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If only the loose wheel on her suitcase would just give up the ghost and fall  off already, then this trip would be complete. Claire dragged the offending piece of luggage through the terminal, fighting against the one wonky wheel that kept trying to pull her in the opposite direction.

It was as if the wheel were a symbol of everything that had gone wrong in the last six weeks. The European tour that Claire’s publishers had arranged for her hadn’t been anything like the book tours she was accustomed to in the United States. And it wasn’t just about the fact that so much of the communication was done through translators—that part, at least, she could get used to. It was more the fact that she had been so utterly alone throughout it that was starting to sting now.

In the interest of Velvet Leaf Publishing’s budget, presumably, Claire had been traveling alone, without a familiar, friendly face joining her from start to finish. The English publisher of her books had arranged the tour stops in London and Edinburgh, and the company that owned her German translations had covered Berlin, Frankfurt, and Munich. At the other stops, she had more or less been on her own.

And, apart from the days she had spent in Ireland with her best friend Emma and Emma’s new husband Connor, Claire had gotten…lonely. She wouldn’t have admitted it out loud to anyone who had asked—and her parents and her brother had asked, almost as if they (or really just Jeremy) were teasing her. She had laughed it off—“Can you imagine? Me, get lonely?”—but it hadn’t stopped her from testing the waters with Bianca, her agent, to see if there was any chance of cutting the tour a bit short.

“I promise we’ll have you home in time for Christmas,” Bianca had said, “But I can’t do any better than that.”

“Really?” Claire had asked, trying to keep the disappointment from her voice. “Don’t these kinds of things get canceled all the time? I’m sure they’d understand at the Munich Book Fair. Who’s coming there to see me, anyway?”

“You’d be surprised. Your books, especially Moonlit Melodies, have really been taking off in Germany. And even if we wanted to bring you home early, the travel arrangements are already made and paid for.”

Claire scoffed at the memory. “As if Velvet Leaf doesn’t have the money to pay for a flight change.” But as she approached the counter to check in for the flight, something in that statement hit her in a different light. “Wait. Does Velvet Leaf not have the money for a flight change?” As she looked back, the notable lack of Bianca joining her on the tour stuck out, as did the fact that the hotel rooms she’d stayed in hadn’t exactly been the peak of luxury. And what about the fact that she’d been sitting in coach on the flight over? That didn’t seem like the kind of thing an international bestselling author should be doing.

She handed over her passport to the woman on the other side of the check-in counter. If Velvet Leaf was in a financial crisis, they’d tell her, right? Did authors usually know before their publishing companies folded, or did they find out at the same time as the general public? And if Velvet Leaf was about to go the way of the dinosaurs, what did that mean for Claire? Sure, she’d built up a good career for herself as a writer of romance, but none of it would have been possible without Bianca and Velvet Leaf Publishing.

Claire was so lost in her thoughts, so consumed by catastrophizing what now seemed to be the inevitable end of her career and sole source of income, that she stepped away from the check-in counter with her brand new boarding pass in hand and no memory of the interaction with the friendly employee who had sent her suitcase on its merry way. 

It would be so incredibly inconvenient if Velvet Leaf was about to go belly up. She shook her head at the thought. And here it was, just a few days before Christmas, which was notoriously the worst time to receive that kind of news.

And also the time companies were the least likely to want to deliver that kind of news, which might explain why no one has even dropped a hint that something like this might be about to happen, warned the part of her brain that loved to give her additional reasons to feel anxious.

“Awesome,” she said out loud to herself as she bumbled around in search of the security entrance that would take her towards her gate. “Nothing like the Christmas miracle of wondering if you’re about to be out of a job. Or the New Year miracle of finding yourself jobless right in time to mess up all your New Year’s resolutions. Seems like I should maybe be resolving right now to, oh…I don’t know, manage my finances a little better?” While the future of Velvet Leaf Publishing was out of her control, the thought that had Claire in abject terror now was the fact that her checking account currently had $25.17 in it, thanks in no small part to some financial decisions that had seemed responsible only when her future career prospects looked a little more certain.

The world of publishing hadn’t turned out to be quite as glamorous as Claire had imagined back when she was a middle school student writing fan fiction about all of her favorite characters. It wasn’t as if, up until this point, her advances had been six-figure ones, and it hadn’t turned out that all she had to do was write the book and everything else was taken care of. Case in point, she was currently schlepping her over-packed carry-on luggage through the Munich airport after spending the last six weeks doing anything and everything Bianca and Velvet Leaf told her to do.

No, there was no assistant running ahead of her to the private jet to put the champagne on ice before she got there, never mind the fact that there wasn’t even a business class ticket with her name on it. She’d be in coach, and if the accommodations from the rest of her travel were any indication, she’d be sitting in a middle seat between two armrest hogs, within smelling distance of the bathroom. If any of those components of her flight weren’t there, there was a very good chance it would upset the delicate balance of the universe, or at least that was what Claire would tell herself when she was sandwiched between two immovable and unconscious passengers, counting down the minutes until her feet touched firm ground again and she could use the bathroom without having to ask anyone’s permission.

The line for security stretched nearly to the check-in counters, and Claire groaned as it came into sight. This was what she got for traveling so close to Christmas, not that it was her decision to do so. She dropped her bag onto the floor as she found her place at the end of the line, welcoming the break for her shoulder, which she massaged. Her bag hadn’t been this heavy when she had left New York six weeks ago, but there wasn’t any way she could have avoided it. After all, what was she supposed to do while touring so many fine European bookstores…not pick up a book or two at every single one? Blasphemy. 

She had stocked up on English books with different covers than she’d seen back in the States, as well as German, Spanish, and Dutch editions of some of her favorite books. Even if she couldn’t read them—though she would give the Spanish one the old college try and see how her high school studies still held up—she couldn’t resist them. There were books in her suitcase, and once it had approached its weight limit, the spillover had found its way into her duffel bag, and now her arm was protesting.

She nudged the bag forward with her toe as the line moved slowly. Looking around, she let herself wonder what stories were unfolding around her at that very moment. Who was flying across the country or across the world to make a grand gesture? Who was heading home to see their family for the first time since a big, dramatic blowout had torn them apart? Who was anxious about flying, but was about to be comforted by the friendly and attractive passenger seated next to them? That was the thing about writing—and about writing romance, in particular. Once you started looking for stories around you, you realized they were everywhere. There were more stories begging to be written by her than Claire could possibly write in her lifetime, and there was something about that thought that was comforting, even if at the same time she felt the sweet frustration of never being “done.” She could never use up all the stories, all the inspiration that came her way.


      [image: image-placeholder]The first time the announcement came, Claire thought nothing of it. “Attention passengers. Our flight today is overbooked. We are looking for two passengers to take the same flight tomorrow. You will be put up in a hotel overnight, and you will receive meal vouchers, as well as a payment of 500 euros. Please come see me at the counter if you are interested.”

Claire gave a mild “hmm” and looked around to see who was going to take the flight crew up on the offer. It sounded great…for someone else. Maybe someone had been feeling disappointed that their time in Munich had been so short and would love the chance to spend another day in the city. Or maybe an anxious traveler would be eager to delay the inevitable. Or maybe that extra cash would be just what someone needed…

“Hmm indeed,” Claire murmured again. Extra cash. Did she need extra cash? If her fears were accurate and she was, in fact, about to be left high and dry, then wouldn’t any extra cash in her pocket be the sort of blessing she shouldn’t dare turn down?

But she didn’t budge from where she stood. No, more than she needed a little extra money, she needed to be home. Sleeping in her own bed, and not in yet another unfamiliar hotel room. Eating a proper breakfast—a bagel sandwich, thank you very much—instead of whatever the aforementioned hotel room had offered. Besides, there were only a couple days left before Christmas. If she didn’t leave now, she might not be home in time.

She craned her neck as she surveyed the crowd to see who would approach the counter. But while she saw other rubberneckers doing the same, she didn’t see anyone take a step towards the uniformed woman at the counter.

Finally, she saw a man approach the counter, and she felt simultaneous relief and disappointment. Someone else was taking the offer, which meant she didn’t have to. But it also meant she didn’t get to. That she wasn’t going to be thrust into an adventure.

But when, after the conversation was finished, the man returned to his seat, took out his phone, and began tapping on the screen, any hint of disappointment Claire had been feeling was gone. The man wasn’t taking the deal from the airline, depriving her of a potential adventure. He had simply been speaking with the flight crew about…well, any of the other reasons a person would approach that counter. Maybe he was looking for an upgrade—good luck, the flight is full, buddy, she thought—or maybe he wanted to check his carry-on luggage through to his final destination. Or an update on their departure time. Or…or…or…

Claire shook herself. Now wasn’t the time to make up stories about strangers, even if airports were prime story harvesting grounds. The point was, she wasn’t going to get the satisfaction of knowing what the man had been speaking to the uniformed woman about, and did it really matter? It was probably something mundane, ultimately a letdown. She doubted he was an air marshal, checking in to see if there were any suspicious passengers on that day’s flight. She doubted he was arranging an elaborate in-air proposal for his partner, who would be arriving any moment from his connecting flight and…

These were all great beginnings of a story Claire might want to write someday. That was, of course, if she was in a position to keep writing. Between the uncertain future of Velvet Leaf Publishing and the fact that she’d spent so much time recently in promotion mode rather than in drafting mode that she wasn’t sure she even remembered how to write a sentence or a paragraph, let alone a novel…

Well. The odds of Claire Davis writing an airport meet cute or a proposal at 30,000 feet anytime soon were slim.

The woman at the counter spoke into her microphone again, repeating her earlier announcement. This time, the amount of euros offered had increased to 800 per person.

Claire’s pulse picked up, the beat echoing in her ears even though that seemed physically impossible. That money would make a big dent in her rent, and she could use the help after straying out of her budget (and not just a little) to buy Christmas gifts for her nieces.

She found herself once again searching the crowd, both curious to see who would approach the counter and anxious that someone else would claim the prize before she had a chance to do so.

Wait. Do I want this? Is that what this feeling is? she wondered to herself. More than that, am I going to act on it?

And without fully realizing what she was doing, she was taking her carry-on bag in hand, and walking towards the counter.
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Claire’s pulse hadn’t calmed down until she was in the hotel room the airline had provided her for the next 24 hours. During the long walk to the counter, her senses had been tuned in like a prey animal on the savannah, seeking out potential threats. Was a lion about to appear out of nowhere and claim her delicious prize for itself? Did she need to walk a little faster—or run, even—to get to the counter before all the other people about to offer to take the next flight home? 

But in the end it was only Claire—and the same man she had seen speaking with the airline staff earlier—standing in front of the counter. Her heart was still racing as he stepped up and had a conversation she couldn’t hear. Maybe he wasn’t traveling alone after all, and he and his companion were happy to stay in a hotel until the same time the next day. Maybe Claire was just standing there like a fool, about to be sent back to her seat, denied the adventure that she suddenly felt sure she needed in her life.

A second airline employee stepped up to the counter, beckoning Claire forward with a smile and a nod of her head. As she slid into place next to the man, he turned in her direction, a frown on his face as he gave her a quick once-over and then resumed his conversation with the woman behind the counter.

Claire scoffed at the man’s rudeness, pointedly ignoring him as she put on a smile and stepped forward, greeting the counter agent who was waiting for her with a smile of her own.

“Hi,” Claire said with a small nod. “I’d like to take the offer to fly tomorrow, if it’s still available.”

The agent’s smile got even wider. “That’s wonderful.” She turned to her colleague, who was still helping the man. “Charlotte, we have a second volunteer. Let’s get these two rebooked for tomorrow and then on a shuttle to Holiday Hotel as soon as possible.”

While the two women behind the counter tapped away at their keyboards, Claire chanced a glance at the man next to her. He was looking at his phone, a frown on his face, as his fingers flew over its screen. His body language, combined with the way he had looked her over—had that been disdain on his face?—were enough for her to size him up, assign him an archetype as if he were a character in one of her books. He was clearly the self-important, work obsessed businessman. He was dressed casually enough to almost make her doubt herself, but the way he was glued to his phone practically screamed “circle back touch base follow up leverage the synergy” Bro-speak. Claire barely suppressed a shiver. This was the last person she wanted to be stranded with for the next 24 hours—or not the last maybe, since dictators and serial killers existed. If fate or the hotel staff tried to play matchmaker and she heard the words “only one bed,” she’d be out on the street, thumb in the air, hitchhiking her way back to New Jersey.

“Alright then, here you are.” The smiling woman behind the counter handed Claire one paper after the other as she continued speaking. “Here is your boarding pass for tomorrow’s flight. Here are meal vouchers that work at any restaurant in the airport. We will take both of you to the hotel in a shuttle to get you checked in. You also have the option of eating your meals at the hotel in their restaurant, which is complimentary as well. And here is a form for you to fill out to get your 800 euro payment. We’ll just need your bank details and then the money will be wired to you.” She gave a rueful smile. “On behalf of the airline, we are truly sorry for the inconvenience, and we greatly appreciate your willingness to accommodate us today.”

“Of course,” said Claire. “It’s an adventure, isn’t it?” She held up the papers in her hand. “And it’s not as if I’m suffering. You’ve certainly made up for any inconvenience.”

The friendly women behind the counter directed Claire and the man to a bank of empty seats at the next gate over, with instructions to wait there for their shuttle to the Holiday Hotel. When they were seated, the man still tapping away on his phone’s screen, Claire pulled out her own phone to send a few messages as well, letting her family and Bianca know that her plans had changed. She texted Emma, too, the only person likely to respond this early in the day given that she was in Ireland and not on the east coast of the United States.

“So, the airline just did one of those ‘we need two people to take the next flight out tomorrow in exchange for a hotel room and some cash’ and…guess who’s spending the day in Munich?”

Emma sent back three dots and an unimpressed emoji. Then: “You didn’t. Of course, if you didn’t, then I don’t care who did. Was it seriously you? And what are you going to do with the extra time? I thought you were dying to get home? It’s too early for you to confuse me this much, Claire.”

Claire glanced at the time at the top of her phone. It wasn’t that early in Ireland, but if Emma and Connor had been up late making googly eyes at each other like they always did when she was around, she supposed her friend might have preferred sleeping in.

“Sorry for the wake-up text, then.” She hesitated, not wanting to unleash her financial concerns on her best friend. After all, it wasn’t Emma’s problem to solve, so why should she be bothered by it at all?

“The adventure of it all was a little bit exciting, I guess. And there’s nothing wrong with a little extra cash.”

“Who’s the other person?” Emma asked.

Claire rolled her eyes, glancing again at the man who was still glued to his phone. “Some dude. Tech Bro, if I had to guess, considering that he hasn’t taken his eyes off his phone once.”

“You have my sincere condolences.” Emma knew all too well what people in the tech industry were like, having been the founder of a social media app herself before trading in that lifestyle and relocating to the western coast of Ireland. That was the kind of crazy thing that people did for love, Emma and Connor acting like two characters in one of Claire’s stories.

Not that Claire’s stories were inspired by her own experience. Since her last relationship ended, she’d been insisting to herself, her mother, and anyone who asked about her “ticking biological clock” that she was more than content focusing on her career. And it was actually the truth. Claire didn’t feel her ovaries twinge at the sight of a cute baby, didn’t wipe a tear from her eyes over tiny baby shoes. And she did feel genuine joy and pride at seeing her books stocked on shelves the world over, at picking up a translation in a language she couldn’t speak. And even though every time she started a new writing project, she had to go (again) through the journey of convincing herself that she did in fact know how to write, that her first draft was allowed to be terrible, and that she hadn’t forgotten everything she ever knew about the craft of telling a story…she loved what she did.

The only problem, the only tiny hiccup in all of it, was that she did miss having someone. A special someone who was there when she came home, who was a warmer and chattier companion than her laptop and her notebooks and her own imagination.

Not that Eric, her ex, had been better company than being alone. All men are not created equal, Claire thought to herself. A warm body is not the only requirement, even if it is cuffing season. Maybe she should adopt a cat.

From the seat next to her, a voice cleared. She set her phone in her lap as she turned, surprised to find the man—her companion on this 24-hour adventure—looking at her with a rueful smile on his face.

“I’m sorry for the interruption,” he said, having the decency to actually look apologetic, even a bit humbled. “It’s just…I was so distracted while all this was happening that I think I zoned out and missed the plan. We’re waiting here for…?”

Claire shook her head, scoffing softly. “It’s okay. I’m sure you were busy with something really important, right?” She nodded towards his phone. “Let me guess, you’re performing surgery right now. It’s some new technology that you can control remotely from anywhere in the world.” Now her imagination was getting away from her, imagining a device and wishing she wrote futuristic or dystopian fiction. “But what happens if there’s a smudge on your screen and you go to wipe it off and end up severing a major artery…” She shook her head. “Sorry, train of thought got away from me there.” She tipped her head in the direction of the counter, where the flight crew were now beginning to board the plane. “They told us to wait here for the shuttle. Though I can’t imagine an actual shuttle is going to drive right through the terminal.” She shrugged. “I’m sure they won’t forget about us.” She looked meaning fully at his phone, still clutched in his hand. “You can get back to your surgery. I won’t let the shuttle leave without you.”

The man was blushing now. “It’s not…I’m not…”

“Not really doing surgery on your phone? It was a joke, but not a very good one. Don’t worry about it. As you were, soldier.”

Claire turned her attention back to her phone, aware that in her peripheral vision, the man was still looking at her, his mouth still agape.


      [image: image-placeholder]It was a short drive to the hotel, but Claire was pleasantly surprised not to be staying at a true airport hotel, just walking distance from the terminal. Instead, Holiday Hotel was nestled right in the city center, walking distance from plenty of places to explore if she kept feeling adventurous.

Her companion had finally tucked his phone away in his bag and was looking out the window, showing interest in his surroundings for the first time since Claire had laid eyes on him. The way his gaze was trained out the window, the way he shifted in his seat to get a clearer view…there was something almost childlike about his curiosity. And if he hadn’t spent the last 40 minutes glued to his phone like he was remotely diffusing a nuclear bomb, then she might be charmed enough by his behavior to at least initiate a conversation.

As focused as he was on the journey, she took a moment to study him. If she didn’t know that he was the worst variety of bros, the Tech Bro, then she could appreciate that he was a handsome man. He was tall, and he had the kind of confidence and comfort in his own skin that might come from the ego of knowing that his latest app update was “going to change the world,” but it still suited him. His dark jeans, button-down shirt, and even his shoes and his bag fit him—and fit with each other—as perfectly as a well-tailored suit might on a different man.

So, Claire thought, making a snap judgment, either someone else is dressing him or he’s an egomaniac. Either way, good for him.

He turned to her then, as if he had felt her gaze on his back, smiling as their eyes met. It was a good smile, too, the first genuine one she had seen on his face.

“I’m Jack Holloway,” he said. “Probably should have introduced myself by now, but I’ve been a little distracted, I guess. What’s your name?”

“It’s okay,” she replied, her own smile surprising herself with how natural, how genuine it felt. “I’m Claire. I hope you’ve put out whatever fires were keeping you so busy and you’re ready to enjoy an extra day in Munich.”

“I’ve never actually been here,” said Jack. “I was just flying through from Krakow. It’ll be nice to explore a new city though, I suppose. Any recommendations?”

Claire shook her head. “Oh, I barely know anything about Munich. I’ve seen the inside of a hotel room, a bookstore or two, and that’s about it.”

The corners of Jack’s lips dipped in an upside down smile. “That is…” He shook his head. “No, I can’t figure it out. It doesn’t sound like how anyone would spend a vacation, but it doesn’t sound like a work trip, either…”

Claire raised her eyebrows.

“So it is a work trip?” Jack asked. “You do something with books, then. And it probably isn’t international quality control, where you travel from city to city making sure everyone’s got their genres straight and hasn’t messed up alphabetical order.”

That got a laugh out of Claire. “Believe it or not, I don’t think that’s anyone’s job description.”

He studied her a moment longer, his eyes traveling over her face until he lifted a finger, an expression of success flashing across his face. “Are you Claire Davis?”

Claire’s jaw dropped open. “How in the world would you know that? You aren’t exactly the target audience for my books.”

Jack smiled. “That doesn’t mean I haven’t seen probably every single paperback you’ve ever written.” He glanced at his phone and shrugged. “And I’ve picked a few up, read the blurb on the back, glanced at the author photo—that’s why you looked familiar.”

“But you’ve never read one?”

Jack gave a firm shake of his head. “Under pain of death, no.”

Claire laughed again. “Jack, is someone threatening you? You can tell me. I’ll get you help.”

He smiled. “It’s just a difference in reading styles. The copies of your books, they’re all in Hazel’s—that’s my sister—library.”

Claire gave an encouraging nod. “Go on…”

Jack gulped. “Well, you know…Hazel loves her books. Keeps them pristine. Uses those little tab thingies to mark the passages she really likes. Posts everything all over Instagram.”

“I know the type.” Claire smiled. She loved to see reader annotations of her words, had a feeling she would really like Hazel. “Does she not want you to read them because you’ll mess up the tabs? Or because it’s just too personal to see what she has highlighted?”

Jack rubbed his neck, his eyes not meeting hers. “It’s worse than that, I’m afraid.” He gulped once, then looked up. “I break the spines.”

Claire recoiled in mock horror. “Of humans? Or of books?”

Jack chuckled softly. “Only of books. But the way Hazel reacted the last time she saw me do it, you’d think it was the equivalent of murder.”

“I see,” said Claire, a finger rising to stroke her chin in exaggerated thoughtfulness. “I suppose you dog ear the pages, too?”

Jack gave a guilty shrug. “I’m not often carrying a bookmark with me, so…”

She held up a hand to stop him from speaking further. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to side with Hazel on this one, Jack. I don’t think you should be sentenced to lifelong deprivation from reading my books, but I do think you should keep your hands off Hazel’s copies. If she took revenge on you for damaging her collection, there’s not a court in all of Bookstagram that would find her guilty.”

Jack closed his eyes for just a moment, shaking his head as he chuckled softly. When he opened his eyes again, he lifted his phone, tipping his head towards it. “I should tell Hazel about this conversation. It will make her day, be just what she needs to turn it all around.” He looked hesitant as he met Claire’s eyes. “Would you mind taking a selfie with me? I just don’t think she’d ever believe I met you without some evidence.”

“Pics or it didn’t happen,” Claire said with a nod. She patted the seat next to her. “No problem, let’s take one.”

Jack slipped across the shuttle’s aisle and into the seat next to her before the driver could notice anything amiss. 

Claire leaned into his side to fit both of their faces into the small screen of his phone, aware at once of how sturdy he felt, how good he smelled, and how piercing his green eyes were on the phone screen that was facing her. They both smiled, but while Jack was aiming his smile at the camera at the top of the screen, she was studying him. What kind of man was familiar enough with the world of romance novels to even recognize her face? What kind of man went out of his way to send a selfie with a stranger to his sister?

She blinked once, slowly, hearing the thoughts that were cycling through her mind. Were her expectations of men so low that anything Jack had done in the last 10 minutes qualified him to win some kind of award?

Still, though, she had a better impression of him now than she had had back at the airport. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad—and might even be fun—to be stuck as him with her companion for the next 24 hours.

He thanked her for the selfie, slipped back to his original seat, and began typing on his phone again, his expression the same as it had been when she had first seen him.

When he finally dropped his phone to his lap again, the darker expression that had crossed his face while typing evaporating, Claire spoke. “I have to say, it’s rare that I meet a fan—or I should say, the sibling of a fan—out and about in the real world. I don’t exactly get recognized a lot.”

Jack was looking at her in disbelief. “First of all, even if I haven’t read your work yet—through no fault of my own, I might add—”

Claire interrupted him. “I’m sure your sister would disagree. Spine breaking is a serious offense to her people.”

“You’re right.” Jack nodded, a small smile appearing on his face. “And I know what I have to do. Get my own copies. Don’t leave such an important thing up to the whims of Hazel.”

“Break the spines to your heart’s content. Dog ear a few pages.” Claire shrugged. “Maybe spill a whole cup of coffee on it.”

“Now you’re talking.” Jack’s smile shrank. “But in all seriousness, even without reading a word yet, I’m a fan. Have been for quite some time, actually.”

Claire knew her face betrayed her confusion. How could it not? What he was saying didn’t make any sense.

“It’s about my sister,” Jack explained. “And what your books have done for her.”
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Claire waited for him to continue speaking. She must have misheard him; it wasn’t as if the little old love stories she wrote were doing much more for her fans than providing a nice little bit of escapism from the realities of day-to-day life. 

“They helped her realize how she deserved to be treated. That her ex was far from the kind of guy you would write a book about. That the way he spoke to her, the way he treated her…that wasn’t love.” He met Claire’s eyes then. “And as a brother who’d been watching all of this unfold, who’d been trying to tell her that she needed to leave him…” He shook his head. “I’m so grateful to you for helping her get to that realization on her own.”

The concern and care he so clearly felt for his sister made Claire pause, thinking of her own relationship with Alison, her older sister. She missed caring about her like that—and being cared for, too—but that ship had long since set sail. Claire swallowed, not quite trusting herself to speak. She cleared her throat. “How is she now?”

Jack’s smile had a hint of sadness to it. “Well, let’s just say I hope that selfie reminds her of what your books taught her…” He trailed off, the concern he felt for his sister written all over his face.

Something occurred to Claire then, and shame washed over her. “Is…was it your sister you were texting at the airport?” She bit her lip. “When I was giving you shit about performing remote surgery on your phone?”

Jack nodded. “It’s okay, Claire. I can appreciate some comic relief in the middle of a fairly tense scene.”

“I’m so sorry.” She shook her head. “If I’d had any idea…”

Jack shook his head back at her. “If you’d had any idea, you’d have been either a mind reader or a hacker, reading my messages before I even sent them.”  

“Fair enough.” Claire nodded back. “That’s the kind of thing you should disclose, anyway, isn’t it?”

The shuttle pulled to a stop in front of the hotel then, the driver turning back to them once they were parked. “We are here,” he announced. “I’ll help you with your luggage.”

“Oh, shit,” Claire breathed. “Luggage. I didn’t…did you?”

Jack was already shaking his head. Neither one of them had picked up a suitcase at the airport, and the other would obviously have noticed. “I totally forgot,” he said. He patted the side of his carry-on bag. “This will have to do for the next 24 hours.”

Claire bit her lip. There were things she needed in that suitcase. She hadn’t exactly packed her carry-on with living out of it in mind. Her toothbrush, glasses, pajamas… “This is less than ideal,” she said with a sigh.

“I’m sure the airline would bring us our bags if we asked,” Jack offered. “It seems like they’d want to do anything possible to make our stay more comfortable and all.”

She nodded. “That’s true…” But there was something about the idea of waiting in a hotel room for her bag to arrive, waiting while there was a whole new city out there to explore, waiting while she could be having a conversation with Jack—assuming that was how he wanted to spend his afternoon anyway—that had her waving a dismissive hand. “I’ll figure it out. As long as the airline doesn’t wrongly assume that our bags are unattended and need to be destroyed, then there’s no problem, really.”

“As long as you’re sure. We can always stop by a pharmacy later, if you realize there’s something you need that you forgot.” Jack’s ears were turning pink before he’d finished his sentence. If he, like Claire, was surprised to find his plans for the rest of the day automatically adjusting to include her, he was doing a terrible job of hiding it.

“Thanks,” was all she managed to say. Should she suggest doing some sight-seeing together? Was that a normal thing people did in this scenario? It wasn’t as if it were a particularly common scenario, she had to admit. The majority of the time that two people took an airline up on an offer like this, they were probably a couple traveling together. That had the added bonus of only costing the airline one hotel room and the two passengers having a built-in companion for the duration of the delay.

It would be a perfect opportunity for a couple on their honeymoon. That thought entered Claire’s mind unbidden, and she barely stopped herself from cringing at the absurdity of it. While it was no doubt true that a pair of newlyweds would have plenty of use for a free hotel room, it was not the scene she needed to be setting in her mind. She, after all, was in this situation with a nice enough man, but one that she had only met a few minutes before. She knew nothing about him beyond the fact that his sister had great taste in books, he cared about his sister a lot, and he was traveling from Krakow to New York via Munich. Not exactly the firmest foundation on which to base a relationship of any kind, and she was only in the market for a friendship.

Still, it would be nice to have someone to wander through Munich with. It would be a waste of this beautiful day to spend it cooped up in a hotel room.

By the time they were inside, waiting to check in at the desk, Claire had worked up the courage to take the first step. “So,” she began. “What are you going to do with an extra day in Munich? Explore the city a little bit?” Before he could respond to either of her questions, she lobbed another one at him. “Want some company?”

Jack’s eyes were wide as they met hers. “I…yeah. That would be great.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I hadn’t actually thought about it at all. I’ve been so focused on Hazel that I took the deal from the airline without even thinking through the ramifications of it.”

“So you would have just spent the whole day in your room texting your sister?”

“Of course not. At some point, she has to sleep.” He shook his head at himself. “But you’re right. I’ve heard too many good things about Germany…the food and the beer in particular, and I don’t want to waste the chance.”

Claire smiled. His words were music to her ears. She’d been on her own for long enough on this book tour that she was more than ready for some company. There was nothing wrong with sitting alone in a restaurant or a cafe…in fact, she considered it a great exercise of self-love and self-confidence to do just that. But she’d frankly had more than enough of it and would relish having someone to talk to. And as far as seeing the sights, wandering around and playing tourist, well, that was something she’d done surprisingly little of over the last few weeks.

It wasn’t just that she didn’t especially enjoy walking around with her eyes glued to her phone or a map, trying with no success not to look like a tourist while she looked for a museum or an old building. It was the lack of someone to share it with, the lack of someone to take photos with and of—she had taken her last awkward selfie in front of a historical site during this trip, she was sure of it—and all the other lacks. No, it was going to be a nice change of pace having Jack around, she was sure of it.

A smiling young man had stepped up to the counter now, greeting them with a friendly, “Servus,” and immediately switching to English at their awkward attempts to respond. “How can I help you?” he asked, making eye contact with Jack first and then Claire. “Checking in?”

“The airline sent us,” said Jack. “We are taking the next flight tomorrow, so they put us up for tonight here.”

“Yes, that’s right.” The man was looking at the computer screen. “You are…let’s see. Jack Holloway and Claire Davis, yes?” His eyes searched between them again. “But I have you down here for two separate rooms. Is this a mistake?”

“No.” Claire hurried to explain, as if she were afraid the oldest trope in the book was about to materialize right in front of her. “There’s no mistake. We need separate rooms, please.” She looked at Jack then, before directing her gaze back at the young man, smiling to soften the intensity of her response. “We just met,” she explained. “Just a few minutes ago, actually. Staying in the same room would be very awkward, I’m sure.”

The young man’s eyes widened as he resumed his typing. “Of course. I apologize for the mistake. You shouldn’t assume that just because people are being friendly to each other that they are sleeping together.” He looked up then, directly into her eyes. “They might just be American!”

That got a laugh out of Claire. “I…guess?” She looked at Jack, shaking her head, while their new friend continued to chuckle to himself, fingers flying on his keyboard. Jack was looking back at her with a puzzled expression on his face, as if he were solving an equation written there, one he couldn’t quite remember from his high school pre-calculus days. “You okay?” she asked in a lowered voice.

He nodded. “I am. Why don’t we get checked in, get settled, and then meet down here in…say, half an hour?” Claire was already nodding back. “We can find our way around the city and just see where the day takes us?”

“That sounds like a perfect plan.” Claire stopped holding back her smile, letting it spread as far as it wanted to across her face. “You’ll have some time to chat with Hazel. Make sure everything is okay there, and I can check in with my people, too.”

A throat cleared behind the counter, and Claire looked over it to see the clerk there with a smug expression on his face.

“I have given you adjoining rooms,” he said, handing them their keys. “Not that you need to open the doors between them, but…well, certainly if you want to, then that’s what they’re there for.” He lowered his voice to a whisper, leaning closer. “And I won’t tell Hazel if you don’t.”

A laugh barked out between her lips before Claire could stop it. “First of all, Hazel is his sister. But second of all, do people really conduct their affairs that openly, making plans right in front of you?” She leveled a glare at the clerk. “And do you really enable it like that?”

The clerk’s expression was impassive as he crossed his arms over his chest. “I work in the hotel industry, ma’am…I’ve seen it all. Things that you wouldn’t believe. Things you would want to unsee.” He shrugged. “But alas, I cannot unsee them, no matter how hard I try.” He fixed his lips in a straight line. “But it is not in my job description to tell anyone how to live their lives or to judge them for the decisions they make. I do what I can to keep them from destroying hotel property or making the other guests uncomfortable, but whatever they decide beyond that is up to them.”

Jack chimed in then with a firm nod. “Isn’t that just life, then? Even if you’re sure someone is making a mistake, it’s theirs to make.”

“I guess that’s true,” Claire agreed, looking at him before looking back at the clerk. “For what it’s worth, though, we aren’t having an affair. We just met, for one thing, and for another thing, I don’t even know if Jack here is married.” She pointed at her chest with her thumb. “I don’t have anyone back home to cheat on, not that I would if I did.” She felt her cheeks heating. Why was she even explaining this? The clerk certainly didn’t need to know her relationship status. Unless she was sharing it for Jack’s benefit…

“Not married,” offered Jack, saving her by making it seem as if this were a perfectly normal conversation to be having in a hotel lobby.

“Good to know,” said the clerk, who was clearly not playing along with their little charade. “I, too, am single. Though as a rule, I do not date hotel guests.”

Claire and Jack both nodded, not making eye contact with each other. This conversation had reached the point of such ridiculousness—and strayed so far from the bounds of normal human business interactions—that it wouldn’t take much to have her slapping her knees and laughing until she couldn’t see straight.

Once their keys were in hand, Jack and Claire made their way to the elevator. As soon as the doors closed behind them, the laughter that had been barely suppressed burst forth with a vengeance.

“That…was…” She could barely get the words out.

“Awkward?” Jack offered, chuckling softly himself as he watched her. “Abnormal? Unprofessional? Inappropriate?” He shook his head. “There are so many words, but none of them quite do the situation justice, do they?”

Claire wiped her eyes at the sound of a ding and the opening of the elevator doors. “It was instantly one of my favorite memories from this trip, that’s for sure. I haven’t laughed like that in a long time.”

Jack nodded. “And it was a nice reminder not to try to change or control others. Maybe a timely reminder while I’m trying to help my sister.”

Claire’s mood sobered at his words. “Is everything okay there? I’m sorry, I know it’s not my business—”

“No, it’s fine,” said Jack. “And it’s…she’s fine. That’s the important thing. It’s just protective brother stuff. Not wanting to see her make a mistake that’s going to get her hurt.”

“Of course not,” said Claire. She studied his face, the haunted look in his eyes. This was a man who cared deeply about his sister, who had seen her have her heart broken or worse and was perhaps afraid to see it happen again. It wasn’t quite the same as Klaus the clerk telling them they could sneak back and forth between their rooms to their heart’s content.

Not that it was any of her business. She put on a bright smile, touching Jack’s elbow to get his attention. “Adjoining rooms, huh? We can slip notes under the door! Do you want to go to dinner? Meet me in the lobby in 5 minutes. Turn on Channel 3 if you like rom coms.”

Jack smiled back at her. “Ah yes, the oldest form of communication, notes slid under the door. Certainly beats face-to-face communication.”

“Indeed,” said Claire, playing along. “We wouldn’t want any of that, now would we?”

They arrived in front of their rooms then, the doors just next to each other. Jack huffed out a laugh. “I guess Klaus really wasn’t kidding about the adjoining rooms, was he?” He paused with his keycard just above the lock, looking at Claire with a slight grimace and an apologetic expression in his eyes. “In advance, I am deeply sorry if my snoring tonight keeps you from sleeping.” He tapped on the wall between their doors. “I’m guessing these babies aren’t exactly soundproof.”

Claire chuckled, shaking her head. “There is a very good chance you’re right about that.” She shuddered in horror. “You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve heard these last few weeks, sleeping in a different hotel room each night. Oh, there were the standard loud movies, phone calls with hard-of-hearing grandparents, amorous couples…”

She trailed off, but Jack’s interest was piqued. “What else? All of those things are bad enough, but…”

She held up a hand to stop him. “Oh, you don’t want to know.” Then her face split into a grin. “Who am I kidding? Of course you want to know!” She held up her fingers as she counted off some of the more egregious displays of poor neighborliness. “There was a guy who was clearly rehearsing lines for an audition of some sort. The middle of the night furniture rearrangers. The farting contest…”

“Farting contest? Really?”

“I assume so.” Claire shrugged. “Judging by the giggles, they were all winners, though. And I couldn’t tell you how many contenders there were.”

Jack was shaking his head. “I wouldn’t have guessed any of those. And I can promise you not to disrupt your sleep any more than the world farting championships already have.”

“Oh, gee, thanks.” Claire wiped her brow with exaggerated relief. “I’ll sleep well tonight, then.” She slipped her key into the door with one last smile at Jack. “I’ll see you in a bit, Jack. Get ready for an adventure!”

He smiled back at her and then they were both in their rooms. Claire flopped onto the bed and was almost sure she heard the telltale groan of springs from next door to suggest Jack had done the same.
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