still. A pleasant, supportive guest. Unflappable and selfless.


She owed Emily that. She owed the entire family that, especially after staying away so long.


Willa practically beamed at her, and Layla felt it like reassurance, a warranty seal on the fact that this trip would be okay. She would walk into this entire destination wedding week like she’d walked into this part of the cabin only a few minutes ago. The best possible version of herself.


“I love wedd—” Willa began, and then everything pretty much went to hell.


* * *


It started with a voice—too loud, too angry, and, if Layla had to guess, alcohol soaked.


“If she’s sick,” some man boomed, “she should be moved to the back of the plane!”


Like that, Layla’s focus widened again. If she’d managed to lower the temperature of the cabin at all with her care for Willa, it ticked up again in response to this passenger’s belligerence. She could sense bodies shifting in their little luxury pods, the tops of heads rising above curved plastic to peer at the source of the noise. From Layla’s vantage point, she basically only had a clear view of Willa, who’d blanched gray-white again.


“I didn’t pay for a seat up here to get whatever she has!” the man bellowed.


Layla rose to her knees. She put the placid smile back on her face and set a hand on Willa’s forearm.


“You’re okay,” she told the girl, patting softly and nodding at the cup of ginger ale in Willa’s hand. “Have a little more.”


“Don’t go,” said Willa, a note of desperation in her voice.


“I won’t.” Still, she got her feet beneath her, lifted herself enough from her knees to see better.


The voice was so loud because it was only a row behind them— a window seat, opposite side of the plane, and Layla could see Marc leaning down, speaking softly. When he moved slightly, Layla got a look at the owner of the belligerent voice— a florid-faced, mussed-looking older man in a wrinkled, sweat-ringed blue dress shirt. He pointed at Marc accusingly.


“This better not get in the way of deplaning on time,” he shouted.


Someone else—maybe someone at Layla’s back—said the word Ah-merry-ken again amid a torrent of irritated French, but this time it certainly didn’t sound all that beautiful, and Layla thought that was fair enough.


Beneath her hand, Willa tensed, and Layla patted again.


But it was one of those situations—the kind Layla hated most, a mind-under-matter collapse of a little mob of people at odds. Another passenger turned in her seat to snap at the drunken man, then another flight attendant came over. There was increasing use of the word sir, a mention of getting the pilot involved. There was pointing and more shouting. Marc and his colleague seemed to lose the battle against this man’s flailing, unfocused rage—now, he was ranting about the growing unavailability of peanuts in public spaces—and Layla felt like she was having that warranty seal from Willa ripped right off. She knew, rationally, that there was no connection to this asshole’s mess and the week she had ahead of her, but it still pressed on everything she wanted to avoid, the exact opposite of all her affirmations.


She felt responsible somehow—the doctor called to settle a situation, and now it had escaped her control. If she could let someone know that Willa was fine, that there was no indication she was contagious, that the whole matter was resolving easily and that there would be no cause for any delays . . .


“Willa,” she said quietly, leaning down. “I’m going to speak briefly to the flight attendant.”


But before she could, another man stood from his seat.


Also one row back from Willa’s, also along the window, but closer to Layla—directly opposite the shouting. To Layla, he was in profile, facing the disturbance, but . . . but god, it was a striking profile. Thick black hair pushed back from a face that looked carved from stone—strong brow, sharp nose, full lips set, and a stubbled jaw cutting horizontally across the line of his neck. The hair on his head, on his cheeks, matched the clothes on his lean body— black long-sleeved T-shirt, loose-fitting black pants, a black ball cap fisted in the hand Layla could see.


Her breath caught, her heart thumped. She saw his mouth move, no sound that she could hear, but still, it made her skin prickle with warmth.


Well, it was the circumstances, obviously—this reaction in her, this heat in her. It was the tense scene across the aisle that had started because of poor Willa, and Layla was responsible for Willa, and now this man was part of it, too . . .


His mouth moved again.


She heard him this time.


“Quiet,” he said. “Be. Quiet.”


It was a white-hot blade, that voice. She couldn’t even say if it was particularly loud, if anyone across the way could actually hear it. But it was cutting. All edge. A voice like his face, like the way he held his body. Angles everywhere.


It worked for a few seconds—slicing right through the man with the red face and the boozy voice, silencing Marc and his stressed-looking colleague, who both stared in shock across the middle seats. If the drunk man’s anger was a thick, cloaking cloud, this man in black’s anger was a lightning bolt.


Bright and electrifying.


“Sir,” Marc finally managed. “You’ll need to return to—”


“If you want off this plane quickly,” the man in black said to the drunkard, as though Marc hadn’t even made an attempt, “you will be quiet. Because if this disturbance carries on, it will be me who needs medical attention, and you’ll be stuck on that runway for however long it takes for me to get it.”


Layla blinked up at him—up, because she now realized she’d somehow sunk back down to her knees—in surprise.


It will be me who needs medical attention.


She shouldn’t be surprised, of course she shouldn’t—she knew sick didn’t always look a certain way. She was just rattled, not thinking straight.


She was shocked through by the big-bang, lightning-bolt effect of him.


She looked quickly at Willa, whose nerves had apparently eased off long enough to get interested in the show—she was practically leaning out of her pod to get a look at the man. Layla waited, kneeling there, thinking, This can’t possibly be the end of it, because he was just some handsome man with sharp words of censure and an unnaturally still posture after he said them.


That couldn’t be enough to silence or sober up the man across the way.


But after several seconds, it was still so quiet, only the regular hum of the cabin again, and the man in black kept his eyes straight ahead until he saw something that satisfied him enough to turn away, his whole face toward Layla now—the full effect of it striking in a different way.


He was scarred, she could see, and severely, if not recently, so: a whorl of pink raised texture at his temple, along his cheekbone, pulling the left side of his brow lower and disrupting his hairline. Along his jaw, a patch of similarly terrained skin, completely bare of stubble.


He met her eyes and she thought again of what he’d said—me who needs medical attention—and she reached for the placid smile, the cool control, the secure knowledge she’d had only a few moments ago that she was calm enough to do her job. She would ask if he needed help, be the best version of herself again, get that warranty seal reaffixed before this flight ended and she had to face the week ahead.


But in his gaze she was a stunned and smoking tree trunk, rooted to the ground, her mouth open as if poised to speak, except with nothing available to come out. She thought of her phone, her translation app, thought of a language she would call Lightning-Struck, and how to make it English again.


She watched as he raised the hand not holding his cap, saw that it was scarred, too. In a swift motion he smoothed back his hair and lifted the hat onto his head, pulling it low over his eyes so she could no longer tell if he was looking at her.


It helped, a little. She could finally get a word out.


“Sir,” she said, like Marc had, and she hoped it didn’t sound scolding. “Do you need—”


“I said if,” he snapped, and she blinked in confusion before she could translate herself back into his earlier words.


If this disturbance carries on, he’d said.


Since it hadn’t, he didn’t have need of her.


She pressed her lips together and swallowed, strangely unrelieved.


When he began to lower himself back into his seat, Layla thought he’d released her from whatever spell he seemed to cast.


Fae prince and mortal girl, she thought briefly.


Wildly.


But before she could turn her attention back to Willa, the man stopped himself, halfway to sitting, and lifted his head again to look at her.


“Get up from there,” he said, scalpel-sharp. “The floor is probably disgusting.”


Then the brim of his hat lowered again, his lanky form folded back into his seat, his face turning toward the window.


Like nothing had ever happened at all.


For Layla, though . . . for Layla, something had happened, some-thing she couldn’t mind-over-matter herself out of, something that she wasn’t sure she could ever explain. She thought—she hoped— she spent the rest of the flight hiding it from Willa, from Marc, from any other passenger who might’ve noticed her.


But she couldn’t be sure, because she couldn’t seem to affirm herself into any more lies.


They had been shocked right out of her body.


She was not at all calm about attending Emily’s wedding.


Certainly not unbothered about seeing her ex-husband again.


And somehow, for some reason she couldn’t begin to explain, everything about that interaction with the man in black made her feel as though Paris was the last place in the world where she would thrive.









Chapter Two


Layla? Layla, oh my god, you’re here!”


Layla had barely taken two steps into the hotel lobby before she heard Emily’s voice: that clear, bright-as-a-bell voice, as excited as Layla had heard it probably a hundred times before, at a hundred different family gatherings.


It’s happening, she thought, surprisingly relieved. No turning back now.


She could admit that her brief, pretty much one-sided interaction with the man in black on the plane had been difficult to shake off, even after the whirlwind that followed: landing and deplaning and passport control, all with Willa, followed by maybe the most chaotic meeting Layla had ever had with a patient’s family. Willa’s aunt and uncle—an effusive, quick-to-tears American woman and an elegant, fast-talking French man—showered her with a truly overwhelming amount of praise and gratitude, insisting that Layla simply must take some tangible form of thanks for helping and staying with Willa. At one point, the aunt had so forcefully tried to shove a stack of euros into her hands—“I insist, I insist!”— that Layla had cringed in embarrassment, and the uncle took over with a more sensible offer: a hired car to take Layla wherever she needed to be, to make up for whatever extra time she’d taken to wait with Willa.


In the end, agreeing to take a chauffeured car was better than taking a stack of cash, and once it pulled up—glossy midnight blue, with tinted windows and a brand-new smell—Layla decided that it couldn’t hurt to have a few private moments in that sort of pristine comfort.


The opposite of The floor is probably disgusting.


The opposite of that man in black’s expression, like it was Layla herself who inspired such revulsion.


But in the butter-soft back seat of the car, Layla still couldn’t forget it. Even as central Paris came into view, she couldn’t forget it. She wanted to see the panorama of the city with a mature, settled fondness, wanted to re-familiarize herself with its domes and spires and its great soaring tower, its rooftops and windows and balconies trailing flowers, its awnings and café tables and glass cases of delicious beauty.


Instead, it was the universe crashing into her.


These were streets she’d walked and sights she’d seen as a newlywed, with Jamie at her side, Jamie as the more experienced, well-traveled guide.


Disgusting, Layla kept thinking, and every time she did, she felt a rush of renewed frustration and shame.


No man should be able to ruin Paris.


At the very least, not some random man on an airplane who she’d never really met.


Out of the car and inside the hotel lobby, though, with Emily’s voice ringing in her ears—You’re here!—Layla was reminded of the immediate task ahead.


So she smiled as Emily bounded into view, wearing a flowing knee-length dress so pale pink it looked almost white, perfectly bridal. It wasn’t the sort of boho style Emily used to favor, but Layla knew on sight that Manon—Emily and Jamie’s mom, and Layla’s former mother-in-law—had probably picked it out. Layla could remember standing before a dressing room mirror in a similarly blush-colored sundress a week before her own wedding shower, Manon nodding in approval from behind her.


“Em,” Layla said, and opened her arms.


Emotion clutched in her throat immediately as Em hugged her—tightly, fiercely—and for Layla, it felt like having the wound from the plane wrapped.


This was right. It was right to be here for Emily.


As they both pulled back, Layla smiled, determined not to show Em the strange mix of relief and guilt and happiness and sadness that welled up in her. But Emily’s eyes brimmed with wetness, and when two big drops spilled over, Em didn’t bother wiping them away.


“You can’t know how much it means to me that you came,” she said, voice soggy, and that mix of emotion in Layla’s body reconstituted itself, dominated now by guilt. “You really can’t know,” Emily repeated.


But Layla could know. She’d met Emily almost fourteen years ago now, when Layla was twenty and Emily was turning eleven, both of them on very different thresholds of growing up, and their bond had been quick, concrete. Layla was the big sister Emily never had, and Emily a sibling who—unlike Layla’s one, much older half brother, Vaughn—actually seemed to care meaningfully about Layla’s existence. When Layla and Jamie had finally told the family about their split—together, of course they’d done it together— Emily had been devastated. No one cried harder; no one asked more questions.


But why?


What did he do?


How will we stay close?


Will you promise to still be my sister?


Will you promise nothing will change?


By then, Em had been twenty-three, probably too old to be asking such grasping, desperate questions. But it was always there, that big- and little-sister dynamic between them. Layla remembered every one of her calm, dry-as-a-bone big-sister answers.


It’s not any one thing.


This isn’t his fault.


Of course I’m always your sister.


The important things won’t change.


She hadn’t intended for all of those answers to be a lie.


“Of course I came,” Layla said, though the Of course felt like another lie, given the last year and a half of pretty much avoiding everyone, so she added, “I’m really happy to be here.”


As she said it, she let her eyes wander to take in the lobby for the first time, and felt a rush of gratitude for its sleek, luxurious blandness: overwhelmingly marble-white with touches of black and brushed gold, oversize columns segmenting the space that looked more like sculpture than architecture, the furniture low-slung and uninviting.


It didn’t feel even a little like the Paris she once fell in love with.


“I wish you could’ve come to my shower, too,” Emily said, interrupting her thoughts, and Layla met her eyes again, looking for accusation there, a sort of A sister would’ve been at the shower judgment.


But Em hadn’t ever been the judgmental sort, and all Layla saw in her face was genuine regret.


“My job,” Layla said automatically, defaulting to the excuse she had used so often with the MacKenzies since the divorce, until they all eventually stopped asking for things that required an excuse. “It’s hard to get time away during my placements.”


“Right,” Em said cheerfully. “How is it? Still going well?”


“It’s great.”


It was the answer she gave to everyone who asked, and she was sure she meant it, despite what had prompted her to take her current position as a locum tenens physician. When the recruiter had first reached out, the job—basically, being a doctor who took temporary four-to-six-week placements at hospitals where there were staffing shortages or doctors on leave—had appealed as an escape hatch, a way to avoid the crushing, hard-to-keep promises she’d made in the wake of the divorce.


A year and a half in, she could admit that there were other real benefits to the work. The money, of course. Seeing different parts of the country. Time off whenever she wanted it.


That she hadn’t really taken advantage of any of those perks yet—that she spent little, got out even less, worked more than she could ever remember— well.


Well, that wasn’t for Emily to know.


Em nodded and clutched Layla’s hands, and then Layla was being pulled over to one of those low-slung sofas, its fabric lush and its cushions more comfortable than they looked. Still, once she was seated, she looked longingly over at the small luggage cart with her suitcase and carry-on that the hotel’s porter had left by the reservations desk.


If she could only have a little time to check in, to freshen up . . .


“I’m texting Michael,” Emily was saying, her face tipped down to her phone, her thumbs flying over the screen. “I can’t wait for you to meet him.”


Layla stared, her brain sluggish to catch up. She maybe shouldn’t have sat down, because it was hitting her now, an overnight flight without sleep, and the adrenaline-rush ending of it.


“On the . . . on the cruise tomorrow, right?” she said, calling one of those yellow itinerary slots up in her mind. Today and most of tomorrow were meant to be no-yellow-at-all adjustment days for Layla. If it’d been up to her, she wouldn’t have run into anyone— even Emily—before things officially got underway tomorrow evening.


“Well, yeah, but he’s on his way back here!” Em’s phone pinged and she looked down. “He’ll be here in like ten! That’s so great!”


“Oh, um—maybe I could change first, or—”


“Oh my gosh, no, you look great. This tonal dressing is very you. Quiet luxury!”


Layla looked down at the beige lounge set she’d worn for the flight. Aggressively neutral. But also, Em was being generous. It did not look quietly luxurious right now; it looked crinkled and saggy. And she hadn’t really taken a close look to see whether she’d picked up anything from that disgusting airplane floor.


“Please wait?” Emily said. “I really want you to meet him.”


You would have met him already, she imagined another version of Emily saying. You would have met him, if you’d kept all your promises to me.


I meant to, she imagined another version of herself saying back. I meant to have the most amicable divorce in history; I meant to stay so close to all of you. I meant to keep showing up for friendly monthly coffee dates with Jamie, I meant to come to every single family gathering, I meant to be the kind of sister I was to you before.


I meant to be better at all of it.


“Sure,” she said instead. “I’m so excited to meet him.”


Emily smiled brightly, but almost immediately, her smile dimmed, and she grabbed Layla’s hand again, her eyes suddenly pleading.


“Let’s just do it,” she blurted. “Let’s talk about it before Michael gets here. You know that when I invited you, I didn’t know, I didn’t ever think Jamie—”


“Em,” Layla interrupted, knowing exactly where this was going, and not wanting to dwell there for too long. “It’s really okay.”


Jamie had called Layla last month to tell her he was bringing someone, of course he had. A call she’d let go to voice mail at first, even though she hadn’t been busy when she’d seen his name—just “Jamie” now, changed from the smug “Husband” nickname she’d added to her contacts the morning after their wedding—come up on her screen. His voice had been cautious when she finally listened to the message. Lay, can you call me, please? It’s really important. I don’t want to text.


She had a sense about what he’d say. Embarrassingly, she’d already clocked that he’d stopped posting on his social media recently, and she’d been speculating.


He’s seeing someone. He doesn’t want to flaunt it, not yet. He’s trying to be respectful. Kind.


Amicable.


She’d been right. She knew Jamie, knew him in her bones.


So of course she’d been right.


By then, she’d already accepted Emily’s invitation, and couldn’t bear the thought of how it would look to back out after his call. Couldn’t bear to take him up on his offer to not bring his new girlfriend at all, if it would make things too hard for you.


“I’m really happy for him,” she added now, hoping she wasn’t laying it on too thick. “We’re all here for you.”


Emily nodded and her eyes welled up again, but she rolled them upward in embarrassment, pulling her hand from Layla’s so she could press the sides of both of her index fingers gently against her lower lids.


“I’m so emotional!” she said, with frustrated laughter, and Layla laughed, too. It felt good to release some of the anxious air trapped inside her. She thought of those moments with Willa on the plane, and remembered who she wanted to be for Emily this week.


Pleasant, unflappable.


Supportive.


“I’m sure that’ll happen a lot this week,” Layla said knowingly, slipping into something approaching that big-sister role. Easy enough to maintain it for the next few minutes, for meeting Michael.


Emily dropped her hands and shook them dramatically in front of her, like she was drying them out.


“Okay, but! It’s not going to happen tonight, because we are going out!”


Layla blinked, the Google Doc’s blank spaces a photograph in her mind.


“My parents and Jamie and, you know, everyone”—a deft sidestep, that everyone, Layla thought—“don’t get here until way late tonight, and Rosie and I have a dinner planned. I would love for you to join, really! Rosie adores you!”


Rosie was Emily’s former college roommate and best friend. Layla had always liked her the few times they’d met, but not enough to abandon the blank space of her Google Doc. Right now she was thinking about getting a baguette from the nearest bakery and eating it like a turkey leg while fully under the covers in her hotel bed.


It would be disgusting.


“I think I better take it easy tonight,” she said.


“Oh, but you can’t! Rosie will absolutely die if you don’t come; she’ll be so mad. And I’m already in the doghouse because I’m pretty sure she hates the bridesmaid’s dress I picked for her, but you know how Rosie is, so particular about her style!”


As far as Layla could remember, Rosie’s style could be best characterized as “Add a piercing to it,” so probably there were a lot of ways for Emily to go wrong with her choice of bridesmaid’s dress. But either way, Layla was not in any condition to find out for herself this evening. She needed alone time, not dinner with two twenty-five-year-olds.


The baguette, the bed. That was the itinerary.


But as she was gearing up to make her excuses—she even thought about bringing up Willa and the bit of work she’d done on the plane to earn herself some more fatigue points—Emily practically vaulted from the couch.


“Michael!”


Layla stood, uselessly smoothing the front of her saggy lounge set, expecting to raise her eyes and see the blond, blue-eyed, and warmly smiling man she’d become superficially familiar with from Emily’s various social media posts.


Instead, her eyes clashed with someone else’s.


Oh no, she thought. No, it can’t be.


But it was.


It was the man in black.


He was, unfortunately, as striking as he’d been at first sight.


He was also looking at her with that same unimpressed—no, not unimpressed . . . scornful, maybe?—expression that he’d leveled down at her from beside his business-class seat.


There was a buzzing, electric-shock feeling all along her spine.


Was she hallucinating him?


Had the disgusting bed-and-baguette plan brought it on?


But no: He was really there. She knew because he blinked—flinched, maybe—when Emily bounded to a stop beside him, throwing her arms around the other man Layla now noticed for the first time. He was a little older than Layla expected, older than he had looked in those probably filtered photos—a slightly receding hairline, deepish crinkles around his eyes. But when he smiled and bent his tall form to embrace Emily, he looked younger. He looked like the sort of person who recognized how great his fiancée’s hugs always were.


She probably would’ve been able to appreciate that more about him, but she was too busy snapping her eyes back to the other man, who now stood with his hands in his pockets. A sentient column of smoke.


This was not a coincidence.


Not two separate hotel guests entering simultaneously.


He was with Michael.


He had come here with Michael.


How?


“Layla, hi,” a deep, gentle voice said, and then Michael was in front of her, arms out tentatively for a hug, the sort of introductory embrace you give someone you have a built-in bond with, a we’ve-been-waiting-to-meet connection.


Even through her shock, Layla could tell that he was like Emily: friendly and confident and kind.


She leaned in, her return embrace feeling awkward and stilted. She knew the other man—the man in black—was still watching. Taking in, perhaps, that she had never been a natural at hugging someone new.


“I can’t say enough how much it matters to Em that you came,” Michael was saying as they parted again, his voice soft, as though making his best effort at discretion. “It was a huge ask, I know.”


Closer up, Layla could see that those eye crinkles framed a world-weariness, and she wondered whether he was nearer to her own age than Emily’s, maybe even a little older. Were she able to think about anything else but the stranger still watching her—she was certain he was still watching her—she would’ve been curious about this, maybe concerned about it. Would have been eager to learn more about what had brought Michael and Emily together, what their relationship dynamic was like.


“Let me introduce you to my best man,” Michael said, and Layla’s stomach flipped. “This is Griffin Testa.”


She moved her eyes to him again, because it would have been rude not to. But he didn’t smile. Didn’t take his hands out of his pockets. Didn’t acknowledge that he had been introduced to anyone at all.


“Hi, Griff,” Em said, in the pause left there, and for the first time, the man broke slightly, shifting his gaze to Emily and offering the smallest tip of his lips. The very barest imitation of a smile.


“Em,” he said, nodding. His voice was less like a lightning bolt for such a small syllable, but that didn’t seem to matter to Layla, who felt the clutching silence from the plane grip her again.


Emily, it was clear, could not abide it.


“This is my . . .” She trailed off for a second, made a wincing recalibration. “This is my friend Layla,” she finished gamely.


The man— Griffin— said nothing.


And suddenly, that electricity that had been humming through Layla took on a new cast.


It animated her, spreading from her spine out, sparking into her fingers and toes and behind her teeth. She’d spent the last couple of hours doing her absolute best to be her absolute best, and this man was so needlessly rude for no reason, right here in front of the person he was supposed to be the actual best man for?


It made her . . . it made her angry.


“We’ve met,” she found herself saying, wishing she could manage something like the cutting sharpness he’d used back on the plane. But still, she could hear a faint coolness in her tone, and that was a victory of a sort.


“What?” Emily said, eyes darting between them now. “Where?” Layla waited a beat to see if he would answer.


He didn’t.


“We were on the same flight,” Layla supplied.


Emily looked delighted, and then disappointed. “Really? I wish I would’ve realized! Michael could’ve met you at the airport, too. You could’ve all ridden—”


“It’s fine,” Layla said quickly, waving a dismissive hand. She wanted to feel judgmental of Griffin getting a personalized pickup in a city where public transit options were easy and abundant, but then again, her own public transit plans had folded pretty quickly in the face of that luxury car windfall Willa’s uncle provided.


“Were you sitting near each other?” Michael asked. Layla detected a note of concern in his voice.


“No,” Griffin said. Flat and final.


Layla thought a nice person, a normal person, would follow up with more information, but Griffin Testa was obviously not a nice or normal person.


He was a human black hole.


She cleared her throat delicately. “There was a medical issue near where he was seated. I did some light intervention.”


Emily gasped dramatically. “Oh! Was everyone okay?”


“Everyone was fine,” Layla said smoothly.


Because I handled it, because I was calm and unbothered, mind over matter, like I am now, no matter how this man standing here now made me feel in the moment.


“Just a bit tense,” she added. “You know how flying is these days. Short tempers.”


Michael’s expression changed from interest to suspicion. His gaze snapped to his friend.


“Griff,” he said, making no effort to conceal the note of frustration— of disappointment— in his voice.


But Layla was too busy noticing something else: the slight, nearly undetectable grimace that passed over Griffin’s face.


She hadn’t meant to suggest that he’d started it.


In fact, if she was honest, he’d ended it for pretty much everyone else on that plane.


Except for her.


She waited for him to say something to defend himself in the face of his friend’s censure, but he didn’t. And she shouldn’t care about that, not after how he’d treated her.


How he looked at her.


But as though her mouth had a mind entirely of its own, she found herself speaking again.


“He helped defuse the situation, actually. It was sort of . . .” She trailed off, searching her mind for a word that was not electric.


“Heroic,” she finished, and then wished she could sink straight into the marble floor.


Griffin looked at her as though she had betrayed him.


She swallowed, at war with herself. Should she stay in this . . . in this staring contest with him? Should she drop her eyes, a form of apology for what anyone else would take as a compliment?


Michael’s hand clapped heavily onto Griffin’s shoulder, and this time, he more than barely grimaced. He winced, his face contorting unevenly.


“Really, bud?” Michael said, seemingly oblivious to his friend’s discomfort.


“It was nothing.” A dull knife, now, that voice, but it still scraped all along Layla’s skin.


“It was something!” said Michael, and then he turned to Layla. “Griff is afraid of flying. Terrified, really.”


Layla swallowed, her mind flashing to Griffin’s words from before: It will be me who needs medical attention.


She wondered if he had anxiety, if he had been on the verge of a panic attack, if he maybe had—


But when their eyes connected again, it was like she could feel him beaming his other words directly into her brain, his curt, dismissive I said if.


He didn’t want her help or her concern. He didn’t want her to know anything about him.


And that was fine by Layla. She had enough on her plate, dealing with the guests she already knew this week. She didn’t need to spend any of her time learning some other man’s minefields.


She didn’t need someone looking at her like she had something to be ashamed of.


She would have to get used to ignoring him.


But when Michael and Emily both laughed, Layla realized she’d lost herself again in Griffin’s piercing, disdainful gaze, and she knew ignoring him wouldn’t be easy.


And when Em asked her again if she’d come along to dinner, if she’d please please please come, she thought of that bed-and-baguette plan again and could only hear the word disgusting in Griffin’s sharp voice.


She couldn’t have him wrecking her bed or a lovely baguette. She couldn’t have him taking another part of Paris from her.


Not tonight.


So she smiled and looked at her former sister-in-law, and calmly said, “What time?”









Chapter Three


In the mirror, Layla looked precisely the way she wanted to.


She looked polished.


It had been stressful, choosing an outfit for this unplanned outing—she would need to figure out what to swap in for one of the other wedding events—but for now, she was happy with the navy, a satin midi skirt and matching fitted cotton boatneck top. It was the sort of outfit she’d admired when she’d been in Paris all those years ago, watching elegant women sit at cafés—granted, very unconcerned about the deleterious effects of cigarette smoke on every major organ of the body, but Layla could overlook that in her honeymoon haze—or strut down uneven streets in heels that spoke of their coordination, their command over themselves.


Layla would need to be careful in her own heels, but at the moment, she was determined.


She’d been determined pretty much since that moment with Griffin Testa in the lobby.


She grabbed her phone from where it rested on the room’s bed— a full size, because while the hotel itself was big, this was still Paris, and the rooms ran small—and opened her camera app. She was not a particularly skilled selfie-taker, but she saw an opportunity here.


A few awkward, unsuccessful attempts later, when she finally managed a shot in the mirror that did not make her question whether she’d ever managed to stand attractively still in her life, she sent it off to Cara with an accompanying text.


Dinner tonight with the bride! Paris is great so far.


That was a white lie. If Paris was great, she wouldn’t really know yet, because she hadn’t left the hotel, not even for the baguette. Instead she’d taken a long, hot shower and a not-recommended-for-staving-off-jet-lag nap, then did a very self-indulgent skin care routine. She’d carefully filled out an elegant little card left on her bed about preferences for her stay, selecting mature and sensible things like having an English-language newspaper delivered outside her door every morning.


But that was not the kind of information that would suggest to Cara that she was thriving, so she left it out, adding a red heart emoji and a French flag before pressing send. On reflection, that probably would seem suspicious to Cara. Layla was not prone to emoji use.


It was still early back in Boston, still well in the realm of Cara’s workday, so Layla was surprised when the little dots bounced on her screen immediately.


STUNNING!!!!!! was the first reply, and Layla smiled. Cara loved an exclamation point. Or several.


More bouncing dots, then, Gotta go deal with a GSW. Text me later!


If Layla was the emoji type, she would’ve sent that face with the crooked grimace and flushed cheeks. It was very awkward to have texted someone who was going in to treat a gunshot wound with a mirror selfie. Especially when said mirror selfie was probably more about proving something to Cara than it was about sharing something genuine.


But before she could think of anything to write back, there were the dots again.


Take care of yourself, ok?


No exclamation.


Layla’s smile slipped. She could read a world of concern in that text. She didn’t want to text Stop worrying again, so she slid her phone into her clutch and decided she was ready to go.


In the hall, she waited in front of the elevator doors, surprised by the pulse of optimism that gathered in her middle. The nap had done her good; the night out would do her good. In fact, going out was the far better plan for avoiding jet lag, so she could be at her freshest tomorrow, and spending some time with Emily without the rest of the MacKenzies would be its own way of easing into the week.


C’est bon, she thought to herself. She knew enough French on her own for that.


Then the elevator doors opened.


And there was Griffin Testa.


Layla wished she could remember how the French said Fuck.


She stood at the threshold, hesitating. It would be weird not to get on; she knew this.


But you didn’t ride the elevator with a lightning bolt.


Except then—then he stepped slightly to the side, as though to make room for her, and she caught her reflection again in the mirrored interior of the elevator, looking polished and maybe a little Parisian, and he seemed to still be wearing the same clothes from the plane, so actually, who was the lightning bolt here?


She stepped over the threshold.


“Hello,” she said coolly.


He didn’t say anything back, which by now was unsurprising.


Layla tried not to look at him; she really did. But it was impossible with all these mirrors, and once she did look, it was hard to stop, because . . .


Because there was something wrong with him, she was pretty sure.


For one thing, his breathing was labored, a quick rise and fall she could see in his chest. She couldn’t hear a wheeze, which was good, but when she turned her head to look at him directly, she saw a splotchy redness covering his neck. A bead of sweat trailing down his temple. His jaw held so tight, as though he was bracing himself.


She opened her mouth to speak.


“Don’t tell Michael you saw me,” he said.


She blinked at him. “Oh . . . kay?”


His shoulder jerked slightly. An involuntary spasm. When he reached forward to press impatiently at the button for the lobby, she thought he might’ve done it to cover the movement.


He pressed it again. Forcefully.


“I don’t think that’s going to make it go faster,” Layla said.


He lowered his hand again, blew out a breath. Shoved it back in his pocket.


The elevator started to move—an annoying validation of his frantic button-pressing—and maybe the corner of his mouth ticked up. Maybe.


Foolishly, it felt to her like an opening.


“Listen, are you all ri—”


“Are you the ex?”


Layla stared, stunned.


“The brother’s ex-wife, I mean,” Griffin clarified.


“I’m—” She paused, cleared her throat. God, had she wheezed? “I’m Emily’s friend.”


“Right. But you’re her brother’s ex-wife.”


His voice was different than it had been on the plane, even than it had been in the lobby. Quieter and raspier, but not any less effective. Less of a slice, but definitely a death-by-a-thousand-cuts situation.


Her silence must have served as an answer.


“It must be uncomfortable,” he said, and it felt like an indictment. Like he was saying, Don’t pretend you’re calm, don’t pretend you’re not like me on the inside, panting and splotchy and sweating and twitching to be out of here.


She could not look at him directly anymore. Only in the mirror, where they stood side by side, her in navy, him in black.


We look like a bruise, she thought.


But she said, “It’s not. It was amicable.”


In the mirror, she saw his mouth move enough to make room for the noise of derision—of denial—that he made. He was watching her, too.


He could strip the polish right off her with his gaze.


“What is your problem?”


It was strange saying it this way, to the mirror and not to him. She could see too much of herself in it.


He didn’t answer. He just waited as the elevator slowed to a stop, as it offered up a pleasant, mechanical ding that felt far too light for the moment.


For the two of them.


When the doors slid open, Griffin Testa kept his gaze straight ahead and said, “I’m not afraid of flying.”


Then he stepped out, striding quickly across the lobby. Out of the glass doors.


Into the falling dark of the Paris night, alone.


What. An. Asshole!”


Rosie made the proclamation so loudly that Layla had to stifle a groan of embarrassment. They were in a small restaurant in the Marais, not far from the hotel, crowded and rich with animated conversation. Still, Rosie—who had maintained her fashion for piercings, including a fresh one on the shell of her ear that was simply too red and puffy for Layla’s professional comfort—had the sort of giddy shriek to her voice that called attention.


Layla did not think this was the sort of restaurant where people yelled the word “asshole.” Plus, since Rosie was speaking in her brash American English, Layla was pretty sure she shouldn’t be yelling anything.


Just to avoid playing so much to type.


But it was hard to hold it against her. The truth was, Rosie was fun. Distracting. Her elfin face full of shiny jewelry and her brain full of shiny thoughts, changing topics so frequently that Layla’s own mind couldn’t land on anything for too long, which was a relief after the elevator.


Beside her, Em laughed but also shushed Rosie mildly. “He’s not, not really!”


Emily’s defense of her future father-in-law was sweet, even if the description she’d provided of him over the last few minutes was really making Rosie’s case for her.


“He’s just like . . . very military?” Em added.


Layla soaked this up, another detail she was glad to have about all things Michael and Emily. So far, even amid Rosie’s chaos, she’d managed to steer the conversation that way, and she was grateful.


It was good to know more about the man Em would marry: that he and Emily first met in a coffee shop in Beacon Hill, when Michael had been in town for work, a story that involved a spilled latte and a small dog in a purse (the dog was fine), which Rosie had proclaimed in advance “a meet-cute for the ages!”; that he worked for the government, though Layla got the sense that Emily wasn’t allowed to say too much about precisely what he did; that he was warm and sensitive and doting in spite of having a father who seemed the opposite; and that his hands shook with nerves on the night he proposed. He was, in fact, quite a bit older than Emily— about a decade—but Emily mentioned it only as the most passing, insignificant detail about their relationship.


“Michael used to be in the military,” said Rosie. “And he’s not an asshole.”


Emily shrugged, sipping her wine, her lips stained slightly red. Layla took a drink from her own glass, marveling at the reality of sharing wine with someone she still thought of, in some ways, as a kid. She remembered one early weekend at the MacKenzie home, introducing Em to Mean Girls over a bowl of popcorn and too many cans of Coke.


It was bittersweet to clock how much Emily had changed— obviously, in the many years since Layla first knew her, but also in this comparatively short span of time that Layla had stayed away.


The essence of Emily was still there—her optimism, her cheerfulness—but she had matured, too: She spoke confidently about her work as a freelance technical writer, had taken the shifting tides of Michael’s job in stride. A couple of months after the wedding, they’d be relocating to Germany for two years, and Emily’s research on and preparation for the move seemed impeccable.


More than that, she was more in command than Layla had ever seen her. When they met in the lobby, Layla still buzzing from that strange interaction on the elevator with Griffin, she worried that she’d fail at the sort of pleasantries required of a dinner out where she didn’t know one of her companions very well. But Emily had smoothed the way for her and Rosie effortlessly—engaging them about their respective jobs, finding overlapping interests. And when they sat down at the restaurant, it was Em who took the lead, reading the menu where Layla and Rosie couldn’t, speaking in slow but competent French to their server, holding the line with her efforts even when the man spoke back to her in English.


“I’ve been practicing my French and German a lot since Michael and I made the decision on the relo,” she said, by way of explanation. “I want to feel comfortable getting around on my own.”


Frankly, Layla was in awe of her transformation.


And more than a little rueful that she’d missed watching it as it had happened.


The server came to clear their entrée plates—Layla had eaten a truly astounding piece of fish, reminded on her first bite that it was Paris that taught her to genuinely love butter—and Emily raised her eyebrows at her and Rosie in question about dessert, and suddenly, Layla felt so glad.


Yes, she wanted dessert, because it was dessert here, in a city that was basically hallowed ground for desserts, and also because she was having fun, and shockingly didn’t feel like she had to rush back to the hotel to recover from all this, and—


“Oh my god, okay,” said Rosie, slapping her hands down on the table as soon as the server retreated back into the crowd. “As much as I’ve loved listening to you catch Layla up, Em, we need to move on now.”


A little finger of foreboding tapped on Layla’s shoulder.


“To this best man Michael brought along.” She waggled her eyebrows. One, predictably, was pierced.


Layla swallowed, the taste of wine in her mouth turning sour.


The brother’s ex-wife, he’d said. Somehow it felt more like a censure than any single thing Cara had said to her leading up to this trip, all her different versions of You don’t have to do this.


When Griffin Testa said the brother’s ex-wife, he said it like she was the stupidest person alive.


On the one hand, Layla did not want the topic to turn to Griffin. But on the other, she did not like thinking about him already knowing something about her, and her knowing nothing about him.


Maybe she needed some kind of ammunition to be in the same room with him again.


And when Emily responded to Rosie with an uncharacteristic eye roll, a dismissive hand wave, Layla felt her curiosity pique.


“Emmmmmmmyyyyyyy,” Rosie said pleadingly, jutting her bottom lip out.


Em shrugged again, for the first time tonight looking unsettled. “The truth is, I don’t know much about him. He and Michael grew up together, and he’s very . . .”


She trailed off, took another drink.


“Very what!” Rosie practically shouted.


Layla loved Rosie, to be honest.


“Very private,” Emily said. “I don’t think he leaves home much. He’s like, a billionaire.”


Rosie slammed her hands on the table again. “WHAT.”


Layla was stuck in staring mode.


“A billionaire?” she finally echoed, her disdain obvious. Being an even moderately aware adult in the twenty-first century had taught Layla that pretty much every billionaire belonged in prison, or at the very least kept in some kind of island confinement with other billionaires, where they could circle-jerk each other all day with their evil, society-destroying ideas.


“Okay, he’s not actually a billionaire,” Em clarified. She paused again while the server returned with more wine, as though she couldn’t say any more until they were alone once more.


Layla flashed back to Griffin’s words on the elevator.


Don’t tell Michael you saw me.


“But he’s wealthy,” Em continued. “Like, big-money wealth.”


The clarification, Layla knew, was speaking. As a MacKenzie, Em had grown up with money—well-to-do grandparents on both sides, the MacKenzie side especially. Jamie’s dad, Robert, ran a successful financial management firm; Manon was a professor at BC. When Layla first met them, they were buying a second home in the Berkshires, having recently come into an inheritance from Robert’s late mother. They regularly talked about having a pied-à-terre here in Paris— Manon’s dream— when they retired.


So if Em was saying big money about Griffin Testa, she meant business.


“What’s he do?” Rosie asked, and in the growing fog of her wine-brain, Layla considered options that made sense given her experiences so far of Griffin.


Extremely mean vampire who has amassed money over the course of centuries. Crime boss who sells organs on the dark web. Inventor of nuclear-grade weapons.


Instead Emily said, “He doesn’t work, I don’t think.”


Rosie’s mouth was hanging open. “He doesn’t work?”


At this point, Layla felt more hungry for information than she did for the dessert she’d ordered. It was chocolate mousse, so that was really saying something.


“I think he has passive income, maybe? A . . . patent or something?”


Layla put a little mental check mark next to her nuclear weapons idea, but then Em waved her hand again.


“I’m honestly not sure. I know he doesn’t leave his house that much. Like I said, he is really private. Michael protects that.”


Layla wondered if she was imagining the slightly irritated note in Emily’s voice.


“Passive income,” Rosie said, her voice awed. “Let me get my vibrator.”


Emily snorted a laugh, but then her face grew serious again as she shifted her gaze to Layla.


“I am sorry,” she said, “that he was so rude to you in the lobby earlier.”


“He wasn’t,” Layla said smoothly. It didn’t really feel like a lie, because he’d been ruder in the elevator, though Layla was not going to mention that.


“I’d let him be rude to me,” Rosie said, gesturing vaguely to her face. “He’s got a real beast-in-the-castle vibe.”


Layla grimaced. It was cruel to bring up someone’s scars.


“That’s unkind,” she said, trying to gentle her voice so it didn’t sound too much like a scolding.


But Rosie seemed unfazed. “I don’t really mean because of his—” This time, she simply pointed at her face before continuing. “Just, you know, the being filthy rich and nontraditionally hot and also not leaving the house part.”


Strangely, the only part of that Layla seemed to be able to focus on was nontraditionally hot. She guessed Rosie meant the scars, but honestly, if the man didn’t have some kind of apparent fetish for cutting Layla down to size, she probably would have been willing to argue that he was completely, entirely, traditionally hot. All that thick, dark hair, those cheekbones. In that soft-looking black shirt he’d been wearing, Layla could admit she’d noticed his build: lean and muscled, like a distance runner, or maybe a swimmer.


“You’re such a little dirtbag, Ro,” Emily said affectionately, and they laughed and then oohed as the server set down their various desserts.


For a second, Layla left her spoon sitting on the table, her brain curiously unable to let go of everything she’d learned over the course of the day. A man in black with some kind of medical condition. Griffin Testa. Not afraid of flying. Rich and private and home-bound.


Traditionally hot.


“You okay?” Em said, snapping Layla out of her reverie, and she hoped the pink in her cheeks read like a wine flush.


She smiled and shoved Griffin Testa out of her mind and suggested that they get champagne with dessert.


And Layla thought it turned out to be her best idea, that champagne, because for the rest of the night—two more hours at the table, lingering like real Parisians—she and Rosie and Emily laughed and talked and drank until there was no chance of wandering into any more awkward topics, all of them giddy and silly, Layla just drunk enough not to worry about whether they all seemed too American to everyone around them.


When they spilled out onto the narrow sidewalk, Layla continued to absolutely nail it in her heels, a moral victory. Around her, this corner of Paris at night practically sang with life: lights on, doors open, tables crowded. Even the plumes of cigarette smoke didn’t annoy her. She steadied her two companions and confidently led them back to the hotel, barely needing an assist from her maps app.


Fuck Griffin Testa, she thought when she got into the elevator to go back to her room, and she thought it again when she crawled, a little drunkenly, into her hotel bed.


She was not just the brother’s ex-wife. She was full of good food and good drink and she and Emily were okay, she and Jamie and the whole family would be okay, and this city was beautiful.


This wedding was going to be beautiful.


“C’est bon,” she whispered aloud to herself, having no idea that, the very next morning, she would wake up to find that she had apparently ruined everything.









Chapter Four


Outside her door, he hesitated.


Hand raised to knock. Mind racing, heart pounding. He had not thought of what he would say if she answered, which was—when it came to having to do anything in front of another person, at least—unlike him. Even on the plane, he had practiced his intervention in his mind before he stood up. He’d begun practicing basically as soon as he heard the man across the way barking out his displeasure over the sick girl.


Be quiet


If you want off this plane quickly


If this disturbance carries on


But in the roughly twenty-five hours since he had first seen the woman he now knew as Layla Bailey, he had not managed to practice anything when speaking directly to her. He said things like, Get up from there or Are you the ex or I’m not afraid of flying. He did not like the way she looked at him, keen and curious. He did not like the way she blanked her eyes and smiled when she looked at everyone else.


He did not want to knock on this door.


But then he remembered Michael this morning: four a.m., tears in his eyes, elbows on his knees, every part of him sagging.


“I don’t know how this could have happened,” he’d said, and Griffin’s entire body flared with white-hot pain.


How could this have happened? Michael had cried to him once, and Griffin hadn’t been able to say anything.


Hadn’t been able to do anything.


He could not do that again. He would never do that again.


So, he knocked.


Even though he had no plan.


Only after, as he waited, did he consider how this might look to her: a strange man at her hotel room door, a man who had been rude to her by all normal standards of human behavior, a man who only knew her room number because they’d checked in at the same time, both at the mercy of desk clerks who didn’t speak quietly enough for his comfort.


How could this have happened?


He did not care how it would look to her. He cared about Michael.


He stared accusingly at the pale gray paneled door. Why weren’t there peepholes on the doors of these rooms? Did the French think they were too good for peepholes?


Well, if Layla Bailey was smart, she wouldn’t answer.


He heard a soft thud and a few rustling movements.


She opened the door.


And for a few seconds, he forgot what he came for.


She was wearing the same robe that hung, unused, inside his hotel room’s closet, a fluffy white thing that he bet felt the right sort of soft to her. Her dark brown hair still had traces of the waves she’d worn last night on the elevator, flatter and more uneven. Makeup smudged beneath her eyes, a pillow crease on her cheek. Her full pink lips parted in surprise.


“I thought you were the paper,” she said.


“They don’t knock for the paper,” he said. “You shouldn’t answer this door.”


He thought they might’ve blinked at each other in perfect sync.


“Why are you here?” she finally said, which was the more appropriate first thing to say. An opportunity to reset the entire exchange.


Unfortunately, as she said it, she raised her hand to the front of her robe, clutching it closed tighter, not that it was gaping. Now, though, there was her hand, right there, and that distracted him, because it was her hands he’d noticed first. The girl had fainted, and the flight attendant had called for a doctor, and then she’d come, walking by his seat, and it was such an old habit, to look first at a doctor’s hands, at any medical professional’s hands. He didn’t think it made sense, but a lot of things about the habits he’d developed over the last decade didn’t make sense.


She had nice hands, he’d thought then. Long fingers, short nails. When she knelt to talk to the girl, she pressed her palms together, occasionally twisting one against the other, re-clasping her fingers. She was warming them up, he realized, before she started her exam. Temperature was very important, in his experience. She was probably very good at her job.


Now, she cleared her throat. Loudly.


Pointedly.


He snapped his eyes back up to hers. Her eyebrows—she had thick eyebrows, a shade darker than her hair—were lowered accusingly. He should somehow indicate that he hadn’t been looking at her breasts, which he could not even see in the robe, but it wouldn’t be less strange to say he had been staring at her hand, probably.


“Get dressed,” he said instead.


“I beg your pardon?”


She was using that same indignant tone from the elevator. What is your problem?


Well, part of his problem was that he had no idea how to start a conversation with her. His brain still felt full of the four a.m. pitch-darkness. His body was still disoriented from the chaotic hours the trip here had required.


Michael, he thought desperately, and grabbed hold of the memory of this morning. The knock on his own door. His best friend’s pale, shocked face. The stunned, disbelieving note to his voice as he’d told Griffin everything.


He reset himself this time.


“I need to talk to you about Michael and Emily. And what happened last night.”


Impossibly, her eyebrows lowered a little further. “What do you mean, what happened last night?”


“When you were out with Emily.”


“Nothing happened when I was out with Emily. We had dinner and came back here, all together.” Something panicked crossed her face. “Is she okay? I walked her and Rosie to their rooms.”


“She’s fine,” Griff said.


He almost asked, Who walked you to yours? but that was a stupid question to ask of a woman who opened her hotel room door when there was no peephole. In fact, it was a stupid question to ask of a woman who had absolutely no sense—judging by the fact that she was attending this wedding in the first place—of self-preservation.


“If she was fine you wouldn’t be here. What is going on?”


He didn’t want to talk about this while she was in a bathrobe.


Her door was open enough that he could see part of the unmade bed over her shoulder. Her room was very small. He would not be comfortable in there, not that it mattered. He would never have occasion to be in her room.


“Hel-lo?” she said, clearly frustrated.


Well, he was more frustrated. With her, specifically.


“Emily told Michael she’s having doubts,” he said, pitching his voice low. In addition to not having peepholes, these doors were not very soundproof. Last night, when he finally came back to his room, he thought he could hear every step that went by in the hallways. He hadn’t been able to fall asleep, of course. When Michael knocked, Griff had only been dozing, his mind hazy with fatigue but his body—still shot through with pain—not quitting even for a second. He maybe should have stayed out walking for longer, but he’d been so tired.
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