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            Chapter One

         

         There is a perverse pleasure in being able to pinpoint exactly where you’ve gone wrong in life. To take a failed moment and place it on your memory’s mantel, to be examined only in your darkest hours: On Sunday afternoons when the rain is coming down and you can’t stop listening to Sinatra sing “In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning” or in the middle of the night when insomnia is your only friend and, frankly, he’s a bit of a dick. Or, perhaps, when you are on the verge of making another grave mistake and you aren’t sure you can stop yourself.

         At least, that was Layla Rockford’s experience. And right now, her apartment was one big reminder of everything she’d lost. Of him. She dreaded being there as potently as she craved its hidey-hole comforts. And yet that was where she was headed, if she ever made it off this stretch of crowded Seattle sidewalk, because these days, when work was over, there weren’t a lot of other options. She couldn’t bear being at a restaurant surrounded by couples. Or being at a bar surrounded by couples. Even Sunday dinner at her parents’ house meant being surrounded by couples, which was why she’d opted out for the past two weeks.

         She sped up, the wool pants she’d chosen that morning making her legs itch. In their original glory, they’d had a satin lining. She’d seen the remnants of the shimmery pink fabric when she bought them at her go-to vintage store in Belltown, and she’d vowed to replace the lining herself. It hadn’t happened yet. She silently swore she’d tear the pants off and throw them in the back of her closet as soon as she made it home.

         Layla dodged a teenage couple making out under the awning of a coffee shop, and her heart hiccupped.

         Thinking about Ian was like pressing on a bruise. A dull, familiar pain washed over her.

         She sidestepped a man in a suit traveling by on a Segway and turned to watch his ponytail flap behind him. Ian had been keeping track of their Segway Man sightings. If he were here, he would’ve looked at her, a twinkle in his eye, and mouthed, Twelve. She could picture it: his single, playful dimple flickering as he smiled, his blond hair ruffling in the coastal breeze. Layla would’ve reminded him that when they got to twenty, they’d agreed to go on a Seattle Segway tour themselves, and Ian, laughing, would’ve protested that he’d never agreed to those terms, and she’d have reached for his hand…

         She didn’t know why she was still counting. The number didn’t matter anymore.

         Layla finally arrived at her apartment building—fifteen stories of brick stacked up to the overcast sky. She sighed, used her key card to buzz through the main entrance, and rode the elevator (which made just a little too much noise for comfort but not quite enough for her to track down the super) up to the eighth floor, avoiding her own eyes in the elevator’s mirror. She got off on her floor, unlocked the door of her studio apartment, and heaved an even greater sigh.

         It was a space her best friend, Pearl Kaes, referred to as the Museum—or had back when Layla dusted and vacuumed regularly. And not just because it was clean but because everything in it was carefully curated and placed just so. Ian had helped Layla make sure of that.

         To give the impression there was some separation between the bedroom area, the living-room area, and the kitchen, Layla put up lovely antique dividers Ian had gamely helped her carry home from a flea market—dividers that were currently closed and leaning against the far wall so Layla could watch TV from her bed more easily. Ian had also suggested hanging her large mirror with the art deco frame by the stub-wall galley kitchen to create the illusion of space where, quite frankly, there was none. It also caught the light from the lone kitchen window. It’d been a great idea.

         These days, the mirror was covered in multicolored Post-It notes emblazoned with self-affirmations. And the Museum looked like it’d been looted—clothes were strewn over every piece of furniture; her mail had become a small mountain, overwhelming the entry table carefully placed by the door; the coffee table was currently host to a peanut butter jar with a spoon sticking out of it and a Nutella jar with a spoon sticking out of it (and a jar of raspberry jam, for which, regrettably, she’d had to move on to the forks).

         First things first. Layla pulled the vinyl copy of Ella Fitzgerald’s greatest hits out of its sleeve and was about to lower the record player’s needle when her phone rang. Seeing Mom on the caller ID triggered a familiar wash of conflicting emotions. Layla swiveled the needle back to its resting place and put the call on speaker. She flung her purse and then herself, facedown, onto her bed and tried to shimmy out of the offending pants despite the awkward position.

         “Hey,” Layla said, turning her head to the side so her voice wouldn’t be muffled by her rumpled sheets. She attempted to sound perkier than she felt.

         “There’s my girl!” No matter how often Layla spoke to her mom, Rena always greeted her as though they had just been reunited after some dramatic tragedy. It was one of the best things about Rena. But today her mom’s enthusiasm sounded forced. Layla’s familiar guilt complex engaged.

         Layla’s orange tabby cat, Deano Martini Rockford, emerged from the kitchen, hopped onto the bed, purring, and parked himself on her butt. Perfect. The pants stayed on. She’d adopted Deano after moving out of her parents’ place (for the second time), because living alone had been surprisingly lonely, and when she’d seen him on the local shelter’s website, he’d seemed surprisingly lonely too.

         How could she have known that behind his big, soulful eyes lurked a manipulative misanthrope who demanded love on unpredictable terms?

         “How was your day, Mom?” Layla finally managed. “You mentoring the next Jerry Lee Lewis?”

         Rena was a part-time piano teacher, a saint of a woman who could listen to the atonal plunkings of children all day and still put her arm around their little shoulders and tell them they were coming along. She’d tried to teach Layla when she was little, but Layla didn’t have the patience to practice. She preferred to tap-dance around the piano making up lyrics to the songs her mom played.

         “I hope not,” Rena said. “You know as well as I do that Jerry Lee Lewis was a pervert.”

         Layla let out a surprised laugh, a bit strangled by the constant tightness in her throat. Deano, irritated by this disruption, let out a disgruntled meow and hopped off Layla. Somehow he managed to sound like a lifelong smoker whenever he was displeased. He glared at her from his new place on the floor beside the bed.

         “You okay, honey?” The concern in her mother’s voice, so familiar to her—and so upsetting because it was so familiar—sharpened the ache in Layla’s chest.

         With Deano off her back, Layla successfully shimmied out of her wool pants. Without getting off the bed, she grabbed a pair of nearby sweats with her toe, bent her knee, and flung them onto the bed where she could better reach them. Under Deano’s disdainful eye, she slid them on.

         “Mm-hmm,” Layla replied, not trusting her mouth to open without letting an embarrassing sob escape. Desperate to change the subject, she said, “That guy came into the theater again.”

         “Which guy?” Was it her imagination or did Rena sound a bit distracted?

         “The one who drinks at Mowery’s every day—”

         “But sometimes chooses the wrong door,” Rena supplied. “Oh, dear. What did he walk into?”

         Layla worked for Northwest End, a sleeper theater company in downtown Seattle. Northwest had been chugging along for ages with a small but loyal following, one killer review away from really breaking into Seattle’s bustling art scene. Or one bad review away from shutting off the lights, although no one wanted to think about that. Layla’s job title was technically office administrator, but most days she thought of herself as the human fire extinguisher. Usually the fires were figurative—except at last year’s cast party, when an actor decided to show everyone how flammable powdered coffee creamer was. The answer? Very. Powdered coffee creamer was very flammable. Luckily, Layla was in charge of getting the theater’s actual fire extinguishers checked every year and knew exactly where they were.

         “We were striking a set,” Layla said. “And as the fake walls were being carried out, the guy came in and started yelling, ‘What the hell happened to the bar?’”

         Rena chuckled softly. Appreciating that her mom really was her best—and, right now, only—audience, Layla sat up and continued. “It took me ten minutes to convince him to head next door.”

         “I’m sure he was relieved when he made it.” There was a pause and muffled conversation. “Your dad wants me to ask you how Deano is.”

         “Same as always. Tell Dad Deano misses him.” Layla’s smile faltered, despite her unending appreciation of how obsessed her cat and her dad were with each other, as the effort of pretending to be okay wore her down.

         As though Rena could hear it happen, she asked, “How are you really? You’ve missed the last two family dinners.”

         The words caught in the lump in her throat as Layla lied, “I’m sorry, there’s just been so much going on.”

         The truth was, she just couldn’t go. Not when that meant being squashed at a table with her four siblings and their four partners. Not when that meant fielding insensitive questions about why Ian had ended things (for the thousandth time, she didn’t know why). And not when that meant letting her parents see how miserable she was, which would make them worry about her “unstable behavior” all over again. So Layla had opted out. She’d opted to stay home, drink something called Chardon-Yay! straight from the bottle, and hang out with her grumpy cat instead.

         “Well, we miss you.” Rena persisted: “Can I volunteer at Northwest End and ease things that way? Or maybe you need some help paying bills, just for now?”

         Shame blazed Layla’s cheeks. Financial trouble was a ghost that would forever haunt her. She picked at her flaking nail polish and mouthed, Can you believe this? to Deano. He could not.

         But also. Thanks to the Sunday Chardon-Yay!, she had indeed done a teensy bit of online shopping.

         “I’m fine,” she insisted, kicking two boxes of recently purchased go-go boots and a hatbox containing a 1940s fascinator under her bed. “Work’s fine, my finances are fine, it’s all fine.”

         There was an uncomfortable pause.

         “I should go feed Deano,” Layla said at last, looking at her cat, who yowled in response. He barely knew his own name, but the darn creature was well acquainted with the words food, feed, and, more bafflingly, frangipane (this one thanks to The Great British Bake Off). If he didn’t get some kibble within seconds of hearing any of those F-words, he had a fit.

         “You’ll be at Sunday dinner, right? You’re not going to miss it three weeks in a row, are you?”

         “I’ll be there,” Layla said, already flipping through the reasonable excuses she’d use once the time came.

         Rena issued an audible sigh of relief. “I’m so glad. Have a good week, honey. We’ll talk soon.”

         “Yep. You too.” Layla summoned enough energy to return to the record player and start Ella’s crooning, then meandered the short distance to the kitchen. She filled Deano’s bowl and began opening cabinets at random, pretending to decide what to make herself for dinner but knowing full well she’d resort to one of the frozen pizzas with Paul Newman’s face on the box—even on cardboard, the man knew he had beautiful Joanne. Smug in-love bastard.

         Dodging Deano on the way to the fridge, she tripped over a teal-green velvet slingback he’d apparently pulled out of her closet.

         And just like that, she tumbled into the memory of the night her life had gone from black-and-white to Technicolor.

         Layla had first laid eyes on Ian Barnett while wearing that very shoe at Winston and Tux, a chic rooftop bar overlooking South Lake Union. After noticing Ian—tall, blond, handsome, smiling Ian—Pearl had dared Layla to pick him up without saying a single word. But Layla had only just moved back out of her parents’ house in Bellevue, had only just upgraded her financial situation, going from the horrors of credit card debt to the quieter, creeping dread of just student-loan debt—and her heart still felt too bruised for something romantic. She was about to remind Pearl she wasn’t looking for a boyfriend when two guys, dangerously close to the balcony’s edge, started shoving each other, punctuating every push with monosyllables like “Bro,” “S’up,” and a high-pitched “You want this? A piece of this?”

         “Maybe we should get out of here,” Pearl suggested, shifting gears. She was bored by even the scent of toxic alpha conflict.

         Layla wasn’t interested in witnessing any barbarism either. But in that moment, her feet, which were encased in the 1960s teal-green velvet slingbacks she loved so much, were stuck to the spot. She couldn’t look away from Pearl’s tall stranger, who had unexpectedly stepped in to gently push the bros apart.

         In the glow of the globe string lights scalloped overhead, she saw that his carefully parted hair was more of a sandy blond than a blond blond. She saw that his jaw was so sculpted it might’ve been formed in the palm of Zeus himself.

         In addition to his Instagram good looks, she was struck by his demeanor—the way he took control, speaking with authority until the bros looked sufficiently chastened. When the handsome stranger finally turned away from them, his eyes met Layla’s. Her debt, her worries, her fresh start—suddenly none of it mattered. Layla knew this was fate.

         Pearl settled back into her seat. “Go get him,” she whispered.

         Layla dug around in her purse and found the pen she’d accidentally stolen the last time she’d been at the bank. As though in a trance, she grabbed a semi-soggy cardboard coaster off their table and scrawled, Thanks for saving us from a bro fight—you’re a hero, followed by her phone number. She strode over to him, as sexy and smooth as she’d ever been in her entire twenty-six years of existence, and slipped the coaster into his hands with one gentle squeeze. Then she turned and walked away.

         It felt as though the room had stilled, the rowdy crowd parting to let her return to her table with grace. Reaching Pearl, Layla released the breath she’d been holding and let her smile fall just enough so she could hiss, “Let’s go before I pee my pants.” Pearl had laughed, delighted and proud, and grabbed their purses.

         Ian called the following day and asked her to go to Bite of Seattle, the summer food festival. If she’d been intrigued at the bar, she was fully smitten at the festival. It was overwhelmingly crowded, and he’d offered to hold her hand early on so they didn’t lose each other. Her palm tingled when her skin met his. He was everything all her exes hadn’t been: considerate, attentive, kind. She felt safe with him.

         They’d had almost two precious years together. But two weeks ago, it all came screeching to a halt. They’d gone to a tiny Italian bistro to have Layla’s favorite dinner: dessert. Layla should have known there was something wrong. Ian barely touched the tiramisu and only dabbed his spoon in the gelato. Normally he’d check his work e-mail whenever there was a lull in their conversation—he worked in finance, and his clients were relentless—but he didn’t once look at his phone. He didn’t seem to look at anything at all. He’s having an off night, she remembered reasoning. Who doesn’t have off nights?

         But when she pulled up to his building and parked in one of the guest spots in the tree-shaded lot, he’d turned to her, grave. Instead of grinning and asking her to come up the way he always did, he simply said, “I love you, Layla. I’ve loved being with you.” He rubbed his hands over his eyes and down over his late-night stubble. “But we’ve been trying for so long to make our schedules work and we still barely see each other. My hours are endless, and yours are erratic. Doesn’t it feel like we’re trying too hard? That it shouldn’t be this hard?”

         She was embarrassed to remember how her chin had trembled—at least a three on the Richter scale—when she replied, “You’re breaking up with me because you don’t see me enough? So now you don’t want to see me at all? That doesn’t make any sense.”

         He’d apologized, he’d agreed, but he hadn’t changed his mind. He climbed out of her car, settled the seat belt carefully, and said so softly she could almost convince herself later she’d made it up: “What am I doing?” Then he shut the car door.

         In the absolute quiet he left behind, she became breathless and speechless, and here she was, two weeks later, still both.

         Layla picked up the green slingback. She considered throwing it out the window. She considered finding the other shoe, lovingly wrapping the pair in tissue, and donating them to a secondhand shop. She considered taking a photograph of it and posting it online as a beacon for the one who got away.

         In the end, she carefully put it back in her closet.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Clipboard in hand, Layla stepped over the extension cords blocking the door to Northwest End’s dank basement. It was once again time to do inventory for concessions. Not her favorite task. Not that she had a lot of favorite tasks these days. Although she was employed by a crackerjack theater that had a reputation for taking risks with classics and for being experimental as well as relatable, work was…work. At least she got to hang out in a historic—if dilapidated—building with coworkers she loved. Still, she’d be keener to throw herself into her job if she could do something that was actually creative and not just a series of tedious, Sisyphean chores.

         “I come in peace,” she called, hoping to placate any ghosts lurking among the bottled sodas and king-size candy bars.

         She flicked on the weak lights but knew she’d still have to use the flashlight on her phone to see the stuff at the back of the shelves. When she pulled the phone out, she saw Rena had texted: Lasagna or chicken for Sunday dinner? Reflexively, Layla winced, knowing the subtext: You’re still coming, right? You’re not disappearing again?

         There was also a message on their family text chain, which Rhiannon, Layla’s oldest sibling, had named “Rockford Peaches.” Layla kept that chain on mute since, with seven people, it could get rowdy. The indicator was currently at forty-two unread messages. Layla simply did not have the emotional reserves to click on it and catch up.

         After a few deep breaths to collect herself, Layla returned to the banal task at hand: counting the snacks.

         “Layla!” a voice hollered. “Are you down there?”

         Layla could see a backlit figure at the top of the stairs: Manjit, the theater’s artistic director. Since Layla reported to Charlene, the general manager, having Manjit look for her was unusual. Layla flicked off the lights and jogged back up the stairs.

         “Hey, Manjit. What’s up?” Layla forced a smile. Pretending to be cheerful with her boss, with her mother, with everyone she encountered during her day, was exhausting.

         Manjit was dressed impeccably, as usual, in a perfect skirt suit with just the right creative bursts of color. Layla had to stop herself from smoothing down her own loud orange 1960s minidress with white daisies for pockets. She mentally debated whether she’d achieved the Carnaby Street glam look she’d been going for. Next to her boss, she felt a bit like a kid on her first day of kindergarten. Fashion was full of fine lines.

         Manjit scooched herself and Layla out of the way just as a pack of crew members juggling tools streamed by. She pushed her dark wavy hair out of her face and grimaced at the sound of a piece of the set hitting the stage. “Some of the items for the silent auction have fallen through.”

         “For tonight?”

         Manjit nodded grimly. “Charlene’s already begging for favors from nearby hotels and spas. Any chance you and Pearl can go charm our friends down the street?”

         Manjit didn’t need to ask twice. Layla loved browsing the neighboring shops.

         Pearl was waiting for her by the lobby doors holding Layla’s red mod raincoat and her own sleek black one. Her thick dark hair, which she’d inherited from her stunning Chinese-Filipino mom, was tinted blue-black these days, and it spilled over her shoulders and honeydew-colored crop top. Pearl, too, put fashion above finance. That was part of the reason why they’d become instant friends when they met at the UW School of Drama ten years ago. Layla knew Pearl’s fashion risks were not only an expression of who she was but also a way for her to stand out in her family, where her twin brothers soaked up most of the attention.

         Layla knew how that felt.

         “Ready to blow this Popsicle stand?” Pearl shook Layla’s red coat at her.

         “Goodbye, ghosts,” Layla called. The comment was for Pearl’s benefit, proof Layla could still be facetious and light, that she was okay.

         The weather had turned ugly; a gale-force wind propelled Layla and Pearl forward as soon as they hit the pavement. Layla didn’t even need to pull up her hood—the wind slapped it onto the back of her head. Rain hit her freckled skin from what felt like every direction.

         “Are we sure there isn’t a tornado warning?” Layla asked, wishing she could be at home in bed. She remembered snippets of last night’s dream: She and Ian had been back at the rooftop bar and she’d asked him, “How’s this going to end?” Instead of answering, he’d smiled, his sexy dimple on full display, and then leaned in to press his lips against hers…

         Pearl yanked her sleeve. Layla hadn’t even realized she’d stopped walking.

         “Suck it up, buttercup,” Pearl said. “This isn’t a tornado, this is—”

         “A Tuesday in Seattle?” Layla supplied.

         Pearl gave her a puzzled look. “Pookie, it’s Friday. Get your head in the game.”

         They made their way to the cozy wine market half a block down. Every store in Northwest’s neighborhood was older, all of them cared for by their owners like longtime friends, maintained with fresh coats of colorful paint. Layla and Pearl asked the owner, Toni, for a wine donation; she stepped into the back to choose some bottles, and they settled in to browse as they waited for her to return.

         Running her fingers along a shelf of rosé, Pearl surprised Layla: “Sometimes I’m so tired of dating, I wish I could just fall in love with one of my roommates and be done with it.”

         Pearl wasn’t usually so cynical. “Which roommate would you choose, though?” Layla ticked people off on her fingers, trying to lighten the mood. “The guy who makes his own cheese and then doesn’t clean the kitchen afterward? Or the one who keeps trying to convince you to call him King Snake?”

         “Nickname guy thankfully moved out. He’s subletting his room.” Pearl dropped her hand and coyly turned to admire the whites. “Or rather, his curtained-off section of the loft.”

         There was something she wasn’t saying. “Pearl,” Layla pressed. “Who moved in?”

         Pearl shrugged. “Just some sculptor named Devin who may or may not resemble Elliot Page.”

         “So, basically your type.”

         “One hundred percent my type,” Pearl confirmed, whirling back with a grin. “You should come over and meet him. Someone needs to drink all my tequila and perform every Shakespeare monologue we can remember from college.”

         “I’ll come by soon,” Layla promised her, wanting to mean it. She loved the loft. In fact, she’d lived there for years, from her college days to…the days she’d rather not think about. The last time she’d been by, and, yes, gotten drunk and performed Viola’s monologue from Twelfth Night (terribly, it was worth noting), was just before Ian broke up with her. She’d been so happy then, so tipsy and carefree. God, she missed being tipsy and carefree. These days she managed to achieve only half that equation.

         “Please tell me that sad little look on your face isn’t because of someone whose name rhymes with Schmian Shmarnett.” Pearl narrowed her eyes.

         “I…” But Layla had nowhere to go with that sentence. Because thoughts of him clung to her like a shadow. She missed the way he towered over her. How he always pulled her to his chest when he greeted her. She missed the way he laughed at her jokes, like when she admitted she thought flavored club soda tasted like millennial disappointment. She missed splitting appetizers at Purple Café and Wine Bar and how he’d work beside her while she watched Cary Grant movies and how it didn’t matter that he wasn’t watching her favorite films because she could feel the warmth of his body next to hers.

         “I’m so sorry,” Pearl said, frowning. “Breakups are the worst. The only way over them is through them. And that means excavating nine hundred layers of crap.”

         “Yeah,” Layla agreed idly. She was achingly aware of how tiresome it was to be around someone who was perpetually moping, but she didn’t know how to pull herself together.

         “And I realize”—Pearl continued gently—“that excavating those nine hundred layers of crap also means revisiting the Randall of it all.”

         Layla felt like she’d been sucker-punched. She’d survived the haunted basement, her mom’s guilt-inducing texts, and a tornado just for Pearl to bring her down here?

         “I don’t…” Luckily, Layla didn’t have to finish her sentence because Toni had emerged from the back carrying a basket of older bottles.

         After thanking Toni graciously, the two made their way back outside. As they walked, a wicked smile slowly spread across Pearl’s face. “Have you considered getting back on the horse? And by horse, I mean another human person. I know it’s only been two weeks, but maybe it’s time for a palate cleanser?”

         Well. This was not the distraction Layla had been hoping for. But it wasn’t fair to resent Pearl for not knowing what Layla needed. Hell, Layla didn’t know what she needed.

         Yes, she did. She needed Ian.

         “Maybe,” Layla eventually replied because she didn’t want to argue. She was an easy crier to begin with; videos of toddler/dog friendships often reduced her to tears, as did most of her favorite songs and books. But the thought of even downloading a dating app gave her emotional whiplash. She’d spent the first week after the breakup scouring the internet for Ian as a way to be near him; inspecting his social media pages with the intensity of a forensic scientist, looking for signs he was dating someone (in which case she’d simply die) or that he was as miserable as she was (Please, please, please). By week two, even seeing his avatar sent her spiraling, so she’d stopped opening most of the apps on her phone altogether. She vehemently avoided even her own Instagram profile, where the carefully curated depictions of her once happy life were now unrecognizable. All this to say, dating apps were definitely off the table.

         “Honestly, I don’t think I’m ready to get on anyone,” Layla finally admitted. “I’m a disaster of a person.”

         “You’re not,” Pearl said, voice softening. “You’re just going through a really hard time right now.”

         Right now and before and always, Layla thought. Now that Randall’s name had been conjured, he was manspreading in the middle of her thoughts. To her horror, she felt the telltale wobble of her chin. It was T minus mere seconds before she started crying outside this lovely wine market.

         Layla felt Pearl’s hand catch hers. “Pull yourself together, pookie. You’re embarrassing me in front of our neighbors. And you know I don’t embarrass easily.”

         Despite herself, Layla smiled. The wobble steadied.

         The wind was dying as they approached their next business target, an art store about four blocks down from the wine market. Pearl was heading inside, holding the door open, when Layla’s phone started buzzing. Figuring it was Manjit checking in, Layla waved Pearl on. But she nearly dropped her phone when she looked down.

         The caller ID said Maybe: UW Medical Center.

         “Hello?” she answered, her voice shaky, her mind racing.

         “Is this Layla Rockford?”

         “Yes.” Please let everyone I love be okay. Please let no one be sick or hurt or maimed. “What’s happened?”

         “We have you listed as the emergency contact for Ian Barnett. Could you come to the hospital?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         In college, Layla had double-majored in theater and business, and if an acting professor in an improv class had told her, “You’ve just gotten a phone call saying the love of your life, whom you haven’t seen in weeks, is in the hospital. Show me how you would feel. Show me what that looks like,” Layla would’ve clutched her heart. She would’ve gone wide-eyed, chin trembling. She would have screamed to the heavens and tangled her fingers in her hair.

         But Layla had never been a very good actor—hence the double major. And what she didn’t know then was that when that call comes, you feel nothing. Right now, her body was hollow. Her veins had dried up.

         Layla had vaguely registered that Pearl came back out of the art store to check on her, that she’d somehow communicated what was happening (what was happening? The hospital hadn’t told her anything); that she had put one foot in front of the other and somehow ended up in her car, hands trembling, soaking wet from a torrential downpour that had erupted at some point.

         Pearl had returned to work after making Layla promise to call, and Layla started driving. Her head was empty; her head was too full. Her brain was definitely not functioning the way it was supposed to when you were operating a motor vehicle.

         If you don’t focus, you could end up in the hospital too, a tiny voice of reason said just as a car swerved around her and its driver laid on the horn. That jolted the fog from her thoughts. The tiny voice was right. Ian was in the hospital, and he needed her. She didn’t know if he was sick or hurt or dying or dead…

         She banished the worst-case scenarios that flooded through her mind the only way she could: by thinking of Ian.

         The truth was, Ian had snuck up on her at a time when she hadn’t felt worthy of anything good. Sure, she’d been the one to approach him at Winston and Tux. Sure, she’d been immediately attracted to him. But Layla was attracted to a lot of people. Attraction was fun. Attraction was easy. Everything else about Ian—that was what had surprised her. Because Ian was a caretaker, something Layla hadn’t known she wanted in a partner until she experienced it. She couldn’t believe that she was lucky enough to be loved by someone so thoughtful.

         The first time Ian met Layla’s parents, known music lovers, he’d gifted them tickets to the symphony. Layla’s dad had been a college DJ, and her parents’ eclectic taste ran more toward rock, disco, folk, and a bit of new wave, but they’d still loved the experience, excitedly texted them both pictures from their front-row seats. When Ian finally saw their record collection in Bellevue and realized what they actually liked, he called dibs on four tickets for an outdoor Heart concert that were floating around his office (courtesy of a client), and they all went on a double date. Bill put his arm around Ian as they raised their lit cell phones during “Alone”; Ian cheered Rena on as she sang every single word to “Crazy on You.” Layla had never envisioned herself going on a double date with her parents, but after an evening of singing, laughing, and dancing, her body practically hurt from the joy of it all.

         But Ian’s thoughtfulness didn’t end there. When his mom and stepdad retired from teaching, he’d gifted them a Mediterranean cruise. He presented the tickets to them at their retirement party. It was the first time Layla had met them, and her eyes had teared up along with Jeannie’s and Craig’s when they opened the envelope and realized what Ian had done. It almost made up for the fact that Ian’s younger brother, Matt, hadn’t been able to make it—the story was his car had broken down somewhere in New York State, but Ian didn’t seem convinced.

         Layla and Ian’s first argument had been over Ian wanting her to join him on a weekend trip to La Jolla and Layla not feeling comfortable enough to ask for the time off work. A sweet argument at its core—they were both upset because they wanted more of each other. Ian had apologized with flowers and a rhyming poem that had been so bad, she’d laughed until her eyes prickled with tears. That poem and a single dried rose from the bouquet still lived in a keepsake box under her bed.

         When she weighed his flimsy “We don’t see each other enough” reason for the breakup against so many wonderful memories, the scales tipped heavily in one direction.

         But she hadn’t heard from him since he’d ended things. Why was he asking for her now? The only explanation was that the hospital had called the emergency contact Ian had given them the previous time he was there. She’d driven him in to get stitches after he’d cut his hand on the fence at the batting cages, and when he paused while filling out the medical forms to ask, “Will you be my emergency contact?” Layla had nearly swooned.

         She’d never expected to be called.

         She’d never expected their relationship to end.

         She’d never expected she’d have to wonder what kind of shape he was in if he couldn’t ask them to call someone else.

         By the time Layla pulled her hatchback into the hospital parking lot, she was ready to vomit or pass out or both. Her desperation to see him alive overrode her nerves.

         Layla turned off the car, silencing the Dinah Washington album that she hadn’t even realized had been playing. The sound of the rain outside seemed magnified. She got out of the car and marched toward…she didn’t know what. All she knew was that if Ian needed her, she’d be there for him.

         The person at the front desk gave her directions to the emergency department, but every hall looked the same, so it took Layla several tries to find it, her worries multiplying with every passing second. She finally found someone at a reception desk who pointed to an area of curtained-off cubicles about fifteen feet away. Layla watched as a nurse came out of one and pulled the curtain shut behind her.

         Layla did an awkward half jog over to her. “Is Ian Barnett in there? The hospital called me and told me to come.”

         The nurse was a short, attractive Black woman whose name tag read AUTUMN. She asked for Layla’s ID and then gave her a tight smile. “Layla. Ian’s been asking for you.”

         Layla’s mind squeezed the meaning from those five words: He could still talk. He’d been asking for her, which sounded like it’d happened more than once. “Is he okay?” Layla barely got the syllables out.

         “He’s okay,” Autumn replied. “Pretty banged up, though. You should see his helmet.”

         “His helmet?”

         “Cracked right down the middle,” Autumn told her. Before Layla could ask her why Ian had been wearing a helmet and if any part of him was cracked down the middle, Autumn pulled back the curtain.

         “Your girlfriend’s here,” she said, leading Layla in. “Myrtle, the volunteer in the gift shop, will be disappointed. She just tried to trick me into giving her your phone number.” Autumn raised her eyebrows in amusement. “She wants you to know she’s ninety years young and has plenty of moves left.”

         Your girlfriend’s here. Not ex-girlfriend. Layla flushed with embarrassment and bewilderment.

         And then she saw him for the first time in weeks. Two weeks, to be exact.

         Lying there, Ian didn’t look like the guy who broke up bar fights. He didn’t look like the guy who wrapped his arms around you when you were cold—and Layla was always cold. This Ian looked frail. He was wearing one of those ugly pilled gowns, and Layla could see his forearms and elbows were bruised and he had a cut on his cheek.

         Layla’s heart catapulted into her throat; the room was so quiet, she could hear her dress dripping rain onto the hospital floor. But then she registered the way his face lit up when he saw her.

         “Layla.” The small quaver in his voice nearly broke her.

         She wanted to check every inch of him for more bruises; she wanted to melt into a puddle. She wanted to wrap her arms around him but also demand to know why the hell he’d asked her to come here. More than anything, she wanted to cry with glorious relief because he was alert, in one piece, and talking to her. And then her gaze fell on the helmet sitting on the table next to Ian. It looked like someone had taken a baseball bat to it. What would’ve happened if Ian hadn’t been wearing it?

         “Come here,” Ian said, his voice raspy, his arms outstretched. Although Layla wanted to throw herself against him, she was hyperaware of how broken he was. And how much more broken he could have been. She was also aware that it was very odd that he was holding his arms out for her.

         Perhaps his accident was making him sentimental? She’d be a monster to deny him comfort after whatever had happened today.

         She crossed the room slowly and tucked her hand in his. “Are you okay?”

         He let out a shaky breath and nodded. “Yeah. I’m okay. Just…I don’t know. Still processing? Glad the car wasn’t going any faster than it was?”

         “You were hit by a car?”

         “And lived to tell the tale.” The corners of his eyes crinkled, but there was distress behind them.

         “This man has not stopped talking about you since he got here,” Autumn said, gathering up medical paraphernalia on the other side of the room.

         Layla opened her mouth but found she had too many questions to choose just one. Autumn must’ve interpreted that as concern over what Ian had been saying because she followed up quickly with “All good, of course. He kept referring to a girl who was named after a song and who looked like she’d stepped out of a time machine. I’m happy to see that’s all accurate and not confusion from the concussion.”

         “Concussion?” Layla looked from Autumn back to Ian.

         “He’s got a devil of a headache right now, but he’ll be okay. The doctor will come in and explain all this to you, but he’ll just need to be careful for the next few days. Make sure he gets rest, stays hydrated—and avoids screens.” Autumn gave Ian a very pointed stare, followed by “I know how you finance guys get.”

         Layla felt defensive on Ian’s behalf. Yes, his phone was basically another appendage, but he was good at his job.

         “You know that’s a moot point.” Ian leaned back and squeezed his eyes shut. “The only thing more banged up than my helmet is my phone.”

         He wordlessly pointed to the nightstand, and sure enough, behind his cracked helmet was his totally shattered phone. It was a miracle he was okay, Layla realized. She wanted to drop to her knees and thank every potential higher power there was.

         “Be that as it may, you’ll need to keep a close eye on him,” Autumn said comfortingly to Layla. “But he should be all right.”

         Keep a close eye on him.

         “I…” Why hadn’t Ian called his parents, or even his brother? None of them lived in Seattle, so she supposed they wouldn’t have been much help. Still, why hadn’t he called a friend? Or his hot neighbor? The way that woman hung around, Layla knew she would have injured herself to be beside this hospital bed. As much as Layla wanted to take care of Ian, she knew that spending time with him would only prolong her own pain. She still loved him. So much. And the tenderness he was showing her was only going to make it harder when he took it away again.

         Sensing her distress, Ian asked, “Is work busy? Are you doing a show this weekend? I’m sorry, my brain’s fuzzy and I can’t remember. I’d check the shared calendar you made us, but…” He gestured feebly toward his broken phone.

         Realization splashed over Layla like a bucket of ice water.

         Ian had been in an accident. His head was fuzzy. He was vulnerable and confused and acting as though they were still together. Did he…had he forgotten he’d dumped her?

         “So what do you say? Are you okay looking after your boyfriend this weekend?” Autumn asked.

         “No,” Layla whispered, meaning No, he’s not my boyfriend. Was it possible his concussion had reset his brain, like when a computer crashes and then reboots? Was their breakup an unsaved document lost in Ian’s head? Layla felt a fierce regret for not having paid attention in biology. That couldn’t be happening. But what else made sense?

         And what was she supposed to do? Say I’d love to take care of him, Nurse Autumn, but it feels inappropriate, not to mention kind of masochistic?

         But when she realized Ian and Autumn had misinterpreted her response, she quickly recovered. “I mean no problem. Of course I’ll look after him.” She gathered the courage to meet Ian’s gaze. Softly, she repeated, “Ian, of course I’ll look after you.”

         “Are you sure?” he asked with concern. But was it because he knew this was a wildly inappropriate request or because he thought they were still together and he hated feeling vulnerable around her?

         “Of course I’m sure. All that matters right now is your recovery.” And she meant it.

         “Good. I’ll get the doctor,” Autumn said.

         After Autumn left, Ian sat up as much as he could. “Your hands are shaking,” he pointed out. “And you’re soaking wet. You must be freezing. You want to come under my covers?”

         As he pulled back his thin, scratchy hospital blanket and patted the mattress, Layla couldn’t deny it: He has no idea we broke up. Layla tried to smile through the tears blurring her vision. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

         He looked down at his bruised arms. “You can’t possibly do more damage than that car.”

         “Ian.” The tears spilled over as she let out a nervous laugh. “Please don’t joke when I’m this worried about you.”

         He patted the mattress again and she sighed and sat down as carefully as she could. There wasn’t much room. She could feel his body heat and it was a beautiful kind of torture.

         “I know you say you’re okay, but I’m looking at your helmet and your phone and…” She went to touch his cheek just below the cut but stopped herself.

         Ian smiled and folded her hand in his before she could pull it away. He pressed it gently to his face. “Hey. I’m feeling better now. Really. Especially with you here. Going through this alone was…”

         He closed his eyes, and she carefully splayed her fingers across his cheek. Every sweet emotion she’d felt for him, all the ones she’d been trying to smother, rose like a wave and crashed through her. But for how long? her brain reminded her. How long before he remembers? In the wave’s wake, guilt and worry settled in. Was this really what Ian needed right now? For her to deceive him?

         “Anyway, thanks for coming,” Ian said quietly, bringing her attention back to him. “This day has been…”

         “Terrifying?” Layla supplied, fresh tears rolling down her cheeks. “Heart-wrenching? Overwhelmingly horrific? Butt-clenching?”

         Ian exhaled a laugh. “Yeah. All of those things.”

         Layla was afraid to move, to speak, to do anything that might shatter whatever was happening between them. The familiar worry line between Ian’s eyebrows appeared. “I’m sorry I scared you,” he said.

         “Please don’t apologize when you’re the one who nearly died.”

         “I didn’t nearly die. I was wearing my helmet,” he said, his eyes locked on hers.

         “Your helmet definitely died,” she said, barely above a whisper.

         He gave her a wobbly smile she felt her own mouth match.

         Autumn pulled back the curtain and came in, followed by a woman in a white coat.

         “This is Ian’s girlfriend, Layla,” Autumn told the woman. The words sent a shock through Layla every time she heard them. The second woman smiled. She had pale skin and short, bleached-blond hair. Despite the fact that she looked like a woodland sprite, her presence commanded respect. “I’m Dr. Amanda Carroll.”

         “Before you ask if she’s related to Coach Pete,” Ian said, perking up a little, “let me save you the disappointment. Dr. Carroll doesn’t watch sports and has barely even heard of the Seahawks.”

         “That’s too bad. We love Pete.” Layla played along, still dizzy from the intimate moment they’d just shared. She understood approximately forty percent of football on a good day, but Ian’s enthusiasm was addictive. As were all those delightful Sunday-afternoon snacks.

         “Do you know who was a real disappointment last season?” Autumn chimed in. She walked over to Ian and launched into a football-related diatribe full of names Layla only vaguely recognized. She seized the opportunity to speak with Dr. Carroll semiprivately.

         “Thanks for everything,” she said to her, backing away from Ian’s bed. “He seems okay, all things considered.”

         “Your boyfriend is really lucky. It could’ve been a lot worse,” the doctor told Layla gravely, flipping through a chart. “But everything looks good. He’s had a scare and is a bit banged up, and he’ll probably have a headache for a day or two. As I’m sure Autumn told you, we’d like someone to keep an eye on him, just in case.”

         “I can definitely keep an eye on him. But…um…he seems to have forgotten something. Something kind of important?” Layla picked at the nail polish on her little finger nervously. “Maybe it’s because of his concussion?”

         “That would be atypical for a case this mild.” Dr. Carroll cocked her head, intrigued. “How much has he forgotten?”

         “It’s more like one specific memory?” Layla’s voice was rising. She wanted reassurance Ian was fine. She also very much wanted to know when he’d suddenly remember he didn’t want to be with her anymore.

         “Hmm.” Dr. Carroll considered this. “Everyone copes differently with trauma. If this memory was particularly stressful, I suppose it’s not impossible he’s subconsciously suppressing it so his body can relax and heal.” She looked over the notes on her clipboard, then back at Layla. “More likely, he’s just a little shaken up. As his headache and confusion clear, he should be back to normal.”

         Back to normal.

         Layla didn’t want to go back to normal. She didn’t want to go back to missing the way he was looking at her now from across the room. She gave him a little wave and he waved back. “I’ll make sure he rests,” she said finally.

         Dr. Carroll gave Layla a reassuring smile. “Like I said, early confusion is common with concussions. The brain is a remarkable and mysterious organ. You’ll see.”

         Unsure of what else to do, Layla thanked Dr. Carroll again. When the doctor left, she turned her attention to the stack of paperwork Autumn had placed in her hands. Ian went into the bathroom to change out of the hospital gown, and when he returned, they both dutifully listened to Autumn’s instructions about rest, hydration, and limiting Ian’s exposure to screens, after which they walked out of the hospital holding hands.

         Holding hands.

         Outside, Layla shivered in her damp dress.

         “Do you need my jacket too?” Ian asked, automatically shrugging it off. “It’s a little…”

         They looked at the jacket in his hand, torn and dusty from the accident. He paused for a split second before tossing it into a nearby garbage can.

         “Are you ready to talk about what happened?” she asked gently.

         He closed his eyes briefly. She stopped him from stepping off the curb into the parking lot and guided him to a bench.

         “I still can’t believe it. I was biking to work—you know, because of the benefits exercise can have on stress.” They sat down and he shook his head. “But you already knew that, right? My head feels like a puzzle right now. None of the pieces are really fitting together. And some are missing.”

         “Of course I knew,” she lied, hating herself a little bit for it.

         “I think I was worrying about something at work, and it was so cold and windy—”

          “It was a pretty miserable morning to be biking.” That, Layla didn’t have to lie about.

         “It was,” he agreed. And then, brightening: “Actually, I remember I was thinking about you. There I was, trying to pedal my stress away in a hurricane, and I thought about how you told me that work angst was best battled with television and snacks.”

         “I maintain that eating two-bite brownies and watching a marathon of The Carol Burnett Show can cure anything,” Layla confirmed, her pulse racing. I was thinking about you, he’d said. Why? Had he been missing her too?

         “It did sound a lot better than what I was doing. Anyway, I was just around the corner from my condo when a car clipped my bike tire and sent me flying. Into a pole, I think?” He paled a little, remembering, and Layla put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m just glad I was wearing a helmet.”

         “Ian, that’s awful.” A wave of tenderness overcame her.

         He bit the inside of his cheek, then put on a brave face. “Which way to your car?”

         They stood up and she began leading the way. “How did you get to the hospital?”

         “My neighbor was walking by and saw the whole thing. I thought I was okay when I got up, but a headache came on and then I felt sort of sick. She’d had a concussion before and offered to bring me in.”

         Layla gave his hand another squeeze, hoping the neighbor he was referring to wasn’t the hot one who bore a striking resemblance to Margot Robbie.

         “And the damn car never even stopped,” he said bitterly. “Like where they had to go was so much more important than my life.”

         “A hit-and-run? What an evil bastard.”

         At her car, Layla unlocked both doors and they climbed in; Ian moved the passenger seat all the way back to accommodate his long legs. They’d always joked about the physics of fitting her economy-size boyfriend into her fun-size car.

         Her stomach dropped. Guilt and paranoia suddenly clawed at her chest. “When you say some pieces are missing, do you mean from the accident or…”

         He froze. “I’m not hiding it very well, am I? I thought if I just relaxed, it would all come back.”

         “What would come back?” Layla was afraid to breathe, afraid to think too hard lest her brainwaves somehow hopped over into his head. At this point she didn’t know what was possible.

         “The last thing that’s clear for me is…the baseball game we went to with my parents.”

         Layla nodded quickly. The baseball game? “Four or five weeks ago?”

         “Everything from the last month is kind of a blur,” he admitted. “I have flashes of memory, some images and some feelings, but I can’t remember anything specific. I’ve been trying. I can’t even remember how many Segway Man sightings we’re at.”

         “That must be so scary,” she whispered, willing herself to keep it together, knowing if she could’ve wiped the past two weeks from her own memory, she would have Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind–ed herself in a heartbeat. “And, for what it’s worth, we’re at twelve.”

         “Eight more to go,” he said. The effort behind his levity was obvious. “Anyway, I feel better now you’re with me. But I am a little concerned about going back to work. If I’m not with it by Monday, people could lose money. Lots and lots of money.”

         It was a valid concern. But she was still hanging on the words I feel better now you’re with me. She wanted to put whipped cream on those words and savor them. She recovered by saying, “Are you hungry? Should we stop for food? Or should I just take you home?”

         Ian raised a hand to cover his eyes and leaned his head back against the seat. “Do you mind if we just go home? The nausea’s returning. It’s so bright out.”

         Even though the wind and rain had gone, it was still overcast. Layla figured the concussion was making his eyes sensitive. She turned off the radio and they drove in silence, a silence that started out uncomfortable, at least on Layla’s end. As they worked their way through downtown Seattle, stopping and starting with the early evening traffic, it became something else. A familiar, companionable quiet.

         “We’re here,” she whispered at last, pulling into Ian’s lot. She left the car running.

         Slowly, Ian pulled his hand away from his eyes and blinked a few times.

         She realized too late where she’d stopped. In front of Ian’s modern, high-rise condo with its greeny-blue glass exterior, yes, but in the very parking spot where he’d ended things.

         Two weeks ago, they’d sat in this car in this exact place as her world had fallen apart.

         “You’re coming up, right?” Ian asked, looking at her expectantly.

         Every neuron Layla had lit up and tried to say Yes.

         This was the way their two-weeks-ago car ride should’ve ended. But it would be unhinged to continue with this charade—unethical, even. She couldn’t do it.

         Could she?

         The words she could have sworn she’d heard him say the night of the breakup—What am I doing?—thrummed in her head, in her heart. He’d made a mistake. He’d regretted it, maybe immediately. And now some part of his brain was repressing that memory and giving them a second chance.

         She turned the car off, still unsure what to do. Because going into his condo wasn’t merely escorting Ian home.

         However, if it wasn’t his brain repressing things, did that mean this was something bigger? The universe intervening, telling Layla and Ian they belonged together? Wouldn’t it be even more unhinged to ignore such a blatant sign?

         She thought about the connection she’d felt with him, physically, emotionally, in the hospital. The way he’d looked at her. And she knew it in her bones: He needs me just as much as I need him.

         At the very least, she’d promised Autumn and Dr. Carroll that she’d look after him. She’d promised Ian she would.

         “Layla?” Ian said, interrupting her internal debate. “Please come up. You’re still damp and you look like you’re freezing. I can’t stand to see you this cold.”

         She opened her mouth and responded before her brain could protest any more: “Of course. Let’s go up.”

      

   

OEBPS/images/fortwiceinmylife_hctext1p_3_online.png
FOR TWICE
IN MY LIFE

ANNETTE CHRISTIE

(L&)

Little, Brown and Company
New York  Boston  London





OEBPS/images/discover_lb_publisher_logo.png
LITTLE, BROWN AND COMPANY





OEBPS/images/9780316451239_cover_epub.jpg
—Helen Hoang, New York
Times bestselling author

of The Heart Principle

A NOVEL

“of The Rehe

8q






