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Maya

The florist sent ivory instead of cream, the groom was three whiskeys deep before noon, and I was about to share a hotel suite with the one man guaranteed to ruin my week.

But I'm getting ahead of myself.

I pulled into the Lakeview Resort and Spa at 3:47 p.m., exactly forty-two minutes behind schedule, because I'd spent the drive from the city managing a twelve-person group text about parking, dietary restrictions, and whether the welcome cocktails were business casual or resort casual (they were resort casual; I'd sent the dress code four times). My phone was propped in the cupholder, pinging with such regularity that the Bluetooth speaker made it sound like a heart monitor for someone having a very bad day.

Which, to be fair, was me.

I parked between a BMW with a "Just Married Practice Run" sign taped to the window (Ben's college roommates, already in rare form) and a dark blue pickup truck that looked like it had been through a few things and survived all of them. The truck was out of place among the luxury SUVs and rental sedans. I noticed it the way you notice a scar on a beautiful face — it didn't belong, but it was interesting.

I didn't know whose truck it was. Not yet.

The resort was gorgeous, I'll give it that. Lily had spent fourteen months choosing this place, and the photos didn't lie. Stone and timber lodge set against the Finger Lakes, surrounded by old-growth pines, the water glittering through every window like a promise. It looked like the kind of place where people fell in love in Hallmark movies and absolutely nothing went wrong.

My phone buzzed. Lily.

Where ARE you? The florist is a CRIMINAL.

I grabbed my bags, my garment bag with the maid-of-honor dress I'd steamed three times at home because Lily wanted it "wrinkle-adjacent to perfection" (her words), and my emergency kit — a rolling case packed with safety pins, Tide pens, ibuprofen, Pepto-Bismol, bobby pins, double-sided tape, superglue, a sewing kit, two portable chargers, and a flask of bourbon that was technically for emergencies but might get opened before dinner.

This was my job. Not the executive-assistant job that paid my rent, though the skill set was identical. This was my real job: keeping everything running so everyone else could feel something.

The lobby was all exposed beams and leather furniture and a stone fireplace big enough to stand in. A woman at the front desk smiled at me like I was late for my own life, which honestly wasn't inaccurate.

"Checking in," I said, setting my bags down with the precision of someone who'd packed a system. "Maya Lin. I should have a single suite — Lily Chen's wedding block."

The woman typed. Frowned. Typed again.

I know that frown. That's the frown of someone about to deliver news they've been rehearsing.

"Ms. Lin, I'm so sorry — there's been a slight adjustment to your room assignment." She said adjustment the way dentists say discomfort. "Due to an overbooking situation, your single suite has been converted to a shared suite. You'll still have a private bedroom, of course, and the suite is one of our largest — full kitchen, living area, lake view —"

"Shared with who?"

More typing. "A Mr. Jack Russell."

The name landed in my chest like a bird hitting a window. Not hard enough to break anything. Just hard enough to stun.

Jack Russell. Groom's older brother. Family black sheep. The man who showed up late to every event, argued with his father at the engagement party, left early from Ben's birthday dinner, and had, on exactly one occasion eighteen months ago, made me laugh so hard I snorted champagne through my nose and then looked at me like the sound was the best thing he'd heard all year.

I'd thought about that look more than I wanted to admit. Which was to say, I thought about it never, and I was a liar.

"Is there another option?" I asked, keeping my voice in its professional register — the one that said I'm being flexible but I will set this building on fire if you test me.

"I'm afraid not. We're fully booked for the wedding. But the suite is quite spacious. Two bedrooms, two —" She paused. "Actually, I should mention — one of the bedroom doors is being repaired. A hinge issue. It should be fixed by tomorrow morning, but for tonight, there's one accessible bedroom and the sofa in the living area."

"Does the sofa pull out?"

"It does, but the mechanism is currently..." She searched for a word. "Nonfunctional."

Of course it was.

I smiled. The smile I use when everything is falling apart and nobody is allowed to know.

"That's fine," I said. "Thank you."

I took the key cards — two, because apparently this was a buddy comedy now — and headed for the elevator. In the mirrored doors, I caught my reflection: dark hair in a French twist, white linen blouse, pressed trousers, face of a woman who had not slept more than five hours a night in three weeks because she'd been running point on seating charts, vendor timelines, and a bride who treated mild inconveniences like federal emergencies.

I looked exactly like what I was: someone who held it together for a living and was starting to crack at the seams.

The suite was on the third floor, end of the hall. I stood outside the door for a moment with both key cards in my hand, one for me and one for a man I barely knew, and thought about the weekend stretching ahead — five days of coordination, diplomacy, and smile-until-it-sticks. I could do this. I'd been doing it my whole life. What was one more performance?

I opened the door.

The suite was, as promised, large. Open-plan living area with a sectional sofa, a kitchenette with a full-size fridge and a coffee maker, wide windows overlooking the lake. Two doors on the far wall — one closed (and presumably functional), one propped open with a doorstop because the hinge was, as described, a disaster. Through the propped door I could see an unmade bed and a duffel bag on the floor.

He was already here.

The balcony door was open, letting in the warm late-afternoon air and the sound of water and pine trees and the kind of quiet that doesn't exist in the city. And standing on the balcony, leaning against the railing with a glass of something amber in his hand, was Jack Russell.

He turned when he heard me come in. And this is the part where I'm supposed to say something composed, something that established me as a competent adult woman who was in full control of her faculties.

What actually happened was I stopped walking and stared.

He looked like trouble. That was the only word for it. Dark hair that needed a cut, falling across his forehead in a way that suggested he'd given up on managing it. Jaw sharp enough to cast a shadow, covered in two days of stubble. A scar through his left eyebrow — pale, old, the kind you get from something that bled a lot and healed without stitches. He was wearing a faded henley with the sleeves pushed to his elbows, jeans, and no shoes, and the bare feet on the balcony tile were somehow the most disarming thing about him. Like he'd already made himself at home in a place he didn't belong.

His forearms were tan and roped with muscle — not gym muscle, work muscle, the kind you get from carrying things and swinging things and using your body like a tool. His hands wrapped around the whiskey glass were broad, rough-knuckled, scarred across the backs. Hands that built things. Hands that knew how to grip.

I was not thinking about his hands.

"Maya." He said my name like a statement, not a question. Like he'd been waiting for me but wasn't going to admit it. "They told you about the room situation."

"They told me about the room situation." I set my bags down with more force than necessary. "They also told me the pullout couch is broken."

"It is broken. I tried it." He took a sip of his whiskey. His eyes tracked me over the rim of the glass — steady, unhurried, taking inventory in a way that made me feel like he was reading the fine print of me. "You look tired."

"Thank you. That's exactly what every woman wants to hear from the man she's been assigned to cohabitate with."

The corner of his mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. More like the ghost of one. "You look tired and pissed off. Better?"

"Marginally." I crossed to the kitchen and set down my emergency kit. Then my garment bag. Then my purse. I was arranging things — not because they needed arranging, but because my hands needed something to do that wasn't clenching into fists or, worse, reaching for that glass of whiskey or, much worse, reaching for the collar of that henley.

Stop it, Maya.

"Take the bedroom," he said. He nodded toward the closed door — the functional one. "I'll take the couch."

"You don't fit on the couch. I saw it. Your feet will hang off by a foot."

"I've slept in worse."

"That's not the selling point you think it is."

He almost smiled again. "Take the bed, Maya. I'm not arguing about this."

The way he said my name — both times now, he'd said it like he was testing the weight of it. Like it meant something specific that he hadn't told me yet. Like he'd been saying it in his head and the real version was different from what he'd imagined.

I was reading too much into this. I was tired and stressed and he was tall and had forearms and I needed to take a shower and answer Lily's fourteen texts and get my head back into the wedding.

"Fine," I said. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me. Thank the hotel's inability to fix a door hinge."

I took my bags into the bedroom and closed the door behind me. Leaned against it. Pressed my palms flat against the wood and breathed.

The room was nice. Queen bed, white linens, a window with the same lake view. It smelled like cedar and clean laundry. Through the wall, I could hear him moving around in the living area — the clink of his glass on the counter, the soft pad of bare feet on hardwood.

I was sharing a suite with Jack Russell for five days.

Jack Russell, who had once looked at my champagne-snorting laugh like it was music. Jack Russell, who argued with his father at Thanksgiving while his mother pretended not to hear. Jack Russell, who left early from every family event and whose departure always left a silence shaped exactly like him.

Jack Russell, whose bare feet on the balcony tile had made my stomach do something I was absolutely not going to think about.

I sat on the edge of the bed and checked my phone. Twenty-three new messages. Lily (seven), the bridesmaids group chat (nine), the vendor coordination thread (four), my mother asking if I'd eaten lunch (one), and two from numbers I didn't recognize that were probably the DJ and the officiant.

I started with Lily.

The florist is fired. I want CREAM not IVORY Maya do you have eyes on this???

Where is the welcome drinks setup? It was supposed to be on the south patio

Ben's mom just told me my table runners look "interesting" which is code for terrible

Maya PLEASE respond

Are you even here yet????

The florist brought the WRONG EUCALYPTUS

I'm going to lose my mind

I typed back: Here. In the suite. Heading down in 15. Will handle the florist. Breathe.

Lily's response was instant: Thank god. Also your room thing — I tried to fix it but they said there's literally nothing. I'm SO sorry you're stuck with Jack. He's... Jack. Just ignore him.

Just ignore him. As if he were a stain on the carpet and not six-foot-one of rough hands and quiet intensity standing twenty feet from where I was going to sleep tonight.

It's fine*, I typed. *He gave me the bedroom.

Ugh of course he did. That's so Jack. Acting like the good guy when we all know he's going to do something ridiculous by Saturday. Just keep your distance.

I stared at the message. I didn't know why it bothered me — Lily had opinions about Jack, same as the rest of the Russell family. He was the one who dropped out, the one who failed, the one who married the wrong person and divorced the wrong way and never quite managed to be the son his parents ordered. Lily was just echoing what Ben's mother said at every holiday: Jack is Jack. What can you do?

But I'd watched him at the engagement party, standing by the bar while everyone celebrated around him. He'd looked like a man attending his own funeral and trying to be polite about it. And when he'd made me laugh — some dry, self-deprecating remark about how he was contractually obligated to give a toast that would embarrass his brother — his eyes had been warm. Not the eyes of a man who ruined things. The eyes of a man who expected things to be ruined and was still showing up anyway.

I shook it off. Unpacked. Hung the maid-of-honor dress in the closet — deep emerald green, off-shoulder, a dress Lily had chosen because it photographed well, not because it was comfortable, which summed up a lot about Lily if I was being honest, which I wasn't, because I was the maid of honor and being honest was not in the job description.

I changed into a fresh blouse, touched up my makeup, re-secured my French twist with two more pins for structural integrity, and headed for the door.

When I walked through the living area, Jack was on the sofa — the broken sofa, his future bed, a piece of furniture that was clearly designed for people under five-foot-eight — reading something on his phone. He glanced up.

"Heading down," I said, because apparently I was narrating my movements now.

"The ivory-cream emergency?"

I stopped. "How do you know about that?"

"Ben texted me. Apparently Lily is threatening to 'end' the florist, whatever that means." He set his phone down. "For the record, I've seen the flowers. They look fine."

"Everything looks fine to people who don't notice details."

"I notice details." He said it evenly, but his eyes held mine a beat longer than the sentence required. "I notice all kinds of things."

My heart did something stupid. I ignored it with the ease of long practice.

"I'll see you at welcome drinks," I said. "Resort casual. That means no —" I gestured at his henley and bare feet.

"No what?"

"No... that."

He looked down at himself. Looked back at me. That almost-smile again, the one that promised trouble. "I'll put on shoes."

I left before my face could betray anything. In the hallway, walking toward the elevator, I pressed the cool back of my hand to my cheek and found it warm.

Five days. One suite. One broken couch. One man who noticed details.

My phone buzzed. Lily again.

MAYA THE EUCALYPTUS

I straightened my shoulders. Put the heat in my cheeks in a box and closed the lid. Stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the lobby.

The wedding was four days away. I had a florist to manage, a bride to calm, a rehearsal dinner to coordinate, and a reception to execute flawlessly. I had no room in my schedule for dark-haired men with scarred hands and bare feet and voices that said my name like it was a word they'd just learned and already loved.

I could handle this. I'd been handling everything my whole life.

But when the elevator doors closed and I caught my reflection again — flushed cheeks, bright eyes, a crack in the composure I wore like armor — I thought of him standing on that balcony, looking at the lake like he'd rather be anywhere else, and I knew two things with absolute certainty.

One: Jack Russell was going to be a problem.

Two: I was already looking forward to it.
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Jack

I wasn't supposed to be here.

Not in a tragic way. Not in an "uninvited guest crashes the wedding" way. Just in the way that everybody — me included — knew I was the Russell brother who showed up out of obligation and left before dessert. I had a system. Arrive late enough to miss the small talk, stay long enough to prove I came, leave early enough that nobody had to pretend they wanted me to stay.

Except Ben had called me six weeks ago, and Ben had said: "I need you there, Jack. Not for Mom. Not for the photos. For me."

And when your kid brother — the one you taught to ride a bike, the one you punched a guy for in a bar when he was nineteen and too drunk to defend himself, the one who became a lawyer and made your parents proud in all the ways you never could — when that kid brother says he needs you, you show up.

So I showed up. Four days early. With a duffel bag and a bottle of Maker's Mark and the resigned understanding that I was going to spend a week being introduced as "Ben's older brother — he's in construction" while my mother smiled the way she smiles when she's pretending something isn't a disappointment.

I'd been at the resort for two hours when they told me about the suite situation. Shared. With the maid of honor. With Maya Lin.

I knew who she was. I'd met her three times. I remembered all three with a clarity that should have been a warning sign.

Thanksgiving, two years ago. She'd been wearing a cream sweater and her hair was down and she'd laughed at something Lily said and the sound had gone through me like a current. I'd spent the rest of the dinner trying not to look at her, which meant I spent the entire dinner looking at her.

The engagement party. She was in a black dress with a high neck and she was running the event while pretending she was a guest. I'd watched her rearrange an entire buffet table without anyone noticing and thought: That woman is the most competent person in this room and nobody is paying attention.

I'd made her laugh that night. Some throwaway line about my contractual obligation to embarrass Ben in my toast. She'd snort-laughed into her champagne and clapped her hand over her mouth and looked at me with wide, startled eyes, like I'd caught her doing something she wasn't supposed to.

I thought about that sound for months. The snort. The hand over the mouth. The look in her eyes that said: You weren't supposed to make me do that.

Ben's birthday dinner, eight months ago. She was there. I was there. We barely spoke. I left early — some excuse about a job site, which was half-true and fully a lie. I left because she was sitting three seats away and I couldn't concentrate on anything except the way she tucked her hair behind her ear when she was listening and I was not going to be the guy who developed a thing for his brother's fiancée's best friend. That was a sentence with too many possessives and not enough self-control.

And now she was standing in my suite — our suite — setting down bags with the precision of a bomb technician, and she looked exactly the way I remembered, which was: tired, wound tight, and so beautiful it made my teeth ache.

I gave her the bedroom because I'm not an animal. Also because the alternative was her sleeping on a couch I'd already tested, and the thought of her curled up on that undersized piece of furniture while I took the queen bed made me feel like a different kind of man than the one I was trying to be this week.

She took it. Closed the door behind her. I heard her lean against it — the soft press of weight on wood, the exhale. I knew that sound. I made it myself every time I walked into a room full of Russells.

I poured another whiskey and waited for the welcome drinks I didn't want to attend.

The south patio was strung with white lights and populated with people I was related to by blood or about to be related to by marriage, and every single one of them had an opinion about me.

Aunt Caroline found me first. "Jack! We didn't think you'd make it." Translation: we hoped you'd cancel.

"Wouldn't miss it," I said, which was a lie delivered with a smile I'd perfected over thirty-four years of family events.

Uncle Rich was next. Handshake, shoulder clap, the inevitable: "Still doing the contracting thing?" Yeah, Rich. Still doing the thing that pays my mortgage and employs six people and just landed a historic renovation that your law firm couldn't afford, but sure — the contracting thing.

"Business is good," I said. I'd learned a long time ago that defending yourself to people who've already made up their minds is like sanding a wall that's already painted. Pointless, and you end up covered in dust.

Then my mother.

Patricia Russell moved through the cocktail hour like a diplomat at a state dinner — gracious, precise, and absolutely in control of the narrative. She found me by the bar, which was probably intentional. She could spin it later: Jack was drinking alone at the bar, you know how he is.

"Jack, sweetheart." She kissed my cheek. She smelled like Chanel and expectations. "You look handsome. Did you get a haircut?"

"No."

"You should." She turned to the couple beside her — friends of Lily's parents, nice people, irrelevant to me. "This is my oldest, Jack. He does construction."

There it was. He does construction. Not "He owns a contracting company." Not "He just landed the biggest residential project in the county." Not even "He builds things," which would have at least sounded intentional. He does construction. Like I wandered onto job sites and they let me hold a hammer out of pity.

"Residential renovation," I said. "Custom builds."

"So interesting," the woman said, with the specific inflection of someone who had already stopped listening.

My mother patted my arm. "We're just so glad the whole family could be here."

I took my whiskey to the edge of the patio, near the railing overlooking the lake, and watched the sun start to drop.

I should clarify: I don't hate my family. I love my family. That's the whole problem. You can't be hurt by people who don't matter. And the Russells — my mother especially — mattered in the way that structural damage matters. You don't notice it until the wall gives.

The pattern was old enough to be a family heirloom. Jack drops out of college: disappointment. Jack starts a business that fails: confirmation. Jack marries too young: reckless. Jack divorces: inevitable. Jack starts another business that actually works: we'll see how long this lasts. Every good thing I did was temporary until proven otherwise, and every bad thing was permanent and defining.

I'd stopped trying to change their minds around age twenty-eight, when my mother responded to my second business launch by asking if I'd "thought about going back to school." That was the moment I understood: the label wasn't about what I did. It was about who they needed me to be. Every family needs a cautionary tale, and I was theirs.

So I showed up. Did my part. Left before it could get worse.

Except this time, I'd promised Ben I'd stay.

I found him near the firepit with two of his groomsmen, tie loose, drink in hand, performing the role of happy groom with a skill I recognized because I'd seen him practice it since he was a kid. Ben was the golden son — straight A's, Georgetown law, corner office at thirty. But I was his brother, and I knew what practicing looked like.

The groomsmen drifted off to get refills and I stepped in.

"Hey." I clinked my glass against his. "How you doing?"

"Great." Big smile. Too fast.

"Ben."

"I'm great, Jack. Really."

I studied him. He had the same jaw as me — the Russell jaw, built for clenching — and it was tight. His eyes were doing the thing they did when he was in deposition mode: alert, controlled, revealing nothing.

"You don't look like a guy who's about to marry the love of his life," I said.

His expression didn't change, but something behind it shifted. Like a door closing.

"Not everyone runs from commitment, Jack."

The words landed clean and precise, the way only a brother's words can — finding the exact soft spot because he'd known where it was since childhood. I felt them in my chest, right below the sternum, in the place where the old story lived. Jack runs. Jack leaves. Jack doesn't stay.

I could have pushed. Could have said: I'm not talking about me, I'm talking about you, and you look like a man who's drowning in a suit. But I'd been the brother who said hard things before, and it had never gone well. So I did what I always did.

I backed off.

"You're right," I said. "Forget I said anything."

"Already forgotten." Ben smiled again — the performance smile — and someone called his name from across the patio and he was gone, absorbed back into the event, and I was standing alone with my whiskey and the growing certainty that something in this wedding was off and nobody wanted to hear about it.

I went back to the bar.

And that's where I saw her.

Maya was on the far side of the patio, and she was doing what she'd been doing at every event I'd ever seen her attend: holding everything together while pretending she wasn't touching it. She straightened a toppled centerpiece without breaking stride. Redirected a lost caterer with a point and a smile. Laughed at something Lily's mother said — a bright, social laugh, the kind that comes from the throat, not the chest — while her eyes scanned the room for the next crisis.

She was in a different outfit now. Pale blue blouse, white pants, hair still up in that twist that looked like it required engineering. She moved through the crowd like water around rocks — flowing, adaptive, filling every gap. Someone needed a drink refilled; she caught a passing waiter's eye. Someone's kid was about to knock over a candle; she intercepted with a smooth redirect and a compliment about the kid's shoes. Someone was standing alone looking uncomfortable; she drifted over and started a conversation that made them laugh within thirty seconds.

She was exhausting to watch. Not because she was doing too much — because she was doing everything and nobody was doing anything for her.

I'd noticed this about her at the engagement party. The way she gave and gave and gave and never seemed to receive. Like a building with no foundation — all structure, no support. Impressive until you understood the physics. Then just sad.

I leaned against the bar and watched her, and I wasn't subtle about it. I didn't care. I was the family screwup; expectations were already in the basement. What were they going to do — judge me for looking at a beautiful woman?

She caught me looking. Held my gaze for exactly one second — long enough to feel it, short enough to deny it — then turned back to whatever conversation she was managing. But I saw the color rise in her chest, the faintest flush above the collar of her blouse, and I filed it in the same place I filed the champagne snort and the engagement-party laugh.

Places I wasn't supposed to be paying attention. Things I wasn't supposed to notice.

The evening wore on. The welcome cocktails were doing their job — people were looser, louder, the wedding party settling into the giddiness of a long weekend with an open bar. I had conversations I don't remember with people whose names I didn't retain. I smiled when required. I was polite, appropriate, present.

I was watching her the entire time.

She ended up at the bar around eight. Not by accident — she'd been sent. I could tell by the way she was counting on her fingers while she walked, memorizing someone else's order.

She stepped up beside me and started listing drinks to the bartender with the efficiency of someone placing a military requisition. "A French 75 with Hendrick's, not Tanqueray. A vodka soda, extra lime, in a tall glass. A whiskey ginger with Bulleit — no, Woodford. And an Aperol Spritz with — " She pulled out her phone and checked a text. "With 'less Aperol and more spritz.' Her words."

The bartender nodded and started building.

I watched her from two feet away. Up close she was — Christ. Up close was worse. The dark hair pulled tight, the soft skin at her temples where a few strands had escaped, the sharp line of her jaw that softened at the chin. The small gold hoops in her ears catching the string lights. The faint circles under her eyes that her makeup almost hid.

She looked like a woman who took care of everything except herself.

"Four drinks," I said. "None of them yours."

She glanced at me. "I'm working."

"You're the maid of honor, not the bartender."

"In my experience, those are the same job." She returned her attention to the drinks being built, arranging them on a small tray the bartender provided.

"What do you drink?" I asked.

"Excuse me?"

"If you were ordering for yourself. Not Lily. Not the bridesmaids. You. What would you get?"

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

The pause went on long enough to become an answer.

"When's the last time someone asked what you wanted to drink?" I said.

She looked at me then. Really looked at me — not the scanning, assessing, event-management look she'd been doing all evening. This was different. This was a woman being seen in a place she hadn't expected it, by a person she hadn't prepared for.

Her eyes were dark brown, almost black in the low light, and there was something in them I recognized. Not attraction, though that was there too — I wasn't blind, and neither was she. No, the thing I recognized was loneliness. The specific loneliness of people who are always surrounded and never reached.

I knew that loneliness. I wore it like a second skin.

"Bourbon," she said quietly. "Neat. I like bourbon."

I turned to the bartender. "Maker's Mark, neat. For her." I pointed. "Her drink. Not anyone else's."

The bartender poured it. Set it down in front of her. She looked at it like it was a foreign object.

"You should drink that," I said. "Slowly, or however you want. But that one's yours."

She picked up the bourbon with one hand and the tray of everyone else's drinks with the other. She stood there for a moment, holding both, and the image was so perfectly her — one hand for herself, one for everyone else, and absolutely no way to carry both without dropping something.

She looked at me. I looked at her. The string lights caught the gold in her earrings and the amber in the bourbon and the flush that had started in her chest and was creeping up her neck.

"Thank you, Jack," she said.

My name in her mouth. Low, careful, like she was handling something fragile. Like she was aware of what it would do to me and wasn't ready for me to know.

Too late. I already knew.

"Go deliver your drinks," I said. "Enjoy the bourbon."

She left. I watched her cross the patio, distribute the cocktails with practiced grace, then stand at the edge of the group and take a sip of the Maker's Mark. Her eyes closed. Just for a second. Just long enough for me to see her shoulders drop a quarter inch — the first time all evening her body had relaxed.

She didn't look back at me.

I didn't need her to.

The welcome drinks wound down around nine-thirty. I'd had enough family interaction to last the week, but I stayed because I'd promised Ben, and because leaving early was what Old Jack did, and I was trying — clumsily, without a roadmap — to be something else.

I said my goodnights. Kissed my mother's cheek. Shook hands with uncles and cousins and groomsmen. Walked through the lobby and took the elevator to the third floor and stood outside the suite door with my key card for a moment, the same way Maya had stood there hours earlier.

Different reasons. Same hesitation.

The suite was empty. She was still downstairs, probably managing some after-party logistics or calming Lily down from whatever new crisis had erupted in the last thirty minutes. I could hear muffled laughter from a floor below — the younger guests keeping the night going.

I changed out of the button-down I'd worn (my version of resort casual: a blue oxford, dark jeans, actual shoes) and into sweatpants and a t-shirt. Brushed my teeth. Stood in the shared bathroom and looked at the counter.

Her side: makeup organized in a clear acrylic case, skincare products lined up by size, a hairbrush so clean it looked sterilized, a toothbrush in its case, and a small bottle of perfume that smelled like — I picked it up, because I'm apparently a man with no boundaries — jasmine and something warm. Vanilla, maybe. Or sandalwood. Something that made me think of skin in low light.

I put it down. Stepped back. My side of the counter: a shaving kit, a toothbrush, deodorant.

The contrast said everything. She prepared for the world. I just showed up to it.

I settled onto the couch — the too-short, too-narrow, broken-pullout couch — and stared at the ceiling. My feet hung over the armrest. The cushions were firm in the wrong places. The blanket I'd found in the closet smelled like hotel lavender.

This was fine. I'd slept in the bed of my truck on job sites. I'd slept on the floor of my shop when a project ran late. I'd slept on a bench in the Denver bus station once after my car broke down in a snowstorm. The couch was fine.

The couch was not the problem.

The problem was that through the wall — one wall, maybe eight inches of drywall and insulation, the kind of wall I could tell you the exact construction of because that's what I do for a living — through that wall, Maya Lin was going to be sleeping tonight.

Maya, who drank bourbon neat.

Maya, who took care of everyone and no one took care of her.

Maya, whose eyes had gone wide and soft when I'd asked a question nobody apparently asked her — what do you want?

I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes and exhaled.

I was here for Ben. I was here to stand up in a suit, give a toast, smile in the photos, and not be the problem for once. I was not here to notice the maid of honor. I was not here to catalog the way she moved through a room or the sound of my name in her mouth or the flush that crept up her neck when I looked at her for one second too long.

I was not going to be the thing that complicated this wedding.

But lying on that couch, listening to the lake through the open balcony door and the muffled sound of her key card in the lock (she was back, she was here, she was on the other side of the wall), I couldn't stop thinking about the moment at the bar.

The way she'd paused when I asked what she drank. The silence that had stretched between the question and the answer. As if no one had ever asked, and she'd forgotten the answer, and finding it again had cost her something she wasn't expecting to spend.

Bourbon. Neat. I like bourbon.

Three words and a preference, and they'd hit me harder than anything anyone had said to me in years.

I heard her bedroom door close. The soft thud of shoes being set down. Water running in the sink — through the wall, intimate and distant at the same time. Then silence.

I pulled the blanket over my chest and stared at the ceiling.

Five days. One suite. The maid of honor who drank bourbon and organized her loneliness into neat rows and had no idea how beautiful she was when she stopped performing.

This was a terrible idea. This was the best terrible idea I'd ever had.

I didn't sleep for a long time.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Maya

Thursday started with a crisis about chairs.

Not a real crisis. Not a chairs-on-fire, chairs-missing, chairs-infested-with-spiders crisis. A Lily crisis, which meant the white chiavari chairs at the ceremony site were "too white" and needed to be "softer white" and could I please talk to the rental company about swapping them for ivory chiavari chairs, which — and I want to be very clear about this — were identical to the white ones in every way that mattered to anyone who wasn't losing her mind forty-eight hours before her wedding.

"They're the same chairs, Lil."

"They are NOT the same. Hold on — " She shoved her phone in my face. Two side-by-side photos of chairs. Both white. Both chiavari. Both possessing four legs and a seat and a back, which, in my understanding, was the full job description of a chair.

"The one on the left has a warm undertone," Lily said. "The one on the right is clinical. Clinical, Maya. I'm not getting married in a hospital."

"You're getting married outside, next to a lake, surrounded by pine trees. Nobody is going to look at the chairs."

"I will look at the chairs. The photographer will photograph the chairs. My mother will comment on the chairs."

This was not an argument I could win, so I did what I always did: I handled it. I called the rental company. I used my calm, professional, I-know-this-sounds-insane-but-my-bride-is-a-specific-kind-of-person voice. I negotiated an exchange that involved a delivery driver making an extra trip and a surcharge that Lily's parents would cover without knowing they were covering it because I would bury it in the miscellaneous line of the event budget.

This was done by nine-thirty in the morning. I hadn't eaten breakfast.

The rehearsal was scheduled for two o'clock at the ceremony site — a stone terrace overlooking the lake, framed by two massive oaks that had probably witnessed a thousand proposals and didn't care about any of them. It was beautiful. Even I, a woman who'd been staring at venue photos for fourteen months and had developed a specific numbness to event aesthetics, could admit it was beautiful.

The wedding party gathered in various states of preparedness. Bridesmaids in sundresses, chatting and taking selfies. Groomsmen in polos and shorts, doing whatever groomsmen do, which seemed to involve a lot of backslapping and jokes I couldn't hear. The officiant — a college friend of Lily and Ben's who'd gotten ordained online — stood at the altar with a binder and a nervous expression that suggested he was only now realizing he'd agreed to do something real.

Lily arrived in full director mode. She had a laminated timeline (I'd made it), a color-coded diagram of where everyone should stand (I'd made that too), and a level of intensity usually reserved for military operations and reality cooking shows.

"Okay, everyone!" She clapped her hands. The sound echoed off the stone. "We're going to run this three times. I want to nail the pacing, the spacing, and the transitions. Bridesmaids, you're entering from the left at eight-second intervals. Groomsmen, you're already at the altar. Ben, you're facing forward until I appear, and then you turn. The turn should feel spontaneous. We're going to practice the turn."

We were going to practice the turn.

Ben, to his credit, practiced the turn. He stood at the altar with his hands clasped and his shoulders squared and turned when instructed, and his face when he saw the empty aisle where Lily would walk tomorrow was —

I don't know. I'd expected joy. Anticipation. The kind of soft, crumbling expression that shows up in wedding highlight reels set to acoustic guitar. What I saw instead was determination. The face of a man completing a task.

I filed it away. I filed everything away. That was the problem with being observant and organized — you accumulated data you didn't know what to do with.

We ran the rehearsal. Then we ran it again. On the third run-through, Lily stopped the processional to adjust a bridesmaid's walking speed ("Lauren, you're at a funeral, not a race, find the middle") and I escaped to the refreshment table to pour myself a water and breathe.

That's when I noticed Jack.

He was standing at the front, stage left, where the family would sit. He'd been assigned front row — brother of the groom, unavoidable proximity to the altar. He was wearing a gray t-shirt and jeans and he looked like he'd been plucked from a different event entirely, one that involved fewer laminated timelines and more common sense.

He wasn't fidgeting. Wasn't on his phone. Wasn't doing the distracted, half-present thing I'd expected from a man whose reputation was built on showing up late and leaving early. He was watching Ben.

Not casually. Not the way guests watch a rehearsal — polite attention, mild boredom, the understanding that this is a formality. Jack was watching his brother the way you watch a building you think might not be structurally sound. Careful. Assessing. Looking for the cracks.

The rehearsal ended. Lily declared it "close to acceptable" and released everyone to freshen up before dinner. The bridesmaids scattered. The groomsmen migrated toward the bar like salmon toward spawning grounds. The officiant practically ran.

I should have gone to check on the dinner setup. Instead I found myself at the water station near the edge of the terrace, filling a cup I didn't need, standing close to a man I had no good reason to be standing close to.

Jack was pouring water too. Our hands were six inches apart on the table. His were tan, broad-knuckled, a thin white scar across the right one that looked like it came from a box cutter or a sharp edge of sheet metal. My hands were manicured, moisturized, holding a cup the way I held everything — carefully, correctly, like someone might be grading me on form.

"What do you see?" I asked. "When you look at Ben."

He didn't pretend not to understand the question. He set his water down and looked at me, and his gaze was the same one he'd been giving his brother — direct, assessing, uncomfortably honest.

"A guy who's performing," he said.

Something tightened in my chest. "He's nervous. That's normal. Everyone's nervous before their wedding."

"That's not nerves." Jack's voice was flat, matter-of-fact, the tone of a man stating a measurement, not an opinion. "Nerves look like energy with nowhere to go. Ben looks like a man who knows exactly where he's going and isn't sure he wants to get there."

"You're reading too much into it. He loves Lily."

"I didn't say he doesn't."

"Then what are you saying?"

He looked at me for a long moment. The late-afternoon sun was catching the amber in his eyes — I'd thought they were brown, but up close they were something warmer, something with flecks of gold in it, like bourbon held up to light.

I was not comparing his eyes to bourbon. That was unacceptable.

"I'm saying I've been where he is," Jack said. "Standing at the front of a room, about to make a promise, and knowing in your bones that the person you're becoming for this relationship isn't the person you actually are." He paused. "That's not nerves. That's a performance."

The words landed somewhere between my ribs and stayed there.

I wanted to argue. I wanted to defend Lily, defend the wedding, defend the version of events where this was all fine and beautiful and exactly what everyone wanted. But I'd been organizing this wedding for fourteen months, and I'd watched Lily become someone I barely recognized — controlling, anxious, measuring love in seating charts and color palettes — and I'd said nothing. Because saying something would mean admitting that the wedding I'd poured myself into might be window dressing on a problem I couldn't fix.

​
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