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The text from my roommate, Ellie, came just as I stepped out of a patient room. Jenna!! Have you already left work?? 

Almost, I replied, moving out of the way of a post-op patient transfer without looking up. As soon as I finished charting, I could leave the hospital a mere hour after my shift officially ended, which actually wasn’t awful by ICU standards.  

Good, because I’m sending the limo to pick you up! 

Did the APB ladies not make it? I wrote back as I walked toward my computer in the nurse’s station, a room permeated by the sterile scent of disinfectant and the dull beeping of patient monitors. 

They’re here!! But I booked the limo all night, so it might as well come pamper my bestie!!

I smiled to myself as I tossed my notepad and pen onto the desk and sat in front of a computer so I could start entering my notes. The gesture was pure Ellie: generous, last-minute, and extravagant.  But before I could text back to thank her, Dr. Judd swaggered into the room and leaned against one of the glass walls. 

He was a slight man in his forties, with a few strands of hair desperately clinging to his otherwise bald head, and the confidence of a Mr. Universe champion. “Hey, Jenna. Friday, huh? Got any exciting plans?” His smirk made me wish I’d get paged to a patient room. 

As much as I wanted him to leave me alone so I could finish and leave, I kept my tone upbeat. “Yeah, I have a few things going on.” I didn’t mention my roommate’s birthday party, not wanting to share any information with him that wasn’t strictly necessary for work.   

Dr. Judd dropped into the rolling chair next to me. “You know, I have a boat.” 

The warning bells in my head clanged louder than the beeps of the machines around us. I could guess exactly where this conversation was headed. He’d invite me out on the boat, presuming a lowly nurse like me would be overcome with admiration. 

I forced myself to smile, concealing the revulsion I felt at the mere thought of spending any additional time with him. “How nice.” 

Without warning, he drew his left knee up to his chest, causing it to brush against the side of my body. “Gotta stretch. Bad knees. Too many marathons, I guess.” His smile was more of a leer. 

I suppressed a shiver at the unwanted physical contact, wondering if he thought his blatant showboating would impress me, then scooted my chair a few inches away from him. “Oh my,” I said, mustering my most sympathetic voice. “That sounds painful. Maybe you should see a doctor?” 

He laughed like I’d just told a hilarious joke. “They’d just say to take it easy, but I don’t know when to quit.” His gaze lingered on mine for a moment before he gave a cringeworthy wink. “Anyway, the two of us should take the boat out one weekend. A lot of women fantasize about being on the water.” 

I laughed nervously to stall while I thought of what to say. The truth—that the only fantasy I had about him on the water was him floating away down the Delaware River, never to be heard from again—wasn’t an option, not unless I wanted to match his unprofessionalism.    

“Maybe we can get a group together?” I suggested, trying to make it clear I wouldn’t go on a date with him without explicitly saying so. 

“Three’s a crowd.” He leaned in, his voice dropping to a suggestive whisper. “Let’s keep things between us.” 

My heart sank as I realized he wasn’t going to take a hint, forcing me to use Plan B. “It’s really kind of you to offer to take me out on your boat, but I actually have a rule never to date coworkers.” It wasn’t even a lie; I’d already turned down two much nicer men who’d asked since I’d started working at Beaufort University Hospital. 

His expression turned into one of sneering disbelief, like he couldn’t fathom the idea that I wouldn’t want to go out with him. “What, did a doctor break your heart?” 

My body tensed as I struggled to come up with a response that would put him in his place without revealing more about my past than I was comfortable with. “It’s complicated,” I finally settled on. 

A movement in the hallway caught my eye, and I looked to see fellow nurse Amy Rogers shamelessly spying on our conversation with an eager expression. 

Wonderful. Amy was the biggest gossip on the floor and the last person I wanted to witness Dr. Judd hitting on me. It would be all over the hospital by tomorrow. 

Dr. Judd released his knee and shifted his weight toward me, closing the distance between us. “Let me be the one to change your mind.”  

How was he for real? I rolled away until my chair bumped up against the wall. “Uh—”  

Just as I was about to respond, Amy sidled into the room. “Dr. Judd!” she cried, voice filled with surprise. “I was just about to page you. We need you in Room 306C. Mrs. Bennett’s oxygen levels are still low.” 

Dr. Judd frowned at Amy, clearly annoyed at the interruption. “That can wait,” he said dismissively, his attention still focused on me.

Amy, however, was not deterred. “Dr. Ambrose said it’s urgent,” she said sweetly, fluttering her eyelashes at him. 

Dr. Ambrose was the Director of Intensive Care and very much Dr. Judd’s senior at the hospital. “Fine,” he sighed, and left the room. 

Amy dropped immediately into his newly vacated seat, her expression shifting from innocent to mischievous. She glanced at me from under her long, fluttering eyelashes and grinned. “You’re welcome.”

“Huh?” I raised an eyebrow at her, my heart still pounding from the tense encounter with Dr. Judd.

Amy rolled her eyes at me. “I saw how he was hitting on you. And since I know you have a ‘no dating coworkers’ rule,’” she made quotation marks in the air with her fingers, “I thought I’d come to your rescue with that little story about Dr. Ambrose.”

“Oh. Thanks?” Amy wasn’t normally this friendly to her female coworkers. 

“Don’t mention it,” she shrugged nonchalantly. “I wouldn’t mind having Dr. Judd for myself,” she mused, her gaze distant. “Though, he is more of a backup plan.”

If she wanted Judd, she could have him. “I see.” I busied myself with charting, hoping Amy would just go away. 

Oblivious to my cues, Amy leaned closer, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “The guy I really want is Dr. Donaldson from Infectious Disease.”

As soon as Amy said the name, my mind took an unauthorized detour, and I was flooded with thoughts of his tall, lean figure, the obvious intelligence that reverberated out of him in waves, and the disheveled, tawny hair that always inspired me to wonder if it was as soft as it looked. 

Not that I’d ever find out. We’d never had more than brief interactions at work. And he was off limits, just like every other man who worked here. 

Amy seemed to be waiting for a response. 

“Dr. Donaldson, huh? He’s, uh, very . . . competent.” That was the understatement of the century. Some of his residents had a bet going on when they’d catch him making a mistake—ten dollars for a misdiagnosis, five for a procedural error, twenty-five cents for incomplete record keeping, ten cents per typo. So far, no one had managed to make a dime off Dr. Donaldson’s mistakes. Because there simply weren’t any.

Amy brushed off my comment with an airy laugh. “Yeah, it seems like his patients tend to get better, and he’s won like, a ton of awards. Plus, he’s definitely got that hot nerd in a lab coat thing going on, even if he doesn’t get enough time in the sun. But honestly? I just want to date a doctor, and someone like him should be no problem for me.” She laughed like she was telling a joke that she’d thought I’d be in on. 

“Ha, ha,” I managed. Inside, I recoiled in disgust. I knew better than anyone that being a doctor didn’t make a man an especially good person or partner. And her shallow targeting hardly seemed fair to Dr. Donaldson. 

My lukewarm response didn’t appear to bother her. “I think he’s still here, actually. I’m going to stop by his office and offer him dinner in a little while.” She tossed her long blonde hair. “Fastest way to a man’s heart, right?” 

“That’s what they say. Well, better finish.” I increased the speed of my typing until Amy left the room. 

My phone buzzed with an incoming text from Ellie. Limo will be there in ten!! Xoxo! Can’t wait to see you!

I checked the clock on my phone. It was already 7:40, and the pre-party cocktail hour started at eight. If I made it out of the hospital in the next twenty minutes, I could get the limo to drop me at home, change into the dress Ellie got me to coordinate with the theme——Maximalist Modern English Garden—and arrive at the official start of the party at nine. 

I turned back to my computer and continued charting as quickly as my fingers could fly across the keyboard. No matter how awful Dr. Judd was or how Amy’s plan to target Dr. Donaldson irked me, I couldn’t let anything slow me down. 
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Eight p.m. on a Friday night, and I was still in my office at the hospital, hunched over my laptop. I’d been halfway out the door before remembering I’d treated another patient with salmonella typhimurium only a week before. It wasn’t exactly an uncommon serotype, but I needed to make sure the hospital hadn’t misdiagnosed any other cases. My diligence might be the only thing standing between the greater Philadelphia area and an outbreak from contaminated animal products or a sick pet hedgehog. 

If there was an outbreak, I’d document my findings. Potentially, it could lead to publication, and perhaps even a bit of media coverage. If I was featured on Philly’s Finest, Cassidy might even see it. Would she be as surprised as I’d been to see her on the show a few days ago? 

I gave my head a firm shake, trying to dispel my silly daydreams. It was unlikely Cassidy would see local news media coverage of me, let alone be interested in it. I didn’t know if she’d started her new job with the NIH in Baltimore or stayed in Philadelphia for her new boyfriend, Davis Hardcastle. The only thing I could be certain of was that she’d moved on, and I needed to focus on my own work, not on catching her attention. 

In any event, it wasn’t as if a three-minute television spot could do more to attract her than three years of working closely had. 

With a sigh, I returned to my work. Two hours into reading through recent hospital records, and I was only a third of the way through my search. I scoured each file with a vigilant eye, driven by a nagging fear that someone neglected to call me in on a case for which they should have consulted Infectious Disease. 

My concentration was broken by a rap at my office door. “Yes?” 

One of the ICU nurses poked her head into my office. I stared back in alarm, wondering if I’d missed a page about a patient in distress. 

“Hi, Dr. Donaldson! Saw your light on. Working late?”

I frowned as I processed what the mystery knocker was saying. Wait, was her name Amy? I couldn’t see her badge to confirm, though I really should’ve known the names of the people I worked with on a regular basis. 

I gestured to my computer. “Just checking on something.” 

She stepped inside, bringing her badge into full view. Amy Rogers, RN. “Oh, have you had dinner? I have an extra sandwich if you want it.” Her bright red lipstick was perfectly applied, and her blonde hair perfectly styled, a stark contrast to my disheveled appearance after a long day at the hospital.

“I appreciate the offer, but I really need to focus and get this done. Then I’ll eat at home.” Hoping the conversation was over, I turned back to the screen. 

“You won’t believe what I just walked in on.” She lowered her voice conspiratorially. “Sparks were definitely flying between a certain doctor and nurse. You’d never believe who!” 

I didn’t look up. “There are likely many relationships that form between people who work here.” And I had absolutely no interest in involving myself in office gossip.

“That’s true,” Amy agreed in a confusingly cheerful tone. “So . . . big plans this weekend?” Rather than take the hint and leave, she plopped into the seat in front of my desk.

My hand froze on my mouse at the sight of Amy in that chair. The last person who’d sat there was Dr. Cassidy Croft before she’d finished off her fellowship and my long-cherished dream of pursuing a relationship. “No, no plans for me,” I replied, trying to shake off the unwelcome memories.  

Amy smirked like I’d said something terribly amusing. “I heard there’s a new superhero movie out. Are you going to see it?”

“I doubt it.” I made a quick mental calculation and determined it had been at least seven years since I’d seen a film in the theater—a documentary about sea-dwelling, single-celled organisms. 

“More of a horror guy? No, wait—rom coms.” Amy laughed. 

I tore my eyes from the laptop screen and forced myself to focus on her. She was conventionally attractive, probably around my age, and apparently interested in prolonging a conversation. But I didn’t feel compelled to set my work aside so I could stumble through an awkward discussion of pop culture. “I don’t really see a lot of movies.” 

“Oh, okay.” Amy placed her hands on her knees and started to stand. “Well, I won’t keep you . . .” Her voice trailed off, waiting for an invite.

“Thanks.” I let out a little sigh of relief as Amy saw herself out of my office. Recently, I’d accepted what I’d long suspected—I was fundamentally incompatible for a romantic relationship. My work, not my personality, would be my most important contribution to my fellow humans.

I returned to combing the records, but before a minute had passed, my phone buzzed loudly with a call. Mom never could seem to recall that her only son lived on the East Coast, three hours ahead of her in Santa Barbara. Maybe she’d remember if we spoke more often. 

I snatched up the phone and shot back a quick message: Can’t talk. Still at work. 

Within moments, my mom responded with a series of emojis—shocked face, thumbs up, double hearts—followed by Just talked to Grandma. Call when you can.

My heart palpitated irregularly. Grandma was only a couple weeks away from celebrating her ninetieth birthday, but she’d been hospitalized due to atrial fibrillation last month. I stared down at my phone, trying to interpret the message. Surely Mom wouldn’t be sending me all those cheerful emojis if Grandma were experiencing a medical emergency? 

I realized grimly that Mom would do exactly that. She hardly ever let anything dismay her for long. Not my father’s abandonment when my sister and I were little. Not her four subsequent divorces from a string of loser men. Not Grandma’s diagnosis, either.

	I wasn’t going to risk another colleague walking in during what might be a fraught conversation with my mother, so I shoved my laptop into my backpack and my phone into my pocket before heading for the hospital exit. 

	I reminded myself that Grandma had been a widow most of her adult life and had raised a child all on her own. She was strong, despite her recent heart problems, and I was likely overreacting to my mom’s text. But still, I quickened my steps down the long hallway toward the elevators.

	I hit the down button and waited for the ancient machinery to drag the elevator car up to the fifth floor. The doors finally opened with an ominous creak that didn’t forebode a good outcome. As I stepped across the threshold, I absently wondered if I shouldn’t have just taken the stairs. But it was a long walk, and the odds of a mechanical failure couldn’t be very great for any single event. With a shrug, I mashed the button for the ground floor, and the doors started to slide shut.  

A woman dashed toward the elevator, and I instinctively put a hand out to stop the doors from closing, even though I was in a hurry, because she obviously was as well. 

She nearly leapt into the elevator and thanked me in a breathless voice. “I’ve got a limo waiting downstairs.”

I took little interest in her commuting arrangements, but I inclined my head politely just the same, thoughts returning to the problem at hand. Should I skip Mom and call Grandma directly? But Grandma was in the same time zone as me, and it was definitely past her bedtime. Besides, if she was at the hospital, or . . . 

I didn’t let myself finish that thought. I was foolish to let one text from my notoriously careless mother cause such intense anxiety. 

Wait. Why wasn’t the elevator moving? As the woman and I stood in the small space, the doors hovered halfway between being open and closed, almost as if the elevator was confused and trying to process what had happened when I’d halted its progress. 

“Maybe I’ll take the—” the woman started to say, just as the doors resolutely closed. “Maybe not.” She shrugged and then smiled at me. “Just another thrilling night at Beaufort.”  

	On closer inspection, I realized the woman sharing the elevator with me looked familiar. A glance at her badge revealed that Jenna Allen was a registered nurse in the ICU. We’d definitely worked together in the past. I couldn’t help noticing she was curvy and attractive, even in hospital scrubs and with a few hairs escaping her long brown ponytail. 

I quickly reminded myself that any interest I felt was nothing more than a biological response. I forced my gaze to the elevator doors and took a deep breath, hoping to quell the hormones my hypothalamus was unleashing. I didn’t need a romantic entanglement, and I certainly didn’t have time for one.

And anyway, I probably wouldn’t have been able to make conversation with Jenna any better than I had with Amy, or Cassidy, or any other woman with whom I’d discussed non-work matters. 

The odds were apparently in our favor, and the elevator made it to the ground floor without further incident. I motioned for Jenna to go first and then followed her out into the night. She ran forward and tugged on the handle of a stretch limo. 

I rounded a group of smokers and pulled out my phone, steeling myself for whatever was the matter with Grandma.
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I dove into the limo, trying to put my random encounter with Dr. Donaldson out of my mind. He hadn’t seemed to pay very much attention to me at all, which was precisely what I wanted from my male coworkers. I wasn’t going to let myself wish he’d spare a second to notice me. Judging by his perpetual air of distraction, he was one doctor I’d never have to worry about inviting me out on a boat. 

“Jenna?” the driver asked. 

“Sorry to make you wait! I came as quickly as I could.”  I shut the door behind myself. “I’m hoping you can take me home so I can change for the party.”  

“Precisely what Ms. Goodwin instructed.” Without warning, the driver hit the gas and sped off into the night, swerving around another car that was waiting to turn right out of the hospital entrance. 

I buckled my seatbelt as quickly as I could, hoping Ellie had vetted the limo company before she’d booked it. Surely, she wouldn’t throw tons of money away without checking to make sure it was a legit organization with a safe driving record. 

Okay, maybe she would do that. At least, with the speeds the limo was driving, I wouldn’t be late to my roommate’s birthday bash. Technically she was also my landlady, though it was hard to remember that when I was two years older and felt more like a big sister than a tenant. For her twenty-fifth birthday, she was renting the top floor of a local restaurant and flying in the same chef that had catered Beyoncé’s wedding, as well as a DJ from LA. 

The ride was luxurious: buttery leather seats, a bottle of champagne, crystal glasses, and a bucket of ice. Soft classical music played from speakers. I sank deeper into the seat, feeling like a movie star or a wealthy socialite, even in hospital scrubs. This vehicle was probably worth more than my entire annual salary.

As we raced up I-76 to my home in Manayunk, I ran through a list of all the things I had to do to get ready: wrestle on the dress, tame my hair and throw on some makeup. I could still make it to the party before dinner started if I stayed focused. 

Ten minutes from home, I got a text. I checked my phone, expecting to see something from Ellie making sure I was on the way. Instead, a message from my mom displayed on the screen. I think I found your plus one! Remember Justin Rogers?  

I gasped in shock. Not even my hopelessly optimistic mom would expect me to attend my only sister’s wedding with someone who blew up a portable toilet during our first—and only—date in the eighth grade. 

I started to type back some variation of “no, no way, nada, never” but thought better of it. A negative reply would prompt a call, then Mom would want to make sure I wasn’t mad at her about the suggestion, and then I’d end up reassuring her that I wasn’t angry and probably agree to go with Justin to make her feel better. 

I didn’t have the bandwidth or the time for all that tonight. Mom would have to wait.

The limo driver deposited me in front of our pink row house, rolling down the passenger side window for instructions. “Should I park and wait for you?” 

“No, thank you; I’ll walk to the party once I’m ready,” I told him. It would probably take him longer to find a parking spot for the limo in these crowded, hilly streets than it would for me to change and dash the couple of blocks to Manayunk’s tiny downtown. 

I threw on my dress, a pale pink satin and tulle number with bows for sleeves better suited for the bridesmaid of a ballerina than a guest at a chic birthday party. But there was no way I was going to show up in something else after Ellie had gone to all the trouble and expense of getting it tailored for me. At least I wouldn’t look out of place next to the birthday girl. Her gown was electric pink, twice as full, and covered in three-dimensional silk roses, an Oscar de la Renta that cost nearly seven thousand dollars. 

I probably just didn’t understand rich-people taste. 

After touching up my hair and swiping on some makeup, I slid on comfortable shoes, threw the impossibly high heels Ellie expected me to wear into my purse, and booked it to the party. As I approached downtown, faint booms transformed into music that crashed over me like a tidal wave. It sounded like Ellie’s LA DJ came with speakers loud enough to be heard by her father in New York City. 

After I swapped shoes outside the restaurant’s front door, I climbed a flight of stairs to the party room. I hadn’t been inside since Ellie started scouting locations six months ago, and I gasped when I saw the transformation of the space, even though Ellie had described every detail of the décor while she was planning the event. 

 The walls were covered in larger-than-life portraits of Ellie, and a giant fountain with a statue of a young woman who looked a lot like my roommate gurgled in the center of the room. There were enough pink flowers everywhere to make it seem like a street full of florist shops had been hit by a hurricane. The entire effect was intense and so thoroughly Ellie that I could only smile, and I hurried forward to find her.  

Despite the enormity of the room, there were only twelve other guests—Davis Hardcastle, a friend of Ellie’s from childhood; his girlfriend, Cassie Croft; and ten of Ellie’s sorority sisters. The way Ellie described it, she’d gone to a college in the middle of nowhere, yet one with surprisingly amazing amenities and a thriving Greek life. A school for rich children who couldn’t get into a junior Ivy League, if I had to guess. 

Davis and Cassie were sitting by themselves at the table closest to the door, Davis murmuring something in his date’s ear. They waved as I walked by. 

“Jenna, have you met my girlfriend, Dr. Cassie Croft?” Davis said her name and title as proudly as if he were introducing me to the president of the United States. 

“I’ve seen you around Beaufort a few times.” I shook Cassie’s offered hand. “And at the hospital gala, though we didn’t speak.” 

Cassie smiled warmly. “It’s lovely to officially meet you. And your gown—wow.” She gestured at my over-the-top tulle creation.

I smiled self-consciously. “It was Ellie’s choice.” Cassie wore a floral printed wrap dress, exactly the kind of thing I would have chosen if it was really a garden party as the invitation said.

“It’s stunning,” Davis said gravely. He had the kind of movie star good looks that made most people tongue tied.

Including me, apparently. “Th-thanks,” I stammered. If Davis liked the dress, maybe I did too. What did I know about fashion anyway? “How are you enjoying the party?” I recovered enough to ask. 

“Having the time of our lives.” Davis gave me a million-watt smile, and my mind went blank in the brilliance of his handsomeness and white teeth. 

Cassie patted Davis on the arm. “You should ask Jenna about beta testing the app.” 

“Great idea.” Davis turned the smile on Cassie, allowing me to catch my breath. 

Before he could continue, Ellie spotted me. “Jenna!” she called across the room.  

“I’d better go say hi to Ellie; excuse me.” 

Davis made a motion for me to go on. “We can talk later.” 

Ellie threw her arms open as I got closer. “Jenna! You look amaze.” 

I gave her a tight hug. “Happy Birthday! Did you get my present?” She’d been asleep when I left for work earlier that morning. 

“I loved it! I can’t even believe you found the exact book. It was so, so sweet of you.” Ellie hugged me again. 

“Was it? I’m so glad.” She’d once mentioned a picture book her late mother had read to her when Ellie was a little girl. Somehow, the book had gotten lost during a move. I’d tucked the information away and then later tracked it down. 

“And you got your dad’s gift, too?” I’d helped her father coordinate the surprise delivery of next year’s model of Escalade, sporting some new safety features he didn’t think she should be without.  

“Yes, thank you a million more times!” Ellie pressed a hand to her heart. “Let me introduce you to everyone!” She led me over to the group and rattled off a long list of names. I caught Jessica, Ashley, Stephanie and Brittany before getting completely overwhelmed.  

In response, the Alpha Phi Beta ladies offered insincere greetings and then turned away from us to resume their conversation. 

Ellie’s shoulders slumped in disappointment. 

I’d had my suspicions about Ellie’s “besties” who had refused to come to her party unless she paid for all their travel and accommodations, and this confirmed them. 

I had to get her away from the fake friends. “Come with me to the bathroom?” 

“Oh, okay!” 

I gave a little wave to Davis and Cassie as we walked past them, though they’d just started to dance and I wasn’t sure they even noticed us. 

“I need new friends,” Ellie blurted out, even before the bathroom door was closed behind us. We could still hear the music pumping outside the room. “Davis has Cassie and his new business, so he’s way too busy to hang out. And Tiffany’s gone all summer.”  

I nodded sympathetically. Ellie’s closest friend had just left for the summer on a yacht trip with her boyfriend. 

“Not that you’re not the best friend ever,” Ellie quickly added. “But you work all the time, plus you’re going to your sister’s wedding.” 

I wasn’t offended by Ellie’s words; I had no love for nightlife, and I’d feel much better if Ellie had someone responsible to accompany her to bars and clubs. “What about the people at your Pilates or barre classes?” 

“I don’t know . . .” Ellie fluffed out her enormous pink skirt. “I was thinking I could use Davis’s little app . . . the Connect one? I downloaded it today, but I only got through like half the questions before I got distracted.”

Probably the app Cassie and Davis had mentioned. “What’s it for?” 

Ellie pulled her phone out of a pocket and waved it in the air. “Connect is supposed help you find people to connect with in your area.” 

“Oh, like Daterr.” I wrinkled my nose. I’d never had a very good experience with online dating.  

“No, just like platonic friends. People you can connect with on a soul-to-soul level. But maybe you could find a date through the app! I hope so.” Ellie winked at me. “I’m not like you, getting to spend time with all those totally hot doctors every day.” 

“I don’t date coworkers,” I reminded her for the hundredth time. “And you know why.” 

She made a sad face. “Yeah, I do. But you can’t avoid dating forever just because one guy hurt you.” 

Saying my ex hurt me was like calling a hurricane a spring rain. Westin had destroyed my trust and broken my heart. But it wasn’t the time or place to bring that up. “I’m not avoiding dating in general,” I pointed out. “Just coworkers.”

Ellie was too busy typing away on her phone to hear me. “Oh, look! You can tell the app if you’d prefer a male friend.” 

I raised a skeptical eyebrow. “How do they screen out creeps?” 

“I mean, obviously I would trust Davis with my life—I did—but also, his company does a full background check. And they prevent you from releasing any personal information to your match until you’ve met in person at their office.”  

It wasn’t a foolproof system, but that was a lot more trouble than any dating app I’d tried had ever gone to. “Well, don’t do anything crazy, like invite strangers to our house.” It had to be said. Though she was totally well intentioned, Ellie could also be thoughtless. 

“Oh my gosh, you have to do it too!” Ellie bounced with excitement. “Please? You could totally meet someone this way! Besides, Davis really needs people to test it out.” 

“I don’t want to find a date on an app,” I said, but my mind was already running away with the idea faster than an Olympic sprinter. 

“It’s not strictly for dating.” Ellie’s voice took on a tone of exaggerated patience. “It’s to meet people with similar interests, goals . . . friends, basically. Now, come on, for me? And for Davis?” She shot me a pleading look, one she knew I was a sucker for. 

I bit my lip, thinking. At least if I also got on the app, I could keep a closer eye on Ellie to ensure she stayed safe. If I did meet a handsome stranger, a boyfriend would be a good excuse to keep me far away from Dr. Judd and any other coworkers who wanted to ask me out. 

“Okay, I’m in.” 

“Great! Let’s go talk to Davis.” Ellie tugged me from the bathroom without a moment’s hesitation. 
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My mom picked up on the first ring. “Adam? Hang on for a moment!” Music blasted out of the receiver, then stopped abruptly. “Sorry about that! Frank and I are listening to an album we just picked up at that open-air market. You remember the one—” 

I didn’t have the patience to listen to a pointless story about their shopping trip. “Mom, what’s going on with Grandma?” I interrupted. 

“What do you mean? Have you heard something?” Mom’s confusion would’ve been comical if I hadn’t been so worried.  

“Your text,” I reminded her. “You said you’d spoken to Grandma and that I should call.” 

Mom giggled. “Oh, Silly, I was only letting you know that we’d spoken. I didn’t mean there was something wrong with her! She’s very excited about our cruise in a few weeks.” 

I blew out a long breath. Why had I jumped to the worst conclusion? I should have known it was something like that. “Glad she’s okay. And that she’s looking forward to the cruise.” Even if I wasn’t. 

“She’s especially looking forward to meeting your girlfriend.” Mom cleared her throat in an exaggerated way. “Speaking of that, why didn’t you tell me you were seeing someone?” 

“What?” I sputtered. There was no girlfriend, no prospects, and no chance I’d be bringing so much as an acquaintance with me. 

Mom laughed. “Don’t be shy! Nicole told me all about how you’re bringing a special guest.” 

I stifled a groan. There’d been a sum total of four emails and a Monee transaction between me and my little sister, who’d arranged the trip. 

Email one: Nicole, informing me how much I owed her for my room. 

Email two: Me, asking if there was a suite of two rooms available in case I wanted to bring a guest. 

Email three: Nicole, confirming there was and giving me an updated total. 

Monee app transaction: Me, sending her the funds.

Email four: Nicole, confirming the suite was booked. 

Nothing at all with which to invent a girlfriend and blab to Mom. 

“I never said I was seeing someone, and I do not have a girlfriend.” I spoke calmly but authoritatively, like I would to a panicked patient or a flustered young resident. 

“But you told Nicole you needed a suite because you were bringing a guest.” 

Clearly Mom required a little more explanation. I was quiet for a moment. “My intended guest wasn’t able to come.” Not that I’d actually asked Cassidy after discovering she already had a boyfriend. 

“Oh, dear. Nicole and I didn’t think you’d bring a guest to a family trip unless it was a woman you were dating.” Mom gasped. “What will we tell Grandma? You should have heard her going on and on about how relieved she was that you’d finally found someone.” 

“Why would you tell Grandma I had a girlfriend on so little information?” It didn’t slip past me that Mom spoke of what “we” would tell Grandma, even though she and Nicole had created the whole mess. 

“Sorry!” Mom’s giggle made her expression of regret insincere. “Do you want me to call her back?” 

My mind worked rapidly to come up with a solution to the delicate situation. Grandma needed to avoid stress so she wouldn’t go into cardiac arrest. In fact, I hadn’t wanted her to risk the cruise at all—contagion from the other passengers, and what would we do if her health declined on the ship?—but she’d only laughed and said she didn’t have enough time left on earth to hold back. Dumping bad news about my single status couldn’t do her any good. 

“Don’t say anything yet,” I finally advised. “We’ll tell her my plus one got sick right before the trip.” I knew as I spoke that it was a bad idea. Grandma’s concern over my fake girlfriend’s illness might be more likely to upset her than my not bringing a girlfriend after all. 

“If you think so . . .” Mom sighed heavily. “She was so excited.” 

I would have been just as eager to introduce Cassidy to Grandma, but now I was going to ruin Grandma’s ninetieth birthday. Apparently, I was well on the way to being as big a disappointment as a grandson as my dad was a son. 

Someone in the background of Mom’s call began plucking a bass string. “Oh, Frank’s turned the record on again. Hold on, Adam.” 

I’d already reached my building, a glass behemoth a mere eight minutes’ walk from the hospital. “I’ll let you go, Mom. I just got home.” 

“Oh, alright. Bye, son!”

I ended the call and swiped my key fob to enter the building, then rode the sleek, decades-younger elevator to my apartment on the eighth floor. 

The sight of the furniture still surprised me. I’d gone four years with no more than a desk, a bed and a barstool, and a month wasn’t enough to accustom me to my new living and dining room sets. I’d ordered them all from a young woman at an expensive furniture store in Midtown Village, hoping to impress a certain doctor when she’d come to my apartment to celebrate the conclusion of her fellowship. 

I wasn’t sure how Cassidy felt about my furniture, but I thought she’d liked me. She’d always been friendly, and we could talk for hours about infectious disease. I’d been planning to ask her to come with me on the cruise just as soon as her fellowship officially concluded at the end of June. Since I’d technically been supervising her, I hadn’t wanted to engage in even the slightest unethical behavior. But I’d waited too long, and Cassidy had ended up dating Davis Hardcastle, another former hospital employee I hadn’t even known was a rival. 

It was all for the best, as my infatuation with Cassidy had clouded my clinical judgment. The same day I’d invited her to my house to celebrate the end of the fellowship, I’d caught myself recording three typos in a patient history. Unfathomable. 

I’d almost convinced myself that I was experiencing true love, a notion that my logical faculties had already refuted years ago. Love was merely a product of attraction or attachment, a cascade of chemical reactions dictated by evolutionary biology. Though the intensity of such emotions was undeniable, there was no magical force that possessed people and compelled them to behave in irrational ways.

Still, I couldn’t help but wish Cassidy could come on our family trip, if only for Grandma’s sake. Cassidy had seemed excited when I’d mentioned the cruise, but maybe that was how normal people felt about vacations. Eager with anticipation, not dreading five days in close proximity to one’s family and all the ensuing drama. 

I went to the fridge and picked through boxes of takeout until I found a salad from earlier in the week that wasn’t too wilted, then paired that with some camembert and salted pepper crackers I’d picked up the last time I’d bothered to go to the store. 

I bit into a cracker and almost spit it out again when the stale texture hit my tongue. Then I remembered that that last shopping trip had been three weeks before, in preparation for Cassidy to come over.  

I tossed the box of crackers into the garbage, shaking my head in disgust. I could barely manage the basics of adult life, such as feeding myself. Professionally, I’d never been better, but personally, I was a mess. Stale food and even staler thoughts about a woman who likely hadn’t given me a second thought after her last day at the hospital. 

Abandoning my disappointing meal, I made my way to the guest bedroom I used as an office so I could comb the hospital database for salmonella cases. My home office was a near mirror image of the one at the hospital: one desk and two chairs, as well as three bookshelves lined with medical texts. The only difference was that my home office walls were bare, while my hospital office was decorated with framed degrees and awards. They were my sanctuaries: the two places I was most efficient and comfortable. 

I opened the hospital database, but unfortunately, the threat of an outbreak wasn’t quite enough to distract me from my fears about Grandma. I understood every time I saw her could be the last. And I didn’t need Mom to tell me that Grandma longed for me to find a life partner. I’d heard her extol the virtues of true love often enough over the years. Grandma would be delighted to think I was in a relationship, and the whole cruise was meant to celebrate her birthday. 

If it made her happy, maybe I should find someone who wouldn’t mind pretending to be my girlfriend for a few days. I wasn’t likely to find a real one in two weeks. Charm wasn’t exactly my strongest suit, and my ability to flirt was non-existent. No, I needed a woman who understood she was entering into a sort of contractual agreement. 

I could try a dating app to find someone, but in my experience, the women on those were interested in either a quick hookup or marriage. Too bad there wasn’t an app to find friends. 

Okay, that was exactly what Cassidy’s new boyfriend had invented. But there was no way I was using anything Mr. Davis-Golden-Boy-Hardcastle was involved with, even if he had sent me an invite to beta test the app. 

Where did people meet potential dates? Bars, maybe, or perhaps sporting events. Problem was, I never went anywhere except for work. And then there was the fact that I was abysmal at making conversation. Most women seemed to find it a turnoff when I gushed about an interesting paper on intestinal parasites. 

Maybe someone else at Beaufort would want an all-expense paid trip? Amy—the nurse who stopped by my office tonight—had tried to discover my nonexistent interests in popular culture and even offered me a sandwich. Grandma would probably like her. I didn’t know if Amy had a boyfriend, but it couldn’t hurt to ask. 

As long as she understood that I was asking platonically and not looking for an actual relationship. Shouldn’t be that difficult for her to believe if she’d already picked up on the fact that I had the bedside manner of a piece of dry toast. 

I was going to find a woman to come with me on the cruise and make Grandma’s ninetieth birthday her best one yet. 


 
[image: ***]

 

It took me the entire weekend to prepare to ask Amy to come on the cruise and approximately one second to abandon the plan. 

Finding Amy was easy enough; she was sitting in the nurse’s station right off the ICU next to the patient monitors, perusing a glossy magazine. 

	Modern Bride magazine. 

	I didn’t need my MD or my PhD to know what that magazine signified. Either Amy was engaged or she was the kind of person who enjoyed planning a wedding to a person she hadn’t even met yet. Both would seem to eliminate her from my selection process. 

Before Amy could see me, I spun around and retreated. 

Once I made it back to my office, I sat at my desk and dropped my head into my hands. If Grandma’s wellbeing depended on me finding a woman to go on the cruise, I had to find a way.  

I looked around the room, but none of my diplomas or certificates provided any guidance for what I should do next. How had I made it to this point in my life without someone I could ask on a cruise? 

Then again, the TV spot I’d seen said Davis had gone months in Philadelphia without making friends—the whole reason he’d invented his app. If someone like Davis had a difficult time with relationships, maybe I wasn’t a complete loser. 

Of course, Davis had struggled for a few months compared to my entire life. 

I needed help. 

I leaned back in my chair. How bad would it be to try out Davis’s app? He might jump to the conclusion that I was a loner who needed help finding friends, but he surely didn’t keep tabs on every single user, and even if he did, he might just think I was supporting a former colleague. Or even trying it so I could encourage my patients to use it to combat loneliness. 

It wasn’t like I had any better options. I followed the instructions in Davis’s email inviting me to be a beta tester and installed the Connect app. After indicating my preference for a female friend, I was asked to fill out a questionnaire that would help me find a match, based on “cutting-edge scientific principles.” Intrigued, I began. 

How do you feel about trees? 

Had I misread it? I blinked and reread the question. Nope. 

Maybe the question had come from principles in some peer-reviewed research I didn’t know about. I needed to give the process a chance. 

They are a necessary part of our ecosystem on earth, I typed in response.  

Next question: What sea animal best represents you when swimming in the ocean? Beneath was a grid of nine animal photos I could choose from, including a manatee. A quick internet search confirmed what I already vaguely recalled; manatees weren’t strictly sea creatures, as they could survive in both salt and fresh waters. 

I narrowed my eyes. The question hadn’t been taken from peer-reviewed research unless it was a paper in the Journal of Pop Psychology. 

Snorting at my little joke, I selected the manatee as a symbol of how it was as little suited to be classified as a sea creature as I was to distill my personality into a pseudo-scientific questionnaire. 

I continued answering the questions as quickly as I could, not giving them very much credence once I was certain there was no underlying scientific methodology. And besides, it wasn’t like I needed to find a real friend, just a fake girlfriend.  

Evaluating your responses, the app told me. I pocketed my phone and went to make some patient rounds. 

After I’d seen two patients and given discharge orders to another, my smartwatch sent me a notification. We’ve located your match. 

I started to pull my phone out of my pocket, then determined I should go back to my office rather than conduct blatantly personal business out in the open. 

Someone walked slowly in front of me, eyes glued to her own phone. 

“Excuse me,” I muttered, moving around her. 

She looked up, and I realized she was the same woman from the elevator on Friday night.

Jenna blushed and shoved her phone into her pocket, as if I’d caught her committing a HIPPA violation rather than checking her texts or whatever she was probably doing.  

I tried to smile reassuringly—I didn’t care if she was using her phone, especially since I was going to check my status on a friendship app—and kept going. Safely back in my office, I closed the door and took a seat. 

We’ve found your unique match, the app told me, before playing an animation of a seed being planted. Your friendship is at Level One. There are many things you can do to make it grow. Once your friendship has reached Level Ten, you can meet. Select the star menu to find out more.

Ten levels? There were a lot of hoops to jump through just to meet a woman who might not be interested in accompanying me on the cruise. 

The screen shifted to a new scene with two emoji faces in a room. A popup explained that we were in a virtual escape room and would have to solve riddles to get out in the allotted time. The only way we were allowed to communicate was through a menu of five predetermined phrases. 

Unsure how this activity was supposed to unlock a soulful connection, I nevertheless dutifully attempted to answer the first question, a riddle. What do the letter T and an island have in common? 

I didn’t need a selection of responses to know the answer, but before I could select “They’re both found in the middle of water,” my new friend answered correctly. 

Our emoji avatars inched closer to a door at the other side of the room. 

Cheer your new friend on! the app suggested, offering two messages. 

I chose “You bring so much to this friendship,” over “I appreciate your valuable contributions,” even though I would never say anything so cheesy in real life.

My new friend replied with “Your encouragement always lifts my spirits.” 

Who had written such canned phrases? If it was Davis, what did Cassidy see in him? 

The next question was even worse than the first. What weighs more, a pound of iron, or a pound of feathers?

My finger was alert and ready to select “Neither; they weigh the same.” 

“Way to use your brain! That was a tricky one,” my friend said.  

Hoping she was being sarcastic, I replied, “Your encouragement always lifts my spirits.” 

As we answered a series of equally banal questions, our emoji avatars moved closer to a virtual door. 

If you multiply all the numbers on a telephone keypad, what will be the answer?

I started to use the calculator on my phone to multiply the numbers before realizing the obvious. By the time I tabbed back to the Connect App, my friend had already entered zero. 

Our avatars were shown in a new room filled with balloons and confetti. 

“Way to use your brain! That was a tricky one,” I sent. 

“I appreciate your valuable contributions,” she replied. 

Despite the inanity of the test, I had to chuckle. The whole thing was ridiculous, from the questions to the predetermined responses. Had that been the whole point, to bond us over a stupid game? 

I watched the plant stalk representation of our friendship emerge a little bit further from the ground and was about to select the option to start the next activity, a word association game, when my work phone buzzed about a potential case of babesiosis in the ER. 

I put my phone away and sped out the door. I couldn’t know if my new friend would want to go on the cruise with me, but for the first time since Mom told me Grandma expected me to bring a girlfriend, I thought maybe things would work out. 
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As I sat in the beautifully designed Connect office on a sunny Friday afternoon, I couldn’t help but wonder at how I’d ended up there, waiting to meet a stranger I’d been matched with through an app. Ellie, the person who’d convinced me to do it, hadn’t even made it this far in the process—she kept getting distracted halfway through the initial questions. 

I couldn’t ignore a twinge of excitement. I’d spent the entire weekend thoughtfully answering the matching questions, then we’d breezed through ten levels of virtual friendship and agreed to meet in person. The meet-up felt a little bit like being set up on a blind date, although I was trying not to have romantic expectations. For all I knew, I’d be matched with a sweet old lady who’d want to show me pictures of her grandkids. 

I looked around the room, made to look like a field, covered in turf and with potted trees, and with walls painted in a moody blue that suggested the sky. Live-edge tables and chairs were placed around the room. The other nine tables each had two people, one on each side, but the chair across from me was still empty. The gentle butterflies in my stomach started flapping with nauseating speed as I wondered if my match had changed their mind about wanting to meet. 

As if he could sense my anxiety, Luke, a Connect employee with blond hair and a soothing voice, took my match’s seat. “How’s your day going so far?”  

I shifted the plant I brought as a gift just a smidge. “Not bad. How about you?” 

“Me?” Luke blinked in surprise. “I’m great. Uh, we have a charcuterie board.” He pointed to a table in the back of the room. “Would you like me to get you anything?” 

It was kind of him to ask, but I couldn’t possibly eat with my stomach tied up in knots. “No, thank you.” I wished for a second that Luke was my match and then chided myself for being disloyal to a person I’d never even met. 

When a chime announced the office door opening, I couldn’t help shifting slightly so I could get an unobstructed view. 

“Oh, that has to be your match.” Luke quickly stood and moved away. 

Unfortunately, seeing my match didn’t make me feel better because I recognized him at once. Dr. Adam Donaldson, Infectious Disease, Beaufort Hospital. 

Davis Hardcastle waved an arm in my direction, and I immediately shifted my gaze, not wanting to be caught staring when Dr. Donaldson looked over. 

My was racing fast enough to set off a monitor. How had I been matched with a doctor from Beaufort? Not dating someone from work was one of my only absolutes. I had to get away before it was too late. 

But there was nowhere to flee except the entrance that Dr. Donaldson and Davis were talking in front of, not unless I wanted to push through the only other door, labeled with “Emergency Exit: Alarm Will Sound.” Maybe I could walk past the two men, claim I was going to the bathroom, and wait there until the meet-up was over. 

Right, that wouldn’t be weird at all, leaving for the bathroom and then never coming back. What would happen if I ran into Dr. Donaldson again at the hospital? He’d assume I had either hated him on sight or had severe issues with my digestive system. 

I forced myself to take a few deep breaths. Connect was supposed to be about finding a meaningful relationship, not dating, and I had no reason to think Dr. Donaldson would be interested in me in that way. And if, for some absolutely fantastical reason, he was, I could always refer him to my no-dating coworkers policy. 

But even a friendship between a man and woman was risky if I wanted to avoid rumors at work. Maybe I could just tell him I really wanted to get to know people outside the medical field?

He was at the table before I could think further. “What are the odds?” He motioned between us. “Did Davis tap everyone at Beaufort to beta test his app?” 

That’s right. Davis had worked for the hospital for a few months. Why hadn’t I thought about that? Of course, I’d be more likely to match with someone we’d both worked with. 

Dr. Donaldson must have taken my silence for confusion at his words. “Adam Donaldson. I work at Beaufort. We shared an elevator together the other night. You’re Jenna Allen, right?” 

“Yeah. Uh, you do look familiar.” I tried to sound vague, as if I didn’t know exactly who he was. As if I hadn’t fought a lowkey crush on him for months. “What department are you in?” 

“Infectious Disease.” Adam placed both hands on his knees, opened his mouth and then closed it again. Apparently, work was a conversation killer.

We were only silent for a second before an urgent need to fill every blank space with conversation took over. “Where did you go to school?” 

“I did an MD/PhD program at the University of Washington, a residency at Emery and a fellowship at the Mayo Clinic.” Adam’s tone was calm, more suited to relating a ten percent-off sale at the hospital gift shop than revealing an impeccable education. 

I blurted out the obvious question. “And you came to work at Beaufort?” It was by no means a bad hospital, but with a resume like that, he could have worked anywhere: Johns Hopkins, Royal Brompton . . . even the International Space Station, if he’d wanted. The sky wasn’t the limit in his case. 

Adam shrugged. “I wanted to settle closer to family, and Beaufort was the first offer I got on the East Coast. What about you?”  

“I went to nursing school in my home state, at the University of North Carolina. I worked at Duke Hospital for a few years, then came here.” I shifted slightly in my chair. Talking about the move came too close to talking about the reason for it.  

Adam ran a finger over one of the tree rings on the table before us. “North Carolina is a beautiful state. I attended a conference there a few years ago. Reminded me of Virginia, where my grandmother lives.” 

“Both green and leafy,” I agreed. I glanced at the plant I’d brought, second-guessing the plan to give him a gift. It had seemed like a nice gesture, but now, I wasn’t so sure. What if he thought it signaled more than just friendship? What if he took it to his office and told everyone who came in there that he’d received it as a gift from Jenna Allen in the ICU? 

Adam’s gaze followed mine. “You brought a friend? Another one, I mean.” 

Relieved at his platonic description of our relationship, I made up my mind. What else was I going to tell him—it was my emotional support plant? “It’s for you. It’s a dracaena trifasciata—a snake plant.” 

He peered at the plant like it was an actual snake he wasn’t sure wouldn’t bite him. “Dracaena, you said? I’ll have to do some research.” 

I nodded, wondering if he wanted to look up the dangers of the snake plant. 

He pulled the pot a little closer to himself. “I don’t have much luck with keeping plants alive, but I’ll research what it needs.” 

“It’s nearly impossible to kill,” I informed him. “Just stick it in a window and only water it when the soil is dry.” Not knowing how much experience he had with greenery, I hadn’t wanted to give him something demanding. 

He nodded and stared at the little plant with intense concentration before looking up at me with a smile so unexpectedly sweet that my breath caught.  

Then he placed his hands on the table. “I need to be honest.” 

My whole body froze. “I need to be honest” was exactly the phrase Westin used before the end of our six-month relationship. And it had followed with him detailing all the many ways he’d been dishonest with me. 

Taking my glazed silence as permission, Adam continued. “I didn’t get on the Connect app to make a friend.”

My heart sank when I realized where he was going, and I started gathering the energy to hit him with “It’s not you; it’s every employee of Beaufort.” 

“My grandma is turning ninety next week.” 

The fist around my stomach unclenched just a tiny bit. That didn’t sound like a pickup line. Was his grandma the one who really needed a friend? I wouldn’t mind visiting an older lady. “That’s great!” I exclaimed, hoping my enthusiasm could disguise my conflicting, embarrassing thoughts.

He leaned forward a little. “Yes . . . and we’re going on a cruise.”

“How nice?” Maybe he wanted me to start visiting her after she got back. 

“And she thinks I’m bringing someone with me.”

“Oh. Like . . . a nurse?” I frowned. There were services you could call to get a nurse to travel with you, one who’d probably know way more about eldercare than I did. And unless he’d been given the option to specify that he wanted to be friends with a nurse—I sure hadn’t—it was kind of a stretch to think he’d get matched with one. 

“No.” Adam swallowed hard. “Like . . . a girlfriend.” 

“Oh,” I repeated. My stomach resumed its previous contraction. “The thing is . . . I’m not looking for a boyfriend right now.” I held my breath, awaiting disappointment or annoyance that he’d wasted his time. 

Adam’s shoulders relaxed. “That’s a relief. I’m not looking for a girlfriend, either.” 

I stopped trying to pretend I wasn’t confused. “What?” 

He ran a hand through his short curls, a gesture so diabolically adorable it should have been outlawed by the Geneva Convention. “My grandma thinks I’m bringing a girlfriend, but I don’t have one. I can’t risk upsetting her because of her atrial fibrillation. I’m asking you to pretend to be my girlfriend on a five-day cruise to Mexico, all expenses paid.” 

“Wow. Um . . .” Code blue alarms were going off in my head. “I don’t feel great about sharing a room with a stranger.” Or lying to a ninety-year-old lady. Or fake dating a coworker. 

“We wouldn’t be sharing,” Adam said quickly. “I booked a two-room suite. It’s right across from my grandma and sister’s room, and down the hall from my mom and her boyfriend.”

That did make me feel better, but it would be uncomfortable to pretend to be a couple surrounded by Adam’s family. “I’m not a good actress. And I’m not super comfortable . . .” I gulped, not wanting to make things awkward by bringing up kissing. “You know . . . I don’t think I can . . . cuddle . . . someone I don’t know well.” Not that the thought of kissing him was disgusting, just completely out of the question. 

Adam drew back so quickly his chair moved four inches from the table. “Oh, we wouldn’t . . . no. I mean, no touching required.” 

His obvious revulsion at the idea of our bodies coming into contact should have relieved me, but his reaction made me feel as desirable as a fungal infection. “Wouldn’t your family think it was weird that you never touched your supposed girlfriend?” 

“No, they wouldn’t.” 

He didn’t volunteer any further explanation, but I couldn’t leave it alone, struggling to imagine a family that would make no comment to see their grandson, son, and brother with a girlfriend he avoided. “Because you have a phobia of skin-to-skin contact, or . . .?” That would make his job pretty difficult.  

“Nothing like that.” Adam waved both hands. “They just wouldn’t expect me to be demonstrative.”

I blinked. There was a backstory there, even if he didn’t want to go into it. None of my business, I reminded myself. He had an answer for all my objections, but that didn’t make his plan a good one. “You don’t think it’s wrong to lie to your family?”

“I don’t enjoy the deception, and if it wasn’t for Grandma, I wouldn’t bother. But . . . she’s important to me.” His voice grew so tender that he’d have to be the world’s best actor if he was faking. 

Neither of my grandmas were still alive, but I wouldn’t have wanted to disappoint either of them, much less put their hearts at risk. “I guess I can understand that.” 

But even if I accepted that he was doing all this for his grandma, I still couldn’t go on a cruise with Dr. Donaldson.

Could I? 

Definitely not. 

No way.

Not happening.

Adam smiled hopefully at me.  

I pressed a hand to my temples. At least I couldn’t commit without giving the idea some serious consideration. “I need to think about it, if that’s okay.” 

“Of course,” Adam said quickly. “Take all the time you need.” He adjusted his collar. “But we’d leave next Friday.” 

I stared back at him. I’d have to decide in one week? Sure, I had plenty of PTO saved, and a lot of nurses owed me favors, so arranging my schedule wouldn’t be impossible. But that was fast. 

“How’s it going over here?” I’d been so focused on Adam that I didn’t even notice Davis Hardcastle approaching our table.

“Great!” I lied. Things weren’t bad, exactly, but I hadn’t come to Connect expecting any of this. 

“Wonderful. I think we’ll wrap things up in the next few minutes or so.” 

“Thanks,” Adam replied, nodding briskly at Davis and turning his attention back to me.  Davis went on to talk to the next match, and Adam spoke to me in a low voice. “I can send you the trip itinerary to look over. And I can pay you for your time if that makes a difference.” 

I wrinkled my nose. If I did what he asked, it would be to help him, not to make money. “I’m not a paid companion.” 

Adam winced. “I didn’t—” 

“If you’ll all come this way, I’ll give you your things back,” Davis announced.

Around the room, pairs started to get up. 

“We could meet again and discuss this further,” Adam said. “I’m open this weekend.” His expression was calm, but I could see his knee bobbing up and down under the table. Was he nervous? 

“Okay,” I agreed. 

“Great. I’ll be in touch.” Adam stood, cradling his new plant protectively, I noted with approval. 

“Wait.” Before he left, I had to make one thing clear. 

He looked down at me expectantly. 

“If you see me at work, can you not act too friendly? I’d like to avoid rumors, and you know how the hospital can be.” 

Adam raised an eyebrow, but he didn’t argue. “Of course.”  

I followed him toward the exit. Adam left quickly, barely waving to Davis on his way out, but I paused when Davis caught my eye. 

“We’ll be in touch soon with a brief survey about your experience,” he told me. “And in about thirty minutes, the app will give you the chance to release your contact information to your new friend. If you choose not to, your match will disappear, and you’ll have the chance to find a new one.” He paused for a moment and smiled, so handsome it almost hurt to look at him. “Thanks for doing this.” 

“Yeah,” I said vaguely, caught up in trying to make sense of what had just happened. Dr. Donaldson. A cruise. His grandma. The snake plant. Everything we’d said spun through my mind.  

Mexico sounded nice. I’d never been, though I’d gotten my passport at Ellie’s urging. She wanted to take me to Belize. Or had it been Fiji? Maybe Lake Como? I shook my head. Unimportant at the moment. 

What should I do? Being romantically linked with someone from work was the last thing I ever wanted, and I would never go on a trip with a man I barely knew. 

Still, Adam seemed so sincere about his grandma, and who wouldn’t want to go on a free cruise? 

Not to mention the fact that Adam was adorable beneath his scholarly shell. Even his anxiety about asking me to meet up again was a bit flattering. I, Jenna Allen, could make the unflappable Dr. Donaldson nervous? 

I’d release my contact info, but I didn’t have to decide about the trip at that moment. I’d go home, talk things over with Ellie, and arrange another meeting with Adam. If I didn’t think it was the right thing to do, I’d just tell him no. 
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I began Saturday morning with three things on my agenda: clean my apartment, learn how to care for my new plant, and practice what I would say to Jenna when she came over with her roommate as we’d coordinated over text last night. 

Somehow, I’d have to come up with the right words to convince her to pretend to be my girlfriend. Me, who’d once overheard a patient describe me as having the personality of stale bread. 

Davis Hardcastle probably would’ve persuaded Jenna with nothing more than a smile and the lift of an eyebrow. Maybe charm was something I could learn by studying? An internet correspondence course, perhaps, or I could design my own course of study watching Davis’s movie star brother until I could copy all his mannerisms. 

	I shook my head in disgust. I was a scientist, not a professional actor. Women were never going to swoon over me. Coaxing recalcitrant bacterium to multiply—expert. Persuading wary acquaintances to pretend to be my girlfriend on a family trip—novice. 

As far as my needs went, Jenna was perfect—my whole family would love her. But I couldn’t shake the vague worry that maybe Jenna just wanted to make a friend on the app and her earnest yearning was thwarted by a guy too clueless to have even considered how selfish of a request he was making. 

Was I asking too much? If our situations had been reversed, there was no way I’d accept a vacation with a stranger’s family. I didn’t even really want to go on my own family vacation, where I’d be tortured by Mom and Nicole’s constant sniping and toleration of whatever flavor-of-the-month boyfriend Mom’s Frank turned out to be. And it was always a disgusting flavor when it came to her partners. Sushi with processed cheese melted on top, or a chocolate and herring milkshake. 

It took less than five minutes to stuff all my takeout containers into the garbage and push the full bag into the hallway trash chute. Apartment clean, I looked up care instructions for the plant Jenna gave me. 

I was adjusting the sansevieria on the countertop so it was the recipient of the kitchen window light when I got a call that an elderly patient I’d seen the night before was deteriorating—MRSA possibly developing into sepsis.  I abandoned the plant and set off for Beaufort on foot, a perk of living so close. 

A little down the street from the hospital doors, a rideshare vehicle pulled up. It took my brain half a second to identify the person getting out of the red Mazda as Jenna. It took the rest of the second to recall she’d said not to be too friendly. I kept walking forward, fishing for my phone in my pocket so I wouldn’t have to make eye contact, suddenly worried she’d only said that because she found me so awkward that she feared embarrassment by association. 

“Hey, Dr. Donaldson!” another woman called from the street. I recognized the voice, but I didn’t turn around to greet Amy. I pretended to be engrossed in my phone and continued inside, hoping my abstraction would provide a plausible cover for my rudeness. 

I scanned my badge to bypass hospital security and made a beeline for the stairs, not planning to risk the elevator when I had a critical patient to attend to and a woman who wouldn’t want to be trapped with me in an elevator. I didn’t get very far before I saw caution tape blocking the stairwell and cans of paint stacked just to the side of the door. 

Wonderful. The staff elevators in the back of the hospital were also closed for renovations that seemed to be taking three times as long as they were supposed to.  

I pivoted away from the stairs just in time to see Amy and Jenna approaching the elevator. I had no choice but to join them in the queue. 

Amy moved a little too close to me. “Hi!” Either she had something in her eye, or she was winking. 

I gave an entirely awkward wave. “Hello.” 

“You got the call too, huh?” Amy turned to Jenna. 

Jenna nodded in response. “Yeah . . . sounded like an emergency.” 

I wrinkled my face in confusion. They wouldn’t call two nurses in for potential sepsis. 

“Two of the ICU nurses got the flu.” Amy nudged me hard with her elbow. “I think they’re swapping more than just shifts.” 

“Unusual time of year for influenza to spread.” I rubbed at the pain in my side and glanced at Jenna, who met my gaze briefly before looking furtively away. She crossed her arms around her body, tense and uncomfortable, a blush spreading across her cheeks. 

Amy jabbed the elevator button. “This thing is taking forever.”

“Should we take the back stairs?” I suggested. As if responding to my question, the elevator doors opened jerkily to reveal another doctor. One who was supposed to be in the ICU all day. 

I stared at Dr. Judd in surprise. “Why aren’t you upstairs?”

He scowled at me. “I’m going to Wawa for a Rokk Bar.” 

“Ooh, those are good,” Amy commented, smiling at Judd. 

“They sell them in the hospital cafeteria,” I informed him. I’d noticed them at the checkout many times, even though I didn’t buy them. The carbs and sugar in the popular snack bars made them about as healthy as a pastry, and I’d rather just eat a donut. 

“Not the organic kind.” Dr. Judd leered at Jenna. “I’m really careful about what comes into contact with my body.” 

Jenna’s forced laughter rang in my ears, an obvious symptom of discomfort. Though we weren’t truly acquainted and our relationship was spurious, I wanted Judd to leave her alone. 

Battling the urge to step closer to Jenna and shield her from his creepy stare, I couldn’t keep from giving Judd a stern look. “You’re not supposed to leave the hospital during your shift.”

He rolled his eyes and hefted a large sigh. “Fine, Dr. Stickler. I’ll go back with you.” 

Jenna, Amy, and I joined him in the elevator, followed by a man with a bright yellow visitor badge. 

“Excuse me.” The visitor pushed past us to the back of the carriage.  

As we waited for the doors to close, Jenna stared at the buttons as if she were trying to telepathically move the elevator along before anyone got suspicious that the two of us had ever spoken outside of the hospital walls. This close to her, it was hard to ignore how pretty she was, with dark lashes blinking against pale skin, and pink lips pinched in concentration. 

I gave my head a little shake, reminding myself that such close scrutiny was neither professional nor necessary. I forced my gaze away, focusing instead on the elevator doors, but her image stayed stubbornly in my mind. 

“Fifth floor,” the man in the other back corner demanded. “Any day now.” He was older, perhaps seventy, and his bloodshot eyes marked him as someone who’d missed sleep. His sticky nametag said “Paul Murray,” visitor to a patient in the intensive care unit. 

Wait. I’d seen him last night. He was married to the patient who might have sepsis. 

Jenna had already selected the fifth-floor button, but Judd reached across her and hit it again with a sullen sigh, forcing Jenna to take a half step back or allow his arm to brush across her chest. The doors slowly closed. 

Amy moved to stand at my side. “What’s everybody doing after work?” 

I frowned, debating what to say. Obviously, I couldn’t tell her Jenna was coming over to my apartment later, but if I didn’t indicate I was busy, Amy might take it as an invitation to invite me to do something with her. 

“I have a lot of paperwork to catch up on,” I lied. 

Judd gave a loud, unimpressed snort beside me. “I’m hitting the bar to drink until I forget about this place. Patients read something online and think they’re experts in medicine. I can’t handle the whining.” 

I eyed him in disgust. It wasn’t professional to discuss our patients in such a derogatory manner, especially not in a public space like an elevator. 

Jenna broke her fixation on the elevator buttons to glare at him, too. Her eyes flicked from the visitor to the hospital back to Judd, as if trying to bring him to the realization his comments were inappropriate.

Judd just smirked, rolled his eyes, and leaned against the elevator wall. Fortunately, Mr. Murray had his eyes glued to his phone. 

Amy took a half step closer to Judd. “A bar sounds fun. Maybe I’ll join you?”

“The more the merrier.” He dipped his chin toward Jenna. “You in?” 

“I have plans with my roommate,” she muttered. 

“Bring her . . .” Judd’s voice trailed off as the elevator stopped. It didn’t shudder, or lurch—just stopped. 

“No!” Amy yelped. “I’ve never been caught before. It’ll break my record!” 

“I don’t have time for this,” Judd groused. “I have patients to see.” 

I blinked incredulously. A couple minutes ago he’d been on the way to Wawa.

Jenna’s eyes met mine again, eyebrows raised minutely as if to say, “Can you believe this guy?” 

I shook my head slightly in response. No, I could not. But that was how I often felt about Dr. Judd. I was honestly unsure how he managed to keep his job. 

Paul the visitor pushed his way forward and started smashing the buttons. 

“Don’t do that,” I told him flatly. “It won’t help.” While I hadn’t been officially trapped on the elevator, I had been subjected to its vagrancies plenty of times: stopping on every single floor even when the buttons weren’t pressed, alternating going up and down the same two floors several times before finally taking me to the ground, or once, dropping three floors so suddenly I experienced a feeling of weightlessness. All we could do was wait. 

“Don’t tell me what to do!” Paul snapped back. “I need to get to my wife!” 

 “This elevator can be a little unreliable,” Jenna explained. “But I’m sure we’ll be moving along here soon.” 

“I can’t be stuck here!” Without warning, Paul slammed his fist into the elevator doors.  

Judd nearly flattened Amy against the elevator wall in his haste to get as far away from him as possible. 

I lurched forward, ready to restrain Paul, if necessary, but Jenna had already placed a hand on his arm. 

“What’s going on with your wife?” she asked in a soothing voice. 

Paul’s shoulders dropped, aggression seeping away as quickly as it had flared. “I only went home for a couple of hours to get some sleep, but now she’s worse.” 

“I’m so sorry,” she told him. “But I promise you we’ll get there.” As if on cue, the elevator started to move again. 

I stared at Jenna in shocked admiration. While I had had the instinct to restrain and Judd to flee, Jenna had compassionately defused a situation that could have escalated quickly. She was incredible. 

After the elevator deposited us at the fifth floor, she guided Paul toward the secondary patient sign-in desk outside the secure doors of the ICU while the rest of us walked to the staff doors. 

“That was disturbing,” Judd hissed, looking back over his shoulder at Paul and Jenna. “Should we call security?” 

I barely hid an eyeroll. “It was a temporary lapse that ended without harm.” No thanks to Judd. 

He shook his head and shuffled off in the opposite direction from where he was supposed to be working. 

“Can’t tempt you to come to the bar later?” Amy asked me, apparently forgetting the elevator scene without any trouble. 

“Sorry, no. Excuse me.” I left to find Dr. Clark, the resident who had called me in to consult about the sepsis. No need to question why Clark didn’t want to trust his patient to Dr. Judd’s ministrations. 

My phone vibrated in my pocket with a text. Covering for someone until 7. Still planning to come to your house at 8:30, unless you need to cancel? 

I texted Jenna back as I moved down the hall. Doubt it, but I’ll let you know. I started to put my phone away and paused, wondering if she was upset about our run-in. Was that okay? Not too friendly?

Jenna wrote back at once. You were great. Just the right amount of friendly.

My fingers hovered over the text box, hesitating over my reply. Your encouragement always lifts my spirits, I finally wrote. 

Jenna replied with a laughing emoji before I could put my phone back in my pocket, and I grinned.

Heartened by her response, I texted back once more. Excellent work defusing that visitor. Would have been awkward to have to restrain him and then go treat his wife. 

Thanks for being ready to jump in if I was unsuccessful, she wrote back. You bring so much to this friendship.

I knew that last line was also a Connect phrase, but I couldn’t help but wonder if she did think of us as friends. The thought was surprisingly agreeable. 

Not that it mattered since I only wanted Jenna for Grandma’s sake. Still, spending time with Jenna on vacation wouldn’t feel like a chore. 

I quickened my pace with a new sense of urgency. Hopefully we could stabilize the patient so I could get home quickly and come up with what to say to her later. Everything depended on my ability to convince Jenna to join me on the cruise. 
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After a hectic day filling in for another nurse at the last minute, I made it home with barely enough time to change before Ellie drove me back downtown to meet with Adam. 

	I stood in front of my closet and held up a maxi dress with a large, ruffled collar that draped over the shoulders. “This?” 

	Ellie shook her head. “That’s brunch wear. What about this?” She reached past me to pull out a blue and white striped blouse with an enormous bow.

	“I don’t know,” I hemmed. “It kind of has a nautical vibe, and I don’t want to give him any false signals.” 

“Ahoy, Adam, let’s set sail!” Ellie joked. “Good point. Ooh, what about those jeans and we tie this scarf as a halter?” She waved an impossibly tiny floral square like a flag. On Ellie, such a top would look cute and chic, whereas I’d probably land in jail for public indecency. 

I grabbed a black knit jumpsuit that would hopefully signal casual and cool at the same time. “I’m just going to go with this, I think.” 

“Oh, okay. But with heels?” She reached for the crazily tall shoes from her birthday. 

I shook my head. “Don’t want to risk falling on my face.” 

Ellie laughed and settled on my bed to wait while I changed. “He’s a doctor, though. He could fix you.” 

“He’s not that kind of doctor.” I pulled the jumpsuit up over my body. “Actually, I saw Adam today.” 

“At the hospital?” Ellie threw a hand over her mouth. “Did anyone ‘Connect’ the two of you?” 

I half-groaned, half-laughed at her terrible joke, then explained about the eventful elevator ride. “I don’t think anyone realized we’d already met, which is good, because the other nurse who rode up with us is a huge gossip.” 

My lip curled as I remembered Amy’s “shocking” news about Dan and Jordan infecting each other with the flu. Though, if I was honest, the way she’d watched Adam like a cartoon coyote ogling a jackrabbit and then attacked him with her bony elbows had bothered me even more. 

I still wasn’t certain I was going to go on the cruise, but during a lull in my shift, I’d requested the days off. Only because it was coming up so quickly and if I did decide to go, I couldn’t wait until the last minute to find cover.  

“You should change your jewelry,” Ellie suggested. “Those big hoops, maybe?” 

I got a text from my mom as I was putting on the hoops. I’m going to take your silence about the Rogers boy as a no. 

I winced. Between work and matching on the app, I hadn’t found time to write Mom back. Sorry, I typed, but before I could add that I’d been busy, another message came through. 

But Patrick has a friend who’s available to come with you to the wedding! She attached a picture of my teenage brother standing next to another boy in front of the local hardware store. 

“Oh my gosh,” I groaned. 

“Did Adam cancel?” Ellie demanded. 

“It’s my mom. She wants me to go to Beth’s wedding with a high school student.” Mom thought that attending alone would invite the relatives to comment on me being single and ask me questions about my ex-boyfriend. She probably wasn’t wrong, but I’d rather deal with Aunt Kathy’s insensitive remarks than go with some random guy.  

“What?” Ellie screeched. I showed her the phone. “That’s crazy! Just tell her you’re fine going alone.” 

“I can try . . .” My mom didn’t tend to take no for an answer. 

The matter needed delicate handling so I lead with some humor. I don’t really want to rob the cradle, lol. 

Mom replied immediately. Okay . . . Your dad has a coworker who’s single. Let me see if I can find his picture!

I don’t want to put you to any trouble. I’m okay going by myself. I held my breath, waiting for her response. 

No trouble, honey. I just want you to feel comfortable at the wedding!

I bit my lip, wondering how to be firmer in rejecting her help without upsetting her.  

Ellie read the messages over my shoulder and shook her head. “Hey, if you don’t want to tell her, maybe you should ask Adam to go with you in exchange for going on the cruise.” 

“No way,” I scoffed. “I don’t want it getting around the hospital that Dr. Donaldson was my date to Beth’s wedding.”

“How would they know? Nobody you work with knows your sister. Just don’t post any pictures of him on PushPin” 

I bit my lip. “Isn’t it pushy to demand he do something in exchange?” 

Ellie folded her arms. “It’s literally the same thing he wants you to do.” 

“How would I even bring it up?” Seemed so awkward to come out and ask him for a quid pro quo. 

“We’ll find a way.” She grabbed my arm. “Come on; we don’t want to be late!” 

Ellie gasped when she saw Adam’s high-rise apartment building, a mix of imposing gray stone siding and enormous iron-framed windows. “I approve.” 

“He does have good taste in apartments,’ I agreed.  

“We have so much to do to get you ready for this cruise,” Ellie commented as we rode up to Adam’s floor. The shiny silver elevator seemed like a futuristic spaceship compared to the decrepit one at Beaufort. “I wonder if any of my sundresses will fit you? They were all new when I went to Bora Bora last fall.” 

I seriously doubted that anything that belonged to size-00 Ellie would fit over my head, much less fit my size-14 body. “I have a few things I could take, and I just got a cute bathing suit last summer. But I probably need to pick up a few more things. If I go, I mean.” 

“You only have one bathing suit?” Ellie sounded as horrified as if I’d suggested wearing the same set of scrubs every day of the cruise. “You need at least two bikinis for each day.” 

I drew back. “We’re celebrating a ninety-year-old woman’s birthday.” Even Ellie had to see the inappropriateness of taking bikinis on such a trip.

She rapped on his door. “And?” 

“And I’m not wearing a bikini in front of anyone’s grandma!” I hissed. 

Adam chose that moment to open the door, but his tranquil expression didn’t reveal if he’d heard our discussion. “Hello.” 

I gave a bright smile and hoped he wouldn’t bring up any type of swimwear. “Hi, this is my roommate and friend, Ellie.”

He gave Ellie a nod. “I think I saw you at the hospital gala with Davis.”

“Isn’t Davis the best?” Ellie gushed. She walked past Adam, straight into his apartment. “Wow!”

I shot Adam an embarrassed look and mouthed “Sorry,” but he only shrugged and ushered me inside. I stepped into a large room that served as kitchen, dining, and living rooms, where substantial exposed wooden beams ran the length of the ceiling. A candle burned on one end of his marble countertops, something with smoky citrus notes that smelled expensive. 

“Wow” was right. 

“This is good,” Ellie informed us. “Oh, that view!” She walked straight back to the set of French doors and let herself onto Adam’s balcony.

I laughed uncomfortably. Ellie could be a lot for someone who didn’t know her. “She’s just . . . excited.” 

“Well, it is a great view.” He gestured toward the balcony. “Feel free to look.” 

I spotted the dracaena in the center of the black granite, right where it would be in line for morning sunlight from the window over the sink. I motioned to the plant. “Nice place for it.” 

“I gave it filtered water yesterday, and I’ve been turning it every day so it gets even light.” Adam spoke seriously, as if worried he’d be graded on the assignment.  

I nodded approvingly, even though turning a snake plant that often was completely unnecessary. “Well done.” 

He smiled like I’d just awarded him an A+, adding a vulnerability to his features that gave me a fluttery feeling in my chest.

He looked down at his phone. “Oh, our sushi is here. I’ll go downstairs and meet the driver. Excuse me.” 

I shook my head to dislodge all thoughts of how cute it was that Adam took plant parenting so seriously and joined Ellie on the balcony. 

“I would lowkey date him just for this apartment,” Ellie announced. “You’re so lucky!” 

“Yeah, it’s nice.” We could see the tops of all the huge historic trees in Washington Square, framed by brick buildings. “But we’re not dating.” 

Adam returned with a dozen rolls from Royal Nori, one of the best sushi spots in the city. He spread the containers out across the counter, then stood back while we served ourselves.  “Can I get you anything to drink?” 

“Pellegrino would be fabulous!” Ellie beamed at him.

“I just have regular water, sorry. But I could get some Delivrd?” His gaze darted between the two of us with an apprehensive expression.  

Ellie waved a hand. “Oh no, regular water is fine.” 

“Me too.” I smiled reassuringly at him, and his shoulders relaxed. Did he think we’d storm out because he didn’t have sparkling mineral water on hand? 

“What’s all this?” Ellie pointed to the boxes stacked against the wall. 

Adam set two water glasses down on the table. “Those are some things I ordered for the trip.” 

“Wow!” Ellie gave me a significant look. “I was actually just telling Jenna how much shopping goes into a cruise. How much swimwear are you packing?”

I felt my face heating, but before I could tell Adam he didn’t have to answer that question, he responded. “Oh, those aren’t clothes. I’m bringing a couple of commercial-grade air purifiers, a portable autoclave, and disinfecting supplies.” 

Ellie stared at him in puzzlement. 

“Guess it’s an occupational hazard, being cautious about germs?” I offered.  

“I just don’t want my grandma to get sick on the ship.” Adam looked down at his plate. “She took me in when I was a teenager and didn’t really have anywhere else to go.”

Ellie and I exchanged another look, this time much more tender, and I could practically hear her screaming “Aw!” in her mind because I was doing the same thing. 

Adam pulled his phone out of his pocket and stared at the screen. “Oh. Um . . . this is awkward . . . It’s my grandma trying to do a video call.” 

“Answer it!” Ellie urged. “You can’t send your grandma to voicemail!” 

I put a finger over my lips, more of a signal to Ellie than Adam. “We’ll be quiet.”

“Right. Okay.” Adam held his phone up in front of his face and pressed the screen. “Hello.” 

“Hi, Adam; it’s Grandma!” The soft, sweet voice of an older lady carried through the phone’s speaker. “My, do you look handsome! I’m so glad you taught me how to use the video camera on this phone. Is that a new shirt?” 

Both Ellie and I immediately focused on Adam’s dark blue, striped button-down, the same one he’d worn at the hospital earlier. 

“Uh, no, I’ve had this one for a little while. How are you feeling?” 

“Never better, and just as pleased as a pig in slop that I’m going to see you and that special lady in your life in a few days. She’s not there with you, is she?”

“Actually, uh, she . . .” Adam gaped at his grandmother while I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. Was he going to pull me into the call? 

“We don’t have time to waste chatting!” another voice chided. “The clue!” 

“Sorry, Bea, you’re right,” Adam’s grandma apologized. “Adam, we’re playing a little game here at Cloverfield Reserves and I need your superpowered brain.” 

“I’ll do my best to help,” Adam said quickly, seemingly relieved to have dodged the girlfriend question. 

“Marvelous. Now, we have some clues here regarding an international destination we need to identify.” 

“By any means necessary,” Bea added.  

“That’s right, so don’t worry that we’re cheating, Adam. Plenty of people here are calling their grandkids. Alright, this clue here says that this place is home to the Caribbean’s first World Surfing Reserve. Any ideas?” 

“I know that’s Punta Borinquen, but I’m trying to recall the city,” Adam paused for a split second. “Oh, Aguadilla.” 

My jaw dropped. How on earth did he know that random piece of trivia? 

“Agua what now?” his grandma repeated. “Can you spell that?” 

Adam dutifully spelled out one letter at a time. “Anything else?” 

“I think that’s it for now! Thank you, Adam! 

“Any time,” he replied, giving his grandma a tender smile. 

Ellie and I exchanged a look. “He’s adorable,” she mouthed. 

“I know,” I mouthed back. Dr. Donaldson was impressive, but Adam-the-grandson was cuter than a golden retriever puppy wearing a bowtie.

“Onto the next place,” Bea’s voice said. “Clue number one: this city houses multiple red-light districts.” 

“Oh, Adam wouldn’t know anything about that,” Grandma said with certainty.

Adam pressed his phone’s screen frantically.

“Maybe we should call—” Whomever Bea was about to suggest was lost to us as the call finally disconnected. 

Adam slid his phone back into his pocket, not meeting our gazes. “Sorry for the interruption.”

Ellie fanned her hand in front of her eyes. “Oh my goodness; that was so sweet. I might cry.” 

“She’s a really special person,” Adam agreed. “Uh, more sushi?” 

My own phone buzzed in my purse, and Ellie started telling Adam about her grandma, a Manhattan real estate mogul who was not the nurturing type, as I fished to retrieve it.   

My mom texted a picture of my dad next to another middle-aged man with a beer gut. Both men were holding a river trout high, and neither smiled. Daddy and his coworker Travis fishing. Could be a good “catch” for you! 

For a second, I wanted to write back and ask Mom if her message was a joke. My next thought was to demand whether Mom were really so desperate for me to find a date for the wedding that she’d push me to go with a man who could get a senior discount without asking for it. 

Mom would be devastated if I said something that rude. But I was pretty distraught myself that she thought Travis was a good match for me. 

Another message popped up from Mom. Do you want me to tell Travis about you?

I absolutely did not, but I wasn’t sure how to say it without making her worried that I was upset. Then she’d call and make it a whole big thing, and in the end, I’d give in and go with Travis. 

I glanced at Adam, who was listening to Ellie’s long-winded tale with slightly wide-eyed bemusement. 

He didn’t seem like a jerk or a liar. The way he talked about his grandma was precious. 

And if I were being totally honest, I really liked him. 

No. I met someone, I replied. 

Within a second of hitting send, my mom tried to reach me with a video call. 

Can’t talk now but will call you later. 

I put my phone away and tried to tune back into the conversation. 

“And then Gigi told me that she hadn’t come all the way back from Martha’s Vineyard only to have me embarrass her, so I went out on stage and danced my heart out.” Ellie smiled artlessly. “She’s taught me so much.” 

“Wow. That’s um . . .” Adam’s voice trailed off. 

I nodded sympathetically, understanding from personal experience that it was difficult to know how to respond to tales of Ellie’s childhood. 

He turned to me. “Have you given any more thought to coming on the cruise?” 

I stared back at him, my heart starting to pound. “I have, actually.” 

“Great. Well, um . . .” Adam handed me a plastic-bound portfolio. “This contains an information sheet I compiled about all the people attending the trip.” 

I glanced at the typed coversheet behind the clear cover. “The Donaldson Report.” Could have been the script for a nightly news show my dad would watch. 

Then Adam flipped open another portfolio. “I also prepared a few talking points about the benefits of the trip.” He cleared his throat. “The cruise will provide an opportunity for you to take a break from the stress of work and enjoy a few days of relaxation and fun on the high seas.” He sounded like he was reading a travel brochure, but with a tone sterile enough to perform surgery. 

Ellie stifled a laugh. 

As funny as it would have been to let him continue, I interrupted his list. “I’ll go.” 

Adam’s responding smile was equally delighted and surprised, and my heart gave an answering flutter. “Really?” 

“Yes.” It seemed like a good cause, and it might help me out too. 

Ellie clapped with delight. “Yay! We have so much to prepare.”

“I’ll pay for anything you need,” Adam offered. “And if there’s anything else I can do, just let me know.” 

“Actually . . .” I took a deep breath. “My sister’s getting married next month and my mom really wants me to bring a date. Would you possibly be okay with coming to the wedding . . . you know . . . as my fake boyfriend?” 

Adam’s expression went serious again. “Where’s the wedding?” 

“Asheville, North Carolina.” 

Adam’s mouth worked, but no sound came out. My heart sank for reasons I couldn’t begin to explain. He clearly didn’t want to say yes. I had thought he seemed trustworthy, but was he just putting on a show? I’d been down that road before, and it was a trip I didn’t want to take again.

“That sounds like a really fair exchange to me,” Ellie inserted. She turned to Adam. “Five days with your family, and five with Jenna’s. You won’t even have to worry about killing anyone if you mess up, like Jenna will have to if your grandma finds out she’s not your real girlfriend.” 

I winced at her indelicate phrasing. “You wouldn’t have to come for the whole trip, or even a full five days. There’s a small, regional airport. You could just fly in and out the day of the wedding. But you don’t have to come at all if you don’t want to.”  

“No, Ellie’s right,” Adam said quickly. “Of course I’ll come, for however long you need me.” 

“Thanks,” I told him, unsure how to feel about the whole thing. Relieved I wouldn’t have to attend the wedding with Travis or Justin? Disappointed by Adam’s obvious hesitation? I tried to make a little joke. “We’ll be pros at faking our relationship by then.”

Adam smiled politely. “Seems probable.” 

After we finished our sushi, Adam and I hammered out a few more trip details, and then Ellie hustled me home to begin planning out our shopping. 

As I forwarded Adam the wedding itinerary from the passenger seat of Ellie’s car, my thoughts remained fixed on my new fake boyfriend. His sweet concern for his grandmother had done something funny to me. But he also clearly hadn’t wanted to agree to help me out in return. 

The only thing I knew for sure is that I would have to be careful not to let my feelings get out of hand. I couldn’t afford to let a silly crush put my heart in danger again. 
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Forty minutes before departure to Miami, I sat at the gate at Philadelphia International Airport, staring fixedly at the concourse as if the power of my mind could cause Jenna to materialize before me. Other than a few glimpses around the hospital, we hadn’t seen each other since last Saturday, at my apartment. But we had texted about our plans as recently as last night. 

I glanced over the messages just to make sure I hadn’t misread something. Jenna’s last text read, “See you tomorrow.” No obscure meaning there.  

At twenty-four minutes to take off my concern turned into alarm. What was keeping her? Traffic seemed unlikely at seven in the morning. Had Jenna overslept? Maybe I shouldn’t have selected such an early flight, but Grandma wanted to meet for lunch in Little Havana before we boarded the ship.

Perhaps Jenna decided going on a trip with a near stranger’s family was too onerous. Or maybe I should have insisted on going over talking points two and three (the cruise afforded a chance to experience new cultures and create unique memories) while she and Ellie were at my house. 

If she didn’t show up, I could tell Grandma Jenna had been called into work at the last minute. Or had a family emergency. A minor one, so the story didn’t put Grandma’s heart at risk. 

Incoming text from Jenna: I’m in the security line. 

I released a short breath. She was actually coming. I didn’t need to think of a story to tell Grandma. 

I tried to concentrate on the most recent Journal of Infectious Disease. The article about the next generation of influenza vaccines was noteworthy, but I couldn’t seem to focus on the words. Instead, my gaze kept wandering in the direction of security. 

I ignored my group’s call to board. I hadn’t been able to book Jenna a seat next to me—also hadn’t been sure she’d want to be stuck spending time with me any longer than she had to—so I could have just gotten on the plane without her, but it didn’t seem like an auspicious beginning to our fake relationship. 

The gate was already calling for the next boarding group when Jenna appeared, dragging a rolling suitcase and clutching a huge leather bag under her other arm. 

I picked up my small carry-on and went to meet her. 

Jenna was flushed and out of breath. “Sorry I’m late; the line was crazy.”

It hadn’t been awful when I arrived a full two-and-a-half hours earlier, but I’d been deliberately trying to avoid the morning rush. “It’s fine. Um, we can board. Unless you need to . . .” I motioned toward the bathrooms and shops. 

“No, I’m ready.” 

I reached my hand out to take her rolling suitcase, since my brown leather garment bag wasn’t all that heavy. 

“Thanks!” Jenna relinquished the handle to me eagerly. 

I started to pull the suitcase toward the gate then stopped, surprised by the resistance. I checked to make sure the wheels weren’t obstructed, but they seemed fine. 

“It’s just really full,” Jenna apologized. “There’s another huge, checked suitcase, too. Ellie went a little overboard.” 

“Ah.” 

Jenna watched me strain with the bag and put a hand out. “I can take it back? Check it?” 

“It’s not a problem.” I set my jaw and pulled the suitcase forward, wondering what exactly Ellie had pressed Jenna to take that weighed so much. Free weights in case the cruise gym was inadequate? Looted doubloons she wanted Jenna to fence in Mexico?

Slightly out of breath, I made it to the gate and scanned my ticket. Jenna stepped up behind me to do the same, but the gate attendant stopped her. “Hold on just a moment, please.” 

What now? Meg—per her badge—typed at incredible speed on the keyboard in front of her while I silently panicked, wondering if she’d noticed how heavy Jenna’s suitcase was. Would checking the bag at the gate delay us from leaving on time or even prevent us from boarding?

“Couldn’t get seats together, huh? I think I can switch things around a bit. Let me see your phone.” 

Ah. Meg thought we were a couple who wanted to sit together. “Oh, it’s fine.” I started to pull Jenna’s suitcase forward, hoping to get enough momentum to get it over the little bump between the gate and the skywalk.  

“No, it’s no problem! Got to keep the lovebirds together.” 

Realizing we weren’t getting anywhere unless I complied, I handed over my phone as Jenna did the same. 

“Miami vacation, huh?” Meg kept typing rapidly as she spoke. Did she have to write a novel about me and Jenna to put the request through? 

Jenna smiled politely. “Fun in the sun.” 

Meg glanced up from the screen. “You have to go to Chillax. It’s this amazing bar on South Beach where all the stars hang out. You’ll love it.” 

“Wow! How cool; we’ll have to check it out!” Jenna’s smile broadened, but I frowned. We’d get to Miami at ten and had to rush to meet my family for lunch. We really didn’t have time on our itinerary for a bar stop all the way out at South Beach.

“There, all set. I got you in business class! Check to make sure the app updated,” the gate attendant told me. 

I looked down at the two phones to see our tickets had changed to seat us side by side in row three, seats C and D. “Yes.” I started on with the suitcase. 

Jenna held back. “Thanks for all your help. That was really kind.” 

“Yeah, thanks,” I called over my shoulder. I hadn’t thought to thank the gate attendant for doing something we hadn’t needed or asked for, but it was good manners. Grandma would adore Jenna. 

I worked out daily, mostly to prevent overuse injuries and for the beneficial cardiovascular effects, but even with all my swimming and strength training, there was a moment when I thought I’d be unable to heft Jenna’s suitcase into the overhead compartment. I squatted as low as possible and then, with a deep grunt, managed to propel it up and inside. 

Someone on the row behind us clapped. 

“Sorry,” Jenna whispered. “I should have put my foot down with Ellie.” 

“It’s fine.” I rolled my neck from side to side. “Window or aisle?” 

“I’m good with either.”  

Since she didn’t care, I took the window. I hated to have flight attendants and other passengers constantly pushing past me to get to the bathroom. 

Jenna stowed her leather bag, then gestured to our little row of two generously sized seats. “This is nice.” 

“Nice not to have to be pressed up against a stranger,” I agreed as we took our seats. 

“Oh, sorry.” She edged a few inches closer to the aisle, apparently taking my disclosure as an indictment. “Is that okay, or do you need more room?” 

“You’re fine.” I hadn’t actually meant she was too near, but reassuring her it was okay if she wanted to get close didn’t seem like a great idea since she’d been adamant against the idea of cuddling.  

I buckled in before addressing the concern that had been on my mind for the last five minutes. “Listen, my grandma wants to take everyone out to a restaurant in Little Havana for lunch today at eleven, so I don’t really think we can go to that bar the flight attendant mentioned . . . unless you want to go on your own and then meet us at the port?” I refrained from adding it would be hard to explain that to my family without making Jenna sound like an alcoholic. 

Jenna wrinkled her nose. “Oh, no. Bars aren’t really my thing. I’m not even that much of a drinker, really.” 

“Ah. You seemed pretty excited about it back there . . .” I tilted my head toward the cabin door. 

“I just didn’t want to be rude when she was trying to help us,” Jenna explained. “She’ll be happy all day now imagining us having a great time seeing all those Hollywood stars.” 

“That’s a relief. Wasn’t sure how I’d break the news of your day drinking to my family.” 

She giggled at my joke, and my chest seemed to puff out of its own accord, as if I were a male peacock whose mating instinct had been activated. What had gotten into me? 

Jenna buckled her seatbelt. “How exactly did your grandma end up thinking you were bringing a girlfriend, anyway?” 

Much as I didn’t want to discuss Cassidy, Jenna had probably earned the story by agreeing to come with me on the trip. Without naming anyone, I explained that I’d intended to ask a woman I had been interested in, only to find out she already had a boyfriend, and that my mom and sister had run wild with the story. 

Jenna frowned sympathetically. “I’m sorry things didn’t work out with your crush.” 

“It’s really fine,” I assured her. “Just a temporary lapse of judgment on my part.” 

Her eyebrows went up. “Was she not a good person?” 

“She’s a wonderful person,” I corrected. “Smart, kind, generous, hardworking . . .” I could have gone on longer, but there was really no point. 

“I’m not seeing the problem with your judgement.” Jenna pursed her lips. “Are you only allowed to fall in love with terrible women?” 

I cringed at the “L” word. “My lapse was in deluding myself that I was experiencing “love” at all. Scientifically speaking, it’s a word that describes a set of chemical reactions in the brain designed to make us feel attraction and attachment. Cass—she—was such an impressive person that even I fell victim to the delusion for a little while.” 

“I—” Jenna was interrupted by one of the flight attendants standing to give the safety presentation. She offered the man her full attention, even smiling at him when they made eye contact. 

I was starting to see a pattern in her behavior—Jenna expended herself trying to make other people feel good. Had I accidentally coopted a nice person into helping me? I’d thought she’d feel as free to say no as I would under the same circumstances. 

Well, that wasn’t strictly true. I really didn’t want to go to her sister’s wedding, but even I’d seen the equity in the exchange. 

As soon as the presentation concluded, Jenna turned her attention back to me. “You don’t believe in love?” 

“No,” I admitted.

She raised an eyebrow. “Do you just plan to be on your own your whole life?” 

I shrugged. “Maybe.” 

“Sounds really lonely.” 

“That’s fair.” I was too rigorous a thinker not to admit that I might fall prey to the same longing for companionship that claimed my parents more than once. “If I decide to enter a relationship, I’ll be clear about what my partner could expect.” 

“Which is?” Jenna’s expression, a mix of skepticism and surprise, looked like one I’d make reading a scientific study authored by someone I didn’t quite trust.   

“A relationship built on respect and cooperation. One that will last as long as it’s convenient for both of us. That’s how most relationships work, even if people don’t admit it.” 

She crossed her arms. “Some people, yes, but my parents have been married for over thirty years and have weathered a lot of ups and downs with each other.” 

“That’s great,” I retorted. “My father abandoned his wife and two kids for one of his grad students when I was eleven. My mom married four more times after that, and every time she’s sure she’s found ‘the one’ only to end up abandoned. She’d save herself considerable expense and trouble if she accepted her relationships were temporary.”  

Jenna’s face fell. “I’m sorry.” 

“Thanks, but that’s not really necessary. I don’t get emotional over the past.” I couldn’t even remember the last time I cried. 

We sat in silence for a moment. Thinking the conversation was over, I reached for my phone so I could finish my reading, but Jenna finally spoke. “Some people do stay together even when it’s inconvenient, though. I don’t think you can meaningfully generalize about every couple on the planet.” 

“I didn’t say that,” I rebutted.  

She pursed her lips but didn’t argue further.  

Great; I’d already alienated my fake girlfriend. “It’s just a theory,” I admitted. One I was fairly sure I was right about.

Jenna sat up straighter. “Maybe you’ve never been in love! If you had, you might feel differently about it.” 

“Maybe so. It’s possible I’m incapable of that kind of emotion; I’m not romantic.” My last girlfriend had ended our relationship in an email that described me as a robot. 

“Didn’t you feel something for the woman you were going to bring on the cruise?” Jenna pressed. 

“It only took a day or so for me to realize that I’d fallen victim to dopamine and oxytocin and given more meaning to a chemical response than the situation warranted. I’ve completely moved on.” 

Jenna’s gaze fixed on the tray table in front of her. “If you say so.”

“What?” I pushed. “You think I’m still attached to her?” 

“I didn’t say that.” She was repeating my words back to me. Touché. 

Jenna’s silence persisted through take off and until we reached cruising altitude. “You can’t just let your bad experiences make you bitter. My last relationship ended horribly, and for a while, I felt a lot like you, questioning whether I could trust anyone.”

I pressed my lips together. She’d completely misunderstood my words. “Actually, I’m being very clear-headed about feelings other people find overwhelming.” I realized belatedly that hadn’t been a very caring response to her revelation. “But do go on.” 

She toyed with the clasp fastening the tray table. “Two years ago, I met a first-year resident at the hospital I worked at. We seemed perfect for each other. I thought we would get married, and he made it seem like that’s what he wanted, too. Then I found out he had a wife and two kids.” 

I sucked in a sharp breath. Finding out Cassidy and Davis were dating was nowhere near as traumatic as what Jenna had been through. 

“I had no idea he was already married, or that he had any children,” Jenna continued. “His wife had stayed behind in Nevada with her parents so they could help her because one of their kids had cerebral palsy. I only found out he was married when we ran into his cousin outside a coffee shop.” 

Even though I wasn’t particularly empathetic, it was impossible not to feel bad for her. “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine how painful that must have been.” 

“Unfortunately, not all my coworkers believed that I didn’t know Westin was married, so there was a lot of gossip flying around. That’s why I moved to Philadelphia and got the job at Beaufort, and why I’ll never date another coworker.” 

“That’s ridiculous!” 

Jenna gave me a sideways look. “I really think it’s for the best.” 

“No, I mean he should have been the one who had to move.” Manipulative, selfish people were excellent at taking advantage of caring people like Jenna.

Jenna shrugged. “My point is that I totally get being upset and thinking love doesn’t exist rather than admitting you had terrible luck and were hurt by a bad person.” 

It seemed rude to argue with her any further after she’d shared such a heartfelt story, so I nodded. 

Jenna wrapped her arms around herself. “Sorry to go into all that. I’m sure you don’t really care about my love life.” 

“No, it’s fine. You probably don’t care about my troubled family, either.” 

“Of course I do! I’m about to cruise with them for five days.” Jenna’s wink showed she was only joking. She looked over me and out the window. “It’s probably good we had this talk because now we both know that whatever we have to do to sell this relationship to your grandma is just acting.” 

I hadn’t thought about it that way. “I guess that’s true.” I sat there for a minute, wondering if I needed to explain anything else about my family. “Do you have any questions about the information I gave you?” 

“I read through it a few times, but maybe you should quiz me?” 

Not a bad idea. “Okay . . . What’s my mom’s name?” 

“Beverly,” Jenna answered accurately. “She’s dating Frank, whom you’ve never met.” 

“Correct.” I debated warning her that he was likely terrible, but maybe the less said about that, the better. “And my sister?” 

“Nicole, who’s in grad school at Yale, working on . . .” Jenna closed her eyes for a second. “A combined PhD in Anthropology, Women’s, Gender and Sexuality Studies. Did I get them all?”

“Yes, very good.” 

Jenna smiled at me. “She sounds brilliant. I can’t wait to meet her.” 

“Yeah, she’s published quite extensively for a doctoral candidate.” I started to tell Jenna about Nicole’s prestigious co-authorship in the Journal of Anthropological Research but realized it wasn’t relevant to the discussion. “She’s . . . had a difficult time in life.” Probably best not to say more about that, either. Hopefully we wouldn’t air too much of our family’s dirty laundry on the cruise.   

Jenna smiled sympathetically but didn’t press further. “And obviously, the star of the trip is your grandma, but I feel like I met her last Saturday.” 

“Sorry about that.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I didn’t ask her to call.” I’d been worried Jenna thought the whole thing was staged. 

“I believe you.” Jenna pulled a book out of her bag, a novel with a blurred-out photo of the ocean on the cover. “And I think I know you well enough now to guess that you’d most like to stop chatting and get on with whatever work you brought with you.” 

I chuckled and tapped my phone. “Yeah, I’ve got the JID to finish.” 

Jenna settled back into her seat and opened her book to the first page, while I tried to get back into the influenza paper. 

For the second time that morning, my thoughts wouldn’t stay focused on vaccines. It was unfair that someone as nice as Jenna had been so badly taken advantage of. 

I stole a glance at Jenna, unable to keep my eyes on the screen. The more I got to know her, the more I admired her.

Another glance revealed Jenna leaned over her book, tucking a strand of hair behind one ear. I had the bizarre urge to put an arm around her and pull her closer.  

Wonderful. I’d already noted attraction to her at our previous meetings, and now I was starting to feel attachment. But she’d made it perfectly clear why she’d never be interested in dating me.   

It didn’t matter if I was attached; I could be logical under any circumstance. Attraction didn’t have to go anywhere, and attachment could create a friendship bond. It would be nice having someone like Jenna as a friend. 

Feelings organized, I refreshed my phone screen and forced my attention back on the article. 
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As soon as we landed in Miami, my phone was hit with a barrage of encouraging texts from Ellie, hoping I was having fun and certain Adam’s family would love me. She’d been Team Adam ever since we left his apartment, gushing endlessly about the view from his balcony, his grandma, the view, the nice finishes in his kitchen, and the view. 

Even if dating were on the table, I wouldn’t want a boyfriend who held such ridiculous ideas about love. Listening to him reduce love to chemical reactions in the brain reminded me of sitting through a dry lecture in nursing school. Despite his brilliant scientific mind, he’d missed the most obvious conclusion: he’d rather pretend love didn’t exist than acknowledge the pain of rejection. 

When the seatbelt light went off, Adam got to his feet and wrestled my ridiculous carry-on to the floor. I tried not to ogle, but I couldn’t help noticing the way his arm muscles flexed under his t-shirt. Who knew Dr. Donaldson had that much going on under his white coat? Based on our in-flight conversation, Adam would lecture me about hormone cascades if he caught me staring. 

After surrendering my large suitcase, Adam’s boxes and our carry-ons to the cruise ship’s luggage delivery service, Adam searched for a Trip on his phone. The humidity slammed into us the moment we stepped outside of the air-conditioned airport. I fanned myself uselessly. I’d experienced my share of sticky weather living in Durham, North Carolina, but it wasn’t something a person could get used to.

“Have you been to Miami before?” Adam asked as we climbed into the rideshare to make the twenty-minute journey to Little Havana.

“No. I’ve only ever been to Orlando. “Have you?”  

“I come to Coral Gables every year for a conference on emerging diseases.” Adam looked down at his smartwatch for a moment. “ETA from my sister. They have already left Fort Lauderdale and should be at the restaurant in thirty minutes.” 

Fort Lauderdale was almost an hour north of Miami. “They didn’t want to fly direct?” 

Adam met my eyes, an unexpectedly wistful smile on his face. “Seventy years ago, my grandparents drove to Miami from Fort Lee in Virginia on their honeymoon trip, and they stopped in Fort Lauderdale for a night. Grandma wanted to recreate a little bit of their journey.” 

The story was even sweeter than Adam’s expression. “I guess your grandpa has already passed on?” He’d never mentioned one, but if his grandma was eager to recreate their honeymoon, I doubted they’d been separated by divorce.

“Yeah, he was killed in Vietnam after they’d only been married ten years.” Adam got another buzz on his watch and looked down.

“That’s so sad. She never remarried?” 

He swiped a message on his watch screen. “Nope. She raised her only child—my dad—as a single mom.” 

My brows rose a little at that. Knowing his mom was also coming on the trip, I’d assumed it was Adam’s maternal grandmother we were cruising with.  “Is your dad . . . still alive?”

Adam snorted. “Oh, he’s alive. Just hasn’t left Peru in fifteen years.” 

I did a few mental calculations. “For your graduation?” 

“To accept an anthropology award.” Adam’s curt tone made it clear he didn’t want to discuss the subject further, so I didn’t ask anything else. But I was dying to understand how his mom would end up on a cruise with her ex-husband’s mother, especially when her first marriage had ended badly. 

The Trip driver dropped us off on Calle Ocho, right in front of the New Havana Cuban Restaurant. I tried the door, but the sign said it was closed for another thirty minutes. Already I could feel sweat dripping down my back, and there were no trees or awning to provide shade.

Adam took out his phone and presented me with an update. “Sorry, my family stopped to use the bathroom.” 

“No problem.” I took a few steps forward, using my hand as a sun shield. “Maybe we can go and stand in the shadow over there?” I pointed toward the space between two buildings. 

He looked around as if suddenly aware we were directly in the sun. “Oh yeah, good idea.” 

We moved to the alley between the restaurant and a lounge that hadn’t opened yet. Over the next half hour, Adam occupied himself by taking his phone out repeatedly to assess how far away the rest of his family was, keeping me apprised with terse announcements. After their bathroom detour, his grandma wished to stop at the same giant orange statue she remembered from her honeymoon. Then Frank, Beverly’s boyfriend, wanted some Cuban cigars. At least by that time we knew they were in Little Havana, thirty minutes after we’d agreed to meet. 

The humidity was intense, and the sun kept encroaching on our hideaway in the alley. “New Havana should be open now. Maybe we could get a table?” I suggested, fanning myself with my hands. All of Ellie’s hard work on my makeup earlier that morning was melting right off my face. 

“Yeah, let’s try.” Before we could enter the restaurant, Adam got a call, but he waved me to continue inside without him. 

I opened the restaurant door and basked in the sweet air conditioning for a moment before stepping in further. Despite the unlocked door, no one was behind the hostess stand. “Hello?” I called. 

A man in his fifties walked out from a back office and launched into Spanish. 

“Sorry,” I apologized. “No habla español.” At least not enough to understand what he’d just said. 

He switched to barely accented English. “Can I help you, ma’am?” 

I waved a hand back toward the door. “We have a party of six.” 

“For tonight?” 

“For lunch?” The strangeness of the interaction muddled my thoughts. It was normal to walk into a restaurant during business hours and ask for a table, right? 

He scrutinized me for a moment. “Oh, okay, no problem. Tourists, right?” 

I nodded, wondering if it was my lack of Spanish or apparently odd request to eat lunch that had clued him in. 

“You’re all here now?”

“Not yet . . . Should we come back?” There wasn’t a single other person in the restaurant, so it wasn’t like we would be keeping a table from a party that was ready to order. 

He shook his head. “No, it’s fine. I’ll get your table now.” 

“Thanks, let me just get . . .” The next two words seemed to get stuck in my throat. I swallowed hard. It was time to start living the part I’d been brought there to play. “ . . .My boyfriend.” 

The man made no response to what had been, at least for me, a hugely dramatic statement, instead turning to move two smaller tables together. 

Adam was saying goodbye to someone when I called to him from the open door of the restaurant. “They’re getting a table for us.”  

He waved his phone before placing it into his back pocket. “They’re leaving the cigar shop now.” 

“This is a special place to your grandma?” I whispered to Adam, surveying the empty restaurant. 

He offered me a wry smile. “She came here with my grandpa.” 

“I have your table ready.” The waiter beckoned us to the center of the room. Adam took a seat, but I opted to stand a few minutes longer, still stiff from the plane. 

Adam had his phone out again. I thought I was addicted to technology, but his device could have been another appendage. “We have an appointment to board the ship at one.” 

It was eleven-thirty. “How far away is the port from here?” I asked, bracing against the table while I stretched my right calf.  

Though my question was directed at Adam, the restaurateur answered. “Port of Miami? Maybe thirty minutes. More, if the traffic is bad.” 

I smiled politely. “Thanks.”  

Adam passed a hand over his face. “I’m sorry.” 

I stared back, confused. “For what?” He was hardly responsible for the traffic. 

“No one in my family can keep to a schedule. Well, maybe my sister. You’re in for a lot more of this. We’ll be lucky if we don’t leave them behind on an excursion.” 

“It’s fine,” I assured him. He looked so dejected that I tentatively laid a hand on his shoulder, trying hard not to think about the muscles I’d seen in action earlier. “Seriously, don’t worry. We’ll make it on the cruise. What time does it—?” 

My words were interrupted by the appearance of a giant rodent hurtling across the floor toward me. I screamed and stepped back, bumping into Adam and then falling right onto his lap. He wrapped his arms around my waist to steady me while I squeaked and raised my feet. 

“Bravo! Ven acá!” the man yelled, coming toward us. “Sorry, ma’am. He’s harmless.” 

I examined the creature closely and realized that instead of an oversized rat, he was a breed of dog I’d never seen before. 

Adam’s arm tightened around me as the creature edged nearer. Then the dog growled, and the man came forward to grab his collar. 

My breaths came in shallow gasps, and I couldn’t seem to get my heart to stop racing.

“Are you okay?” Adam’s voice, right in my ear, sent pleasant shivers down my neck. 

“I—”

“Oh, look at you two love birds!” Adam and I both turned our heads to find an entourage of people at the restaurant door: a woman in her sixties who looked enough like Farrah Fawcett that I had to do a double take, a paunchy man of around the same age, a blonde woman in her late twenties and a tiny, bowed older lady. 

The dog was dragged away while I scrambled off Adam’s lap, cheeks flushed from the excitement and the embarrassment of being caught at what surely looked like some serious canoodling. At least it would help sell the relationship.  

Standing from the table, Adam bypassed everyone else for his grandma, pulling her into a careful hug. 

His grandma stood on tiptoe to kiss both of his cheeks, tears streaming down her own. The reunion even choked me up a little, and I didn’t even know her. “Let me meet your sweet pea.” His grandma—Ruth, from Adam’s dossier—had the most adorable, quivery voice I’d ever heard.

I hurried over to the pair and found myself enveloped in a gentle hug of my own. “I’m Jenna.” 

“Call me Grandma,” she whispered in my ear. She released me from the hug but held onto my hand. “I’m so happy to meet you, Jenna.” 

“Get over here, Adam!” The woman in her sixties who had to be Adam’s mom, Beverly, threw her arms wide. Adam turned to hug her and then his sister before shaking hands with Frank, the boyfriend, who immediately started enthusing about all he’d seen since he arrived in Miami. 

“This place is crawling with beautiful women. I’m in heaven!” He sketched out a ridiculously curvy figure with his hands. 

Adam’s sister Nicole didn’t bother disguising her disgust at Frank’s conversational gambit. “Adam has a girlfriend, Frank.” 

“Doesn’t stop him from looking now, does it?” Frank laughed, but Adam only stared back coldly. 

Beverly either hadn’t heard Frank or was doing an excellent job of pretending. “Don’t keep Jenna all to yourself, Grandma. I want to meet her.” 

Grandma let go of my hand, and I found myself swathed in Beverly’s arms and a cloud of what smelled like expensive perfume. “So nice to meet you!” 

Rather than hug, Nicole waved at me. She had a chin length bob and dramatic cat-eye glasses. “Hi Jenna! Can’t wait to hear all about how you two met.” She turned her gaze to her brother. “How long has it been since you dated anyone, Adam? Four years at least.” 

Adam just shrugged and shoved his hands in his pockets in response to the embarrassing question. 

Frank started forward as if to hug me, and I took a half-step back. I didn’t want to be touched by someone so obviously creepy. 

Adam immediately moved beside me, close enough to make it seem like we were a couple. “We got a table for everyone.” 

Beverly laughed. “Yes, we saw you two over there when we came in! Can’t keep your hands off each other, huh?” 

I laughed uncomfortably. “Guess not.” On that awkward note, we all made our way to the table. 

Adam pulled out my chair. “Sorry,” he mouthed as he took the seat next to me. If the tension in his body language was anything to go by, he was mortified. 

He couldn’t control how his family acted. I squeezed his forearm lightly to show it was okay then drew my hand back quickly since we’d agreed on no touching. Adam’s expression was impassive, no way to tell if it bothered him or if he’d even noticed I’d already violated his rules twice. 

At Adam’s urging, Grandma accepted the seat at the head of the table and immediately tried to discover every last thing she could about the restaurant man. To her delight, Javiero was the direct descendant of the man who’d owned the restaurant seventy years earlier. 

“May I tell you something?” Grandma asked. Javiero leaned in so he could hear her soft voice. “My husband and I ate here on our honeymoon!” 

“Bueno.” Javiero kissed Grandma on both cheeks. “A beautiful story for a beautiful—”

“I want a margarita,” Frank interrupted, oblivious to the tender moment. 

Nicole shot him another disgusted look. 

“Good idea, Frank. We all ought to look at the menu.” Grandma said, unoffended by Frank’s interruption. “We have a ship to catch!” She picked up the menu and held it only a few inches away from her face. 

“No margarita for me, please,” Beverly told Javiero. “And you shouldn’t either, Nicole, not if you want to fit into all those new swimsuits.” She laughed like she’d just told a hilarious joke. 

Eyes wide, I looked between Beverly and Nicole, who was glaring at her mom. Nicole was slender, not even half my size.

“Thanks a lot, Mom. I happen to like myself. You should try it.” Nicole turned to Javiero. “I’ll take a margarita, please.” 

“Nikki, I was only joking!” Beverly quickly protested. “I didn’t mean anything by it!” 

My gaze darted to Grandma. Surely all this arguing couldn’t do her heart condition any favors? But she was busy reading the names of all the dishes aloud, sounding out every “j” and “l” the way you would in English. 

“I can’t believe you’re so insensitive,” Nicole hissed at her mom. “Did you forget my eating disorder?” She turned to Adam with raised eyebrows, as if asking what he was going to say in response.

“Just a water for me, thanks” was his only reply. Despite the calmness of his voice, his knee was bouncing so rapidly under the table that he might have been keeping time to a techno beat at a rave. 

“Oh!” Grandma cried out, placing a hand over her heart.  

Adam and I both jumped up so quickly we knocked our chairs over. 

“They have the same ropa vieja they had all those years ago, look!” Grandma pointed at the menu before glancing up at us. “Are you two going to the bathroom?” 

“Just wanted to make sure you were okay,” I told her, my own heart racing. Adam and I retook our seats. “Um, how are you feeling?” 

“Never better!” Grandma beamed at me. “Don’t worry for a moment about this old heart! It’s like a fancy watch—just keeps on ticking no matter what happens.” 

Beverly turned to Adam with what looked like a falsely cheery smile. “Well, you look great, Adam! Is that a new shirt? Jenna must have gotten it for you. You wear your clothes until they’re rags.”

Adam acknowledged the comment with a nod that could have meant anything. 

The situation was growing tense, but I didn’t know enough about Adam’s family to have any idea how to make things better. “I’ll take some water, too,” I told Javiero, staring at Adam’s bouncing leg. It was difficult to sit by and do nothing when he was obviously so stressed. 

Biting my lip, I reached over and laid my hand on his knee. At once, his leg stopped moving. 

Before I could pull my hand back, he covered it with his own and squeezed lightly. 

Grandma put her menu down on the table and smiled out at all the people at the table. “Aren’t you all a sight for sore eyes!” She didn’t seem to have heard Beverly’s insensitive comments. Maybe she stayed serene by blocking out all the negativity. 

“How was the giant orange statue?” I asked, seizing on a possible new route for the conversation and trying desperately not to obsess over the fact that Adam and I were basically holding hands under the table. The warmth of his palm sent little sparks all the way up my arm. Pretty soon I was going to be the one having a heart attack. 

“Oh, it was wonderful. Just the way I remembered it.” Grandma smiled beneficently over the table. “Thank you all for humoring me with this trip. Spending this time with you is the next best thing to having Joe here, but I know he’s watching us from heaven.” She looked up and blew a kiss. 

My heart nearly melted out of my chest at the sweet gesture, but when I glanced at Adam to see his reaction, he was looking down at his menu. Probably barely holding himself back from commenting that love was illogical. 

I pulled my hand out from under his and turned my attention back to my own menu. 

“Ready to order?” Javiero asked. 

Grandma smiled up at him. “I want the ropa vieja, just like I had all those years ago.” 

Frank didn’t want any food to go with his margarita, and Beverly couldn’t find anything that fit with her diet, but Nicole, Adam and I ordered the same as Grandma. 

I loved the seasoning on the meat and the crispy fried plantains, and since I wasn’t concerned with fitting into my swimsuits, I finished everything on my plate. 

Nicole toyed with the idea of ordering dessert, seemingly to spite her mom, if her pointed looks meant anything. “The flan looks good, but I guess we should get going.”  

After we all turned down dessert, Grandma tried to pay for the meal, but Adam insisted he would, and nobody argued. By the time we settled the check, thanked Javiero, visited the restroom, and ordered two Trip cars, it was past two in the afternoon. 

Nicole eyed our smaller sedan longingly before helping Grandma into the Trip van. I imagined she wanted to get away from her mom and Frank, but she didn’t say anything as she took a seat. 

Adam was silent for the first minute after we pulled away from the restaurant. 

“Are you okay?” I ventured. 

He looked at me, some emotion I couldn’t read lurking in his eyes. “I’m sorry I dragged you into this.” 

“Why? Your grandma is amazing! I can see why you didn’t want to disappoint her.”

“Yeah, but the rest of my family . . .” Adam let his voice trail off. 

Unlike Adam, I could keep my theories to myself, so I didn’t say that it was clear why he didn’t believe in love. “Hey, thanks for saving me from the rat dog.” 

Adam cracked a full smile for that. “That thing was crazy. Probably could end up in some kind of Journal of Veterinary Medicine.” 

“Seriously.” I paused for a second. “Sorry I touched you at the restaurant.” It was a lie. I wasn’t sorry; it was shameless bait to get him to share his feelings so I could try to interpret his voluntary hand holding under the table. 

He waved a hand. “No need to apologize. I’m good with whatever you’re comfortable with. But don’t feel like you have to.” 

“I’m kind of a touchy person,” I admitted. 

“I’m not, but I don’t mind it.” 

I turned to look out the window. Not minding it was very different than recoiling at the notion of touching like he had at the Connect office. 

It also wasn’t exactly the same as saying he liked me touching him. 

Disappointment washed over me. Despite my attempts to understand Adam’s actions, his mixed signals left me confused and unsure. I could admit that, when it came to him, my hormone cascades were . . . cascading. Plenty. And a teeny, tiny part of me wondered how it would feel if things were different, like if Adam didn’t work at Beaufort and the fake relationship had a possibility of becoming real. 

I squashed the idea as mercilessly as I would a mosquito. Maybe we’d end up as good friends, but we’d never date, and I couldn’t let myself even think about a romantic future. 
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We got onto the King of the Seas in just over an hour, walked around the ship for a long while, then attended the send-off party. I was certain Grandma could have used a nap, but my family opted to stay on deck and absorb more cancer-causing rays rather than retreat to the safety of our rooms.

Standing in the sun surrounded by strangers was every bit as awful as I would’ve anticipated. But I had a mission to keep Grandma from getting heatstroke or skin cancer, so I didn’t decamp to my room. At least Jenna looked happy as she stared out at the ocean. 

	Mom pointed out a lady walking past us. “Oh, look at that dress! You’d look great in that, Nicole.” 

	Nicole didn’t smile at Mom’s olive branch, and unfortunately, a single comment about the dress set Frank off with a creepy observation. 

“What, her? She’s got nothing to fill that with. Might as well be a guy wearing that.” 

In response, Nicole stormed off toward the opposite end of the deck. 

Trying not to add to the drama, I avoided looking at her. I didn’t miss that Jenna stayed on Grandma’s right side, as far away from Frank as possible, so I positioned myself to cast a shadow over Grandma, with the added bonus that I was also shielding Jenna from Frank’s objectifying gaze. 

	“Are you getting too warm?” Jenna asked Grandma, considerate even when the sweat on her face made it clear she was just as uncomfortable as the rest of us. 

Grandma smiled contentedly. “This breeze feels wonderful!” Before she could put her hands down on the deck rail, I pulled a pack of bleach wipes from my back pocket and disinfected it. 

“Take this.” I offered the pack to Grandma, who nestled it carefully between her lipstick and tissues in her giant purse. “You should disinfect everything on this ship before you touch it.” 

	 Mom’s laugh from behind my back was as loud as the alarms they’d taught us to interpret in the cruise ship safety videos. “Still a germaphobe, huh?” 

	“Yep.” Nobody would be laughing if they came down with norovirus. 

	Frank scoffed openly. “When I was a kid, I used to lick the floors of public bathroom stalls, and I turned out fine.”

	My eyes automatically met Jenna’s, and I could read her thoughts as easily as my own. Frank wasn’t a ringing endorsement of the benefits of licking bathroom floors.

	 “Adam is a doctor,” Grandma announced. “I’d trust him with my life.” 

	Relief tinged with panic washed over me. I was glad Grandma would listen to me, but the idea of holding her life in my hands was overwhelming.

	An announcement invited everyone to cheer as we prepared to pull away from the port. “Let’s make some noise!” 

	Grandma’s weak yell couldn’t be heard above the din, but the pure joy in her expression spoke volumes. I bit back a caution about taking it easy at the party so she didn’t cause any strain on her heart. She’d wanted this for a long time—not just the cruise, but gathering her family together. 

	I glanced at my watch and realized we didn’t have long before our scheduled dinner time. “I’m going to go disinfect everything in our rooms,” I yelled over the music. “Grandma, may I have your Ocean Wand?” 

	Grandma fished for the pass in her bag and readily handed it over to me. 

	“Do you need help?” Jenna offered.

	I hadn’t brought her to be a servant. “I’ll be fine. Enjoy the party.” 

	Grandma slipped her hand through Jenna’s. “I’ll take good care of her for you, Adam.” 

My heart did something irregular at the sight of Jenna and Grandma hand in hand. 

It was nothing, I told myself. Faced with Mom’s thoughtless criticism, Nicole’s irritability, and Frank’s distasteful commentary, it was no wonder I felt increasing attachment to someone so caring and considerate. That’s all it was, though. Neither of us were looking for anything else. 

	Nicole lifted a hand to wave goodbye as I passed her but didn’t speak. She’d been the primary trip planner, putting in months of effort to bring everything together, but she didn’t seem like she was having a very good time. 

I found all my equipment in the hallway outside the suite I’d share with Jenna and hauled both air purifiers across the hall to the balcony room shared by Grandma and Nicole. I sprayed everything in their room down with disinfectant, ceiling to floor, paying extra attention to the knobs and switches, then headed back to our room to do the same. 

A knock sounded at the door. “Adam? It’s Jenna. Can I come in?” 

“Yes,” I called back, coughing a little. 

Jenna let herself into the room with her key. “Hey, everyone is—Wow.” She coughed and waved her hand in the air. “The disinfectant is really strong in here.” 

“I have some masks.” I turned my head too fast and found the room spinning. I put a hand out to steady myself against the couch. 

“Whoa,” Jenna said, moving forward to stand next to me. “You need fresh air. Let’s go and sit on your grandma’s balcony for a bit.” 

We didn’t have one of our own since I’d had to book an interior suite to stay near Grandma. “Good idea.” 

Jenna accompanied me across the hall and knocked on the door, placing a hand on my back when I got so dizzy I had to lean my head against the wall. I tried not to think about the various kinds of bacteria my face was coming into contact with. 

Nicole answered the door. 

“We need to borrow your balcony,” Jenna informed her.  

“Oh, okay,” Nicole replied, and Jenna led me inside, past Grandma sitting on the edge of her twin bed, cheerfully commenting on the space-saving features of the room. 

“And this cushion comes out so you can put your bag inside—what’s wrong, Adam?” Grandma had to work to be heard over the hum of the air purifiers I’d placed. 

I tried not to move my head too much as I walked forward, worried I’d get dizzy and fall down. 

“I think he just needs some air,” Jenna explained. She guided me onto the balcony and settled me onto one of the lounge chairs bolted to the floor, adjusting the seat back so I could recline. 

I shut my eyes and took long breaths through my nose. The breeze was nice, but sitting totally still seemed to effect the biggest improvement on my lightheadedness. “Thanks.” 

“Jenna?” Grandma called. “I want to show you something.” 

“Be right back.” Jenna gave my shoulder a little squeeze, the gesture far more comforting than it ought to have been. I squashed the desire to call her back to stay next to me, healing me with her presence.  

A short time later, someone stepped back onto the balcony and closed the sliding glass door behind herself. Had Jenna returned already? I cracked one eye open.

Nicole settled into the chair next to me. “Grandma said for me to order you a ginger ale, so it should be here soon.” 

“Thanks.” I wasn’t particularly thirsty, but I knew better than to argue with Grandma’s dictates. “Where’s Jenna?” 

Nichole chuckled. “Apparently Grandma brought all your childhood photo albums to show her.”  

“Yikes.” Poor Jenna. Nobody wanted to be stuck looking through someone else’s pictures. Why had I thought it was okay to ask a stranger to do this? 

“Adam?” 

I turned my head very slowly to face my sister. “Yeah?” 

“Jenna is really nice. Grandma already loves her.” Nicole waved back toward the sliding doors. 

“And?”

“Just maybe don’t mess this one up? I really don’t think you could find anyone better.” 

Ouch. I squished the pain of my sister’s lackluster evaluation of my interpersonal skills. “I’ll keep that in mind.” Not that it mattered, since my relationship with Jenna wasn’t going anywhere. 

“Are you coming to dinner?” 

“Um, yeah. What time?”  

“Didn’t you get my itinerary?” Nicole sighed. “I thought you, at least, would read it.” She stood and left the balcony.

I’d examined her twenty-page document, but I hadn’t memorized every word. Mom’s interference was making Nicole more irritable than usual. Mom wasn’t really mean, just thoughtless, but Nicole lacked my ability to stay detached from it.

Nicole returned momentarily and thrust a large, laminated card into my hands. “This is an abbreviated version I made for Jenna, but you two can share it.” The card had boxes for each day of our trip, with Nicole’s preferred mealtimes in bold. 

“Thanks.”

“Not like dinner will be enjoyable with Mom and Frank there.” Nicole rolled her eyes. “Mom is much easier to deal with over the phone. I can always pretend my signal is out when she annoys me.” 

I pressed my lips together rather than respond that I wished Nicole would avoid Mom over the phone as much as she had on deck earlier. Their gossipy calls were what got me into the whole mess with needing a fake date. Much better to stay out of the drama, like I tried to. 

Jenna appeared at the door. “Your drink arrived!” Since the balcony was barely big enough for two, Nicole edged past her to get back to Grandma. 

“Thanks.” I took a sip to be polite, then offered Jenna Nicole’s schedule. “I emailed you the full plan, but I didn’t know there would be a quiz.” 

Jenna laughed and took it from me. “I already memorized a lot of it. Dinner tonight at five thirty in the main dining room. At sea all day tomorrow. Sunday and Monday in Mexico.” She scanned the card and then bit her lip. “And uh, snorkeling.” 

“Not a fan?” 

“To be honest, fish creep me out a little.” 

“Really? What did you put down on the Connect survey?” 

Jenna stared blankly at me for a moment. “Oh, the sea animal question? Manatee, because I love how they just float through the water. Reminded me of being on a lazy river. What about you?” 

“Also manatee.” I was too embarrassed to explain I’d only put it down in a weird form of protest which had undoubtedly only been registered by me. “Anyways, you don’t have to go snorkeling. You’re doing enough just being here. Any time you want to sit out, feel free.” 

“Okay.” Jenna perched on the edge of the lounge chair Nicole had vacated. “Do you have thoughts about dinner?” 

“In general, I’m a fan,” I replied caustically. 

Jenna chuckled at my sarcasm. “And tonight? Will you be up to—” She broke off as a truly awful smell assaulted us. 

We both looked over to see Frank on the next balcony over, saluting us with a giant cigar.

“Put that out!” I hissed, hand over my nose. 

Frank blew out a fresh cloud of smoke. “You sick?” 

“It’s illegal,” Jenna explained, looking worriedly from side to side, checking to see if other passengers had noticed. “It was in the rules we agreed to. If they catch you, they’ll put you off at the next port.” She pointed at the large “No Smoking” sign right next to his head. 

Frank only snorted and took another puff. “If they catch me. The smoke will just blow away into the air.” 

Mom stepped out onto their balcony. “Someone from the ship is here about your smoking.” 

Frank tossed his cigar over the railing and into the ocean. “What smoking?” 

He wasn’t supposed to do that, either, since the butt could get sucked into the fans and cause an engine fire, but clearly Frank had ignored the mandatory safety video we’d all watched before boarding. 

I was not prepared to die on the ocean because of my mom’s idiot boyfriend. 

Jenna got to her feet. “I think I’m going to change before dinner.”   

I hadn’t planned on changing, but I stood to go as well in case Frank decided to light up another one. I got to my feet cautiously, but the fresh air and sip of gingerale seemed to have done their work, and I no longer felt lightheaded. 

Grandma was pulling something out of her suitcase when we passed through the room, using one of the air purifiers as a furniture ledge. “This is the scrapbook I made for Adam’s high school and college years. I had to start a whole new one when he went to medical school for all his awards and speeches.” 

“I can’t wait to see it!” Jenna told her. “Maybe after dinner?” 

I winced at the thought of my past achievements being paraded. Back in our suite, I apologized to Jenna. “Sorry about the photos. I’m sure they’re boring.” 

Jenna paused in the doorway of her room. “Are you kidding me? I loved seeing your clogging uniform.” 

I groaned. “My mom signed me up for that because it was something all her friends had their daughters in. She thought it would make me more graceful.” 

“Did it work?” 

“Have you ever seen clogging?”

Jenna smirked. “Asheville is literally where team clogging was invented. So I know what a clogger can do.”

I couldn’t resist trying to make her laugh again. “Then I’ll show you some of my moves later and you can be the judge of my grace.” 

Jenna grinned at me before closing the door, leaving me on the tiny suite couch with nothing but my thoughts. 

Even a real girlfriend might not have been as patient about old family photo albums. There was a genuine kindness about Jenna that stirred something unsettling within me. A small part of me couldn’t help but wonder if things might be different with her than they’d been with the women I’ve dated in the past. 

But that was stupid. Jenna might be one of the nicest people I’d ever met, but I was still the same old Adam. I couldn’t let myself get carried away.
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	I sunk into a chair at Cucina Del Re, the ship’s main dining room, and admired the beautiful surroundings: huge chandeliers, white tablecloths, sumptuous red carpets. Long windows provided a panoramic view of the ocean, while servers in pristine uniforms wove around the tables. 

Our head waiter, Grigore, introduced himself as Romanian with a lovely accent. 

	“Does that mean you’re a vampire?” Beverly cooed flirtatiously. “Are you going to bite me?” 

	Nicole looked mortified. “Mom!”

Grigore simply laughed, not missing a beat. “Only on full moons, madam. But don’t worry—tonight’s just a half.” 

Beverly laughed too loudly and ordered a glass of red wine. 

“I thought you were avoiding liquid calories,” Nicole observed.

“Wine doesn’t count because it’s so good for you! It’s practically a medicine, right, Adam?” 

Adam, seated to my left, busied himself with the menu rather than responding. 

With an exaggerated eyeroll, Nicole started a conversation about her PhD studies with Grandma. 

Luckily, the delicious food provided a distraction; after eating a chilled peach soup, shrimp cocktail, and grilled salmon with ricotta whipped potatoes, I barely had room for dessert, a dark chocolate mousse that tasted like heaven. 

After Grigore flambéed a Baked Alaska for Grandma at our table, Beverly decided she had to have one too. “We’ll split it,” she told Nicole. 

“What about my bathing suit?” Nicole’s voice dripped with sarcasm. 

Cheeks flushed from three glasses of wine, Beverly leaned toward Nicole with a wide grin. “I used to be a real social butterfly in college. Ended up at plenty of bars.” She laughed heartily and took another sip of her wine. “But I had this secret trick to keep my figure: I’d dance off all the calories.”

Nicole pointedly ignored her mom, so Beverly looked in my direction. “There’s a club open later, Jenna, if you want to go.” 

I gave a weak smile, wondering if that was Beverly’s way of telling me I needed to get a bikini body. 

Frank looked up from his Surf ’N Turf and pointed squarely at a woman on the opposite side of the dining room. “Seven, definitely. Could be an eight, but her arms are a little flabby.” No one responded to his ranking. “Come on, Adam. You’re a man. Back me up here.”  

Adam glared and stabbed a piece of pineapple upside down cake as if he wished he could do the same to Frank. 

	Beverly giggled. “Adam won’t support you. He’s always had a protective instinct.” 

	“Oh, yes,” Grandma chimed in, looking up from her conversation with Nicole. “Remember that class bully in fourth grade?”

	“I don’t think we need to tell—” Adam began. 

	“This kid was shoving the other kids to the ground on the way to and from school,” Nicole interrupted, leaning closer so she could tell me the story. “Adam got the idea to tie fishing line between trees along the path one morning. Most of the kids knew to step over it, but Gabe kept falling on his face all the way to school. After that, his mom drove him.”

	“Aw.” After perusing Grandma’s photo albums, I had no problem picturing ten-year-old Adam perhaps watching from a distance with binoculars as his plan succeeded. 

	“Oh, Adam and his little schemes,” Beverly sighed. “One time he used my grandmother’s heirloom silver to test out his new metal detector, but he couldn’t find all the pieces he scattered in the yard. He drew up an archaeological map with a grid and dug holes, very methodical.” 

I started to chuckle until I noticed that Nicole had looked away, face drawn, Grandma’s hand stirring her coffee had become very unsteady, and Adam’s expression was curiously blank. 

	Beverly, oblivious to the reactions of her listeners, continued. “And then Ron sprained his ankle in one of the holes!” 

	Adam straightened the napkin in his lap, Grandma gave a small, sad smile, and Nicole’s jaw set rigidly. I didn’t have to understand the specifics to realize there was more to the story than Beverly had shared. 

	“I’m ready for dancing,” Frank declared, clearly also not tuned into the conversation. “Jenna, you look like a woman who likes to move her body.” He waggled his eyebrows as suggestively as a baddie in a cartoon.  

	I stared speechless at Frank for a moment, too grossed out to respond. 

	Adam stood up. “It’s been a long day.” 

	“Yeah, I’m pretty tired.” I hurried to join him. 

	“Sleep well,” Grandma urged. 

I stooped and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, relieved I had a fake boyfriend to get me away from the dining room. 

Adam didn’t say much on the way to our suite, and when we arrived, he wished me good night and shut the door to his room.

It was only six thirty—too early to sleep—but I didn’t want to go out and risk running into Beverly or Frank again, so I cracked open a mystery novel. 

I found it hard to concentrate on the words. My mind kept circling back to the dinner, to Adam, and to his family. It was clear that he was uncomfortable, even embarrassed, by them. And honestly, who could blame him? They were intense, to put it mildly.

But there was no denying the love Adam had for his grandma. He’d put himself in this awkward position just to make her happy. The more I thought about it, the more I found myself admiring him for it. He’d been nothing but considerate toward me, stepping in to defend me from Frank when necessary. 

At Beaufort, Adam was almost super-human, a walking encyclopedia who never made a mistake. Seeing him out of his element, grappling with his family’s quirks, made him seem more human. And though I hated to admit it even to myself, I found myself liking this side of him. 

As a friend, I reminded myself firmly. I liked Adam as a friend. 

I turned back to my book and forced myself to pay attention to the words.  
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The next morning, I tried to be as quiet as I could as I got ready in the bathroom. By the time I was finished, I still hadn’t seen any sign of Adam. I pressed my ear to his door, but all I could hear was the hum of the ship. 

“Adam?” I called softly. There was no response. Not wanting to bother him, I closed the cabin door softly behind myself and left for breakfast. 

Nicole and Grandma were coming out of their suite at the same time. “Where’s Adam?” Grandma asked. 

I had no idea, but it might raise their suspicions to admit I hadn’t seen him since the day before. I waved a hand back the way we came. “Oh, he’s still asleep.”  

“Ugh, Adam will sleep until noon if you let him.” Nicole shook her head and looked at me expectantly. “How do you deal with it?”  

“I actually haven’t noticed that he sleeps more than anyone else.” I laughed nervously and tried to turn the conversation into safer territory. “How did you sleep?” 

“Just beautifully,” Grandma assured me. “With the rocking of the ship, it was just like being in a cradle.” 

I looked around. “Are we waiting for Beverly and Frank?” 

Nicole rolled her eyes. “They’ll probably sleep even longer than Adam.” 

Grandma slipped one arm through Nicole’s, and the other through mine, and we walked forward at the slow pace necessitated by old age. My grandparents—the ones I could remember, and who could still walk—had been the same way.

I didn’t mind the gentle speed, but Nicole’s body was tense, and she kept looking ahead. 

“Why don’t you go on ahead and investigate the breakfast offerings?” Grandma suggested. “Jenna and I will be just fine.” 

“If you’re sure.” Nicole took off down the hallway without a backward glance. 

Grandma smiled up at me. “I’ve been hoping to talk to you alone anyway. There are a few things you should know about the Donaldsons.” 

My whole body tensed. I didn’t deserve to hear any deep family secrets. “Oh, you don’t have to . . . Uh . . .”  

Grandma didn’t seem to have heard me. “Has Adam told you very much about his father?” 

“A little.” A very little. Adam had barely mentioned the man. Was it going to seem odd that I didn’t know important details?

“Ron lost his own father at a young age, and I didn’t do a very good job raising a son all on my own.” 

“I’m sure that’s not true,” I interjected. Not with the way Adam talked about her, or the evidence before my eyes as to what a kind, good person she was. 

“Thank you, Jenna, but it is. After my husband died, I got a job as a secretary for a federal judge. I didn’t think I had enough time to care for Ron like a mother who didn’t have to work, so I sent him to live with his aunt—my late husband’s sister. She didn’t have any children, so I thought she’d dote on her nephew.” Grandma smiled sadly. “She spoiled him, but by the time I realized that and had him back to live with me, he was unmanageable—rude and selfish.” 

I could hardly imagine anyone mistreating such a kind, pleasant woman. “I’m so sorry.” 

“I hoped maybe getting married and becoming a father would mature him, but Ron never changed. When she met him, poor Bev had already been through a lot of problems in her own family. She’s really a sweet girl at heart. And she’s had some terrible luck with men! My Ron included.” 

Grandma was awfully ready to take all the blame for Ron’s behavior. We reached the elevator, and I pressed the button to go up. “I’m sorry to hear about all these troubles.” I considered my next words carefully, not wishing to overstep my role as a fake girlfriend. Still, I couldn’t let the moment pass without trying to alleviate the guilt she so obviously held. “I know your love and support mean the world to Adam.” 

A sunshine smile dawned on her face. “It’s impossible not to love Adam. He was the sweetest, dearest boy in the world. Always imagining the most amazing things! Even when he was little, I could hardly understand how his mind worked. And he had a tender little heart.” Grandma patted my hand. “But I don’t need to tell you that.” 

“Yeah . . .” I knew I shouldn’t pry, but I couldn’t resist asking for an explanation about the story Beverly told the night before. “At dinner, when Beverly was telling about Adam digging all those holes in the backyard—” I froze as Grandma’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m so sorry; forget I said anything!” 

She held tightly onto my arm as we departed the elevator. “Oh, no, it’s not your fault. It’s just that spraining his ankle was the excuse Ron gave to leave his family.” She fished a pack of tissues from her handbag and dabbed at her eyes. “Ron said a brilliant mind like his couldn’t be hampered by the demands of caring for children. Crushed Adam. Back then, he wanted to be just like his dad.” 

Why on earth would Beverly tell that story like it was just some funny anecdote? I felt an actual twinge of pain in my heart. That was too heavy a burden for a child to carry. “It doesn’t seem like Adam has the highest opinion of his dad now.” 

Grandma sighed. “Did he tell you about Peru?” 

I tried to recall everything Adam said about his past. “Only that Ron lives there and doesn’t often leave.” 

She shook her head. “I had a feeling Adam would keep these things to himself. Bev’s second husband didn’t like Adam very much, and things got so unpleasant that she sent Adam to live with Ron for a while. Ron was just as self-centered as ever. Forgot to keep up with Adam’s medicine and he got malaria.” 

“Wow.” I’d suspected Adam had some stuff in his past that skewed his perspective on relationships, but this history was even worse than I’d thought. 

Grandma stopped in the middle of the corridor and looked up at me with incredible sincerity. “I’ve long worried about Adam, that it was all too much for him, but I can rest easy now that he has you. I always knew that same sweet, loving boy was still inside of him, just waiting for someone like you to come along and help him find himself again.” 

My mouth opened and closed. Adam wanted me to come on the cruise to please his grandma, and it sounded like I’d accomplished that. But it felt horrible deceiving such a nice person. 

Grandma patted my hand again. “It’s hard to put love into words, isn’t it?” 

“Yeah.” My stomach twisted with guilt over leading her to believe a lie. I couldn’t tell her the truth, though, not without risking her heart. 

Nicole walked back to us before we’d even made it to the buffet. “Looks pretty good. I grabbed us a table.” 

“Thanks.” I smiled at Nicole. Grandma hadn’t mentioned her in the family story, but Nicole had to have been just as scarred by the past. 

Suddenly, I didn’t feel right leaving my pretend boyfriend alone. “You know what? I’m going to go wake up Adam. I don’t want him to miss breakfast. I’ll catch up with you on the pool deck if we don’t make it back in time.” Nicole’s schedule had us either lounging or doing poolside activities between breakfast and lunch. 

“See you soon!” Grandma transferred over to Nicole’s arm and shuffled away. 

Back in the suite, I squared my shoulders and raised my hand to knock on Adam’s door. I was a nurse, used to charging into a sick patient’s room. Still, my heart raced. I couldn’t forget all the secrets I’d just learned about his family. The next time we came face to face, things would be different. 

There was no response to my first tentative knock, so I tried again, harder. Nothing. 

“Adam?” I called.

I finally got a groan in response.

“Are you okay?” 

Another groan. 

What if he’d gotten sick in the night and that’s why he hadn’t left his room? The thought that he could be in need of medical assistance overthrew my final scruples, and I tried the handle, which wasn’t locked. I flung the door open to find Adam sitting up in bed, head clutched in his hands. My eyes widened as I registered firstly that he was not wearing a shirt and secondly that he had some extremely well-defined muscles throughout his upper body and not limited to the arms I’d appreciated the day before. 

I stood there slack jawed, just taking him in, until it hit me how embarrassing it would be if Adam noticed me ogling him like he was the “hot now” light on my favorite donut shop back in Asheville. I stepped back into the hallway and pulled the door closed to a slit. “Sorry for barging in; I was worried about you,” I called through the door. “How are you feeling?” 

“Fine. Just slept in a little later than I intended.” Adam’s gravelly, just-awake voice did nothing to help me get myself in order. 

“Well, breakfast is being served, if you’re hungry. And I think we’re going to meet at the pool in a while, if you’re up to it. I just saw Grandma and Nicole, by the way. They had a great night. Well, Grandma did.” I was rambling to cover my embarrassment.  

“Okay.”  

I waited a second to see if he’d say anything else, but he didn’t, so I pulled the door shut. 

I left the room at once rather than sit around waiting for another glimpse of him. If Adam walked out without a shirt to jump in the shower that would not help me squash the thoughts intruding on my peaceful existence. Thoughts like that it wouldn’t be too bad dating a coworker, and that Grandma would have mentioned it if Adam had a wife and kids stashed somewhere. 

There were lots of other ways a relationship could go bad, however. Ways that could still make it unbearable to keep working at the same building with someone. 

There was no sign of Grandma or Nicole at the buffet, so I grabbed a muffin and an orange and headed for the adult-only pool where we were slated to meet. When I arrived, Beverly was already sunbathing on a deck chair in a bright red bikini. Grandma’s stories made me feel just as sorry for her as I did for her kids. While Westin hadn’t exactly left me for another woman, I understood a little of what it felt like to be abandoned. 

Beverly lowered her sunglasses. “Good morning, Jenna! How’s Adam?” 

“Great,” I said, a little too enthusiastically. “I mean, he was just stirring.” 

She watched me peel the wrapper off my banana muffin. “Ooh, that looks good. Maybe I’ll get one.” Her face fell. “Oh, maybe not. Did they have any low-carb muffins?”

I finished swallowing my first bite. “I’m sorry; I didn’t notice any. Do you want my orange?” 

Beverly shook her head sadly. “Too much fructose. I can’t risk it.” She glanced over her shoulder.

I followed her gaze to see Frank at the poolside bar, drinking something with an umbrella sticking out of the top and chatting with some college-aged girls, oblivious to how they were snickering about him. 

I looked away quickly. I didn’t know if Beverly was unlucky or foolish when it came to men, but nobody deserved to be treated like that by a partner. 

“We’re not even really together anymore.” Beverly’s quiet voice lacked its usual spirit. 

“Oh,” I said, busying myself with the muffin to try and hide my surprise. Apparently, it was the morning for family secrets. 

“Frank’s going to move in with his new girlfriend after we get back from the trip. I’ve known for a couple of weeks, but I didn’t want to depress everyone. It’s a cruise! We’re here to have fun!” Her tone had already returned to normal. 

“I’m sorry.” Mostly that she was ever in a relationship with so mediocre a person as Frank. 

Beverly laughed as if I’d told a good joke. “Don’t worry! There’s always another man. Maybe I’ll even meet someone on this ship! That’s why I have to look my best, even though I’m dying for a muffin.” 

Irritation warred with pity. Apparently, she couldn’t be serious for more than a second. How did Adam and Nicole cope? 

A man approached us in a high-necked rash guard, knee length swim trunks, a gray fishing hat, black water shoes, and enough thick white sunblock on his face that he could pass for a clown. 

It took me a second to recognize the person standing before us as Adam. 

When Beverly realized, she laughed so hard she almost fell off her lounge chair. “Oh my gosh, son, are you for real?” 

“Hi,” I greeted him, ignoring his mom’s laughter. I patted the foot of my lounge chair in an invitation for him to sit. 

“Maybe you were switched at the hospital,” Beverly suggested, still giggling. “I can’t believe my son would grow up to be so cautious! And Ron certainly isn’t like that.” 

Adam’s whole body went stiff, but he didn’t say anything except “Where’s Grandma?” 

I jumped up, abandoning my orange. “Let’s go look for her!” I grabbed his hand, unable to ignore the instinct to get him out of there. 

Adam allowed himself to be dragged away, and he didn’t let go of my hand after we’d made it out of his mom’s sight, so I didn’t either. 

I tried to reconcile everything Grandma had said about Adam’s tender heart with the very serious man at my side. The urge to hug him was nearly overwhelming, and not just because the tight sleeves of his rash guard neatly showcased his muscular arms. “Thanks for bringing me on the cruise,” I blurted out. 

“What?” He dropped my hand. “You can’t be serious.” 

“I really like your grandma,” I explained. I didn’t add “and you” because it would have been strange, even if it was true. I hadn’t seen everything in him that Grandma had, but I wanted to. And maybe I could provide what Grandma had been hoping for, only as a friend instead of a girlfriend. 

But as my heart fluttered rebelliously at the thought of getting even closer with him, I couldn’t help but remind myself that I was getting into dangerously deep waters. 
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Jenna and I met Nicole and Grandma walking out onto the pool deck before we’d gone more than a few yards. I was still analyzing the interaction between me, Mom, and Jenna of a few moments before. I didn’t need Jenna to save me from Mom—honestly, her antics hardly bothered me anymore—but I couldn’t deny how comforting Jenna’s hand felt in mine as she pulled me away.  

“Nice to see you’re alive, Big Bro.” Nicole eyed me, but she didn’t make fun of my clothing. “Did you come from the pool? Already sick of Mom and Frank, huh?” 

Jenna chimed in before I could. “No, we were looking for you two! How was breakfast?” 

“Marvelous! Just marvelous,” Grandma enthused. “I had an omelette and a fresh orange juice.” She’d always been like that, so happy about everything that even a fault-finding cynic like me was moved to something like joy. 

Jenna and I exchanged a quick look, one that somehow managed to communicate “Are you seeing this?” and “She’s too adorable for words.” I felt a physical sensation in my chest, an unexpected euphoria at having someone to share this with. 

Grandma reached out and placed a hand on my arm. “Adam, I was watching the television set in my room this morning, and I saw that they have a surfing machine right here on this ship!” 

“Wow, that’s great.” I hadn’t been anywhere near a surfboard in ten years, and I wasn’t about to embarrass myself, but I feigned polite interest for Grandma’s sake. 

She wasn’t done with me. “I think you should show off a little for Jenna. You know all about what a great doctor he is, but he’s a real dreamboat on a surfboard! Or maybe you already know that.” 

Nicole stifled a giggle, but Jenna managed to keep a straight face as she replied. “I’ve never seen Adam on a surfboard.” 

I hurried to put a stop to that line of thinking. “Probably better to keep it that way. I’m so out of practice I doubt I could stay on my feet.” 

“Don’t sell yourself short,” Grandma admonished. “Besides, it’s all about having fun, isn’t it?” 

Nicole shook her head. “Donaldson kids are terrible at doing stuff for fun. It’s either excel or abstain.” 

“It sounds great!” Jenna smiled at Grandma, then looked at me. “I’d like to try. I’ve never done it, so you’re guaranteed at least to be better than one person.” 

It wasn’t about being better than anyone, it was about not looking like an idiot in front of a crowd. But I probably owed Jenna after all she’d already been through with my family. “Yeah, if you want.” 

“Anything for Jenna, huh?” Nicole teased. “Have fun. Oh, and don’t forget lunch at noon. And you might want to lay out whatever you need to take with you on our excursion to Cozumel tomorrow. Don’t forget to pack your bathing suit for snorkeling.” 

“Awesome!” Jenna chirped. 

I gave her a sideways glance. She couldn’t be planning to go snorkeling, not when she was afraid of fish. 

“I’ll go to Cozumel with you, but I’ll just watch you from the shore if that’s okay.” Grandma smiled benevolently. “It’ll make me so happy to see you all having such a good time!” She and Nicole continued toward the adult pool to meet Beverly.

I looked down at Jenna, wearing a long green dress printed with white and pink flowers. It was pretty—more than pretty, I realized once my attention was drawn to it. It hugged her body, but the full skirt swayed when she walked. 

She probably thought I looked like a guy in a hazmat suit next to her. 

“I guess you need to change if we’re doing the surf machine.”

She didn’t seem to have caught me staring. “Oh, right. Should I meet you there?” 

“Maybe I’ll change too.” I waved a hand over my torso. “This is probably too much.” 

Jenna started for the elevator. “I think it’s really wise to avoid UV exposure. I wish I’d thought to bring a rashguard.” 

I followed her inside the box, stepping over a plate on the floor engraved with “Saturday.” “We could probably buy one on the ship if you want.” 

“It’s fine.” She flashed a smile. “I’ll just wear a lot of sunblock.” 

I hit the button for our floor, the elevator doors closed on us, then I turned to Jenna. “We keep meeting here, ma’am.” 

Despite the weakness of the joke, Jenna’s warm laugh made me feel as charming as Everett Hardcastle. “I guess elevators are kind of our thing, aren’t they? Thank goodness this one doesn’t seem likely to break down.” 

Somehow the idea of being trapped in an elevator with Jenna didn’t seem that bad. We’d have a good excuse to avoid Mom and Frank, and I’d definitely be safe from skin cancer in there. And I was starting to realize Jenna was one of the few people I could possibly stand to be with for hours on end. 

As I waited for Jenna to change in her room, I silently deliberated about wearing my rashguard to the wave machine. I didn’t want to embarrass Jenna, but we’d reached the time of day when UV radiation was strongest. She’d said it was okay, though, so I kept it on, cinching the sun hat a little bit tighter under the chin. 

Jenna appeared in a red bathing suit that looked like it could have come straight from the 1940s; wide straps, shorts, and what I was pretty sure was called a sweetheart neckline. I hadn’t given much thought to the whispered conversation she’d had with her roommate about bikinis outside my door because I’d seen the cruise in the light of a business arrangement, and what did it matter to me what she wore? But as I tried to focus on objects around the rather boring room while also stealing glances at Jenna, I thought she’d made a really good choice of swimwear, no matter Ellie’s opinion. 

She started rubbing sunblock on the back of her neck, and unlike the industrial bottle I’d ordered off the internet, hers smelled amazing, with notes of tropical fruit and smoky caramel. “Sorry, I won’t take too long.”  

I swallowed hard. “Take your time.” I had to say something to distract myself. “Um, what kind of sunblock is that?” 

“It’s something Ellie got me from a skincare boutique on the Upper East Side.” Jenna grinned sheepishly. “I didn’t even want to know how much it cost.” She reached her hand behind her back and tried to put the lotion in the space between her shoulder blades. 

Should I offer to help? I’d promised her there wouldn’t be any touching, but she’d taken my hand and touched my knee. Besides, I was pretty sure a friend would assist with applying sunblock. “I could, uh . . . do you want me to get that for you? Or not . . .”

“Yes, please!” Jenna eagerly extended the bottle to me and turned around. “I never can reach that spot.” 

I put a dime-sized amount on my hands and then gently spread the sunblock across Jenna’s upper back. It was just like applying an antifungal cream to a patient, I told myself. 

It wasn’t anything like that. Jenna’s skin was soft under my fingertips, and the smell of the sunblock was delicious. With her hair nearly tickling my nose, I caught a new whiff of something herbal. I took a long, deep breath, transported to Bali or the Cook Islands, just me and Jenna hand in hand on the beach, surrounded by blooming plumeria or hibiscus. I imagined tucking a blossom behind Jenna’s ear and then bending down to kiss her gently. 

Warning bells flashing in my mind, I blinked and noticed a smear of white a little higher than where I’d been touching. “There’s a little bit not rubbed in on your neck.” My voice was unsteady. “Do you want me to get that, too?” 

“Yeah, go for it.” I thought maybe her voice was a little shaky, too, but it might have been my imagination. 

I finished applying the lotion in smooth, steady strokes. “There.” 

Jenna turned around. “Thanks.” 

We stared at each other. 

Jenna was beautiful and kind, and she appreciated Grandma. She was patient, and she laughed at my jokes. I opened my mouth to speak.  

“Ready to go?” she asked, tone upbeat. 

I let whatever moment we’d been having slip away. “Yeah.” 

It didn’t matter. Jenna made it clear why she’d never date a coworker, even if she could get over the fact that I didn’t believe in love. And I was still rational enough to realize that what I was feeling was purely chemical, a function of evolution. 

At least that’s what I kept reminding myself. 

There was a short line ahead of us for the wave machine, mostly teenagers, and a few people my mom’s age. Jenna scrutinized the would-be surfers. Many of them couldn’t stand upright, getting swept back against the wall before they’d even made it onto the board. Others stood for only a few seconds before toppling over. 

“Can’t lock your legs,” I muttered. 

Jenna gripped my arm. “Give me all the tips, please.” 

I laughed and shook my head. “I haven’t done this since I was an undergrad, but I do remember the basics. Try to maintain your balance while you stand up. Keep your core tight and your knees springy. Don’t throw your arms around too much.” 

“I will never be able to do this.” She made a face, then brightened. “But it’s supposed to be fun, right?” 

I recalled the conversation with Nicole earlier. “Just like the snorkeling you don’t really want to do tomorrow? I told you, you don’t have to go.” 

“Yeah . . .” Jenna laughed nervously. “I have a hard time letting people down. And who knows? It could be better than I expect.” 

“Why don’t you sit with Grandma on the shore?” Weirdly enough it didn’t feel the slightest bit weird to refer to my grandmother like she belonged to Jenna, too. 

“Nah, it seems important to Nicole, and I hate to cause her any more stress than she’s already had on this trip. Besides, what are fish going to do to me?” 

I shrugged. “Anisakid nematodes are no joke.” 

Jenna nodded rapidly. “You’re telling me. My first year as a nurse, I had a severe food poisoning patient who kept escalating and went into severe abdominal pain. By the time it was identified as Anisakiasis, he needed surgery.” 

“I read a paper on the rise of anisakidosis in Spain,” I began, before remembering with a start that this wasn’t a topic most women wanted to discuss. “Well, anyway, you won’t have to worry about it, as long as you don’t take a bite out of the fish while we’re snorkeling.” 

“I’ll try to restrain myself, but no promises.” She grinned at me. “What was the paper about?” 

I blinked in surprise, realizing that Jenna wasn’t recoiling from the topic like most of the other people I’d tried to share my knowledge with. 

But before we could discuss the rise in popularity of consuming raw fish, it was our turn to surf. 

The boards were shorter than the longboards I was used to, but as I crouched in the water, years of practice came back to me, and I managed to stand on my own. My body seemed to remember what to do, making minute movements to keep me balanced on the board and then weaving side to side. The tame swells of the machine transported me back to a time when I hadn’t been quite as rigid, when life had held more possibility than working every day. I was twenty years old, and I expected to be happy, not just intellectually stimulated. 

Why hadn’t I kept up with surfing? I had plenty of time off saved and enough money to travel to the world’s best waves. Hawaii, Mexico, Australia. And I’d be fine traveling alone. Would prefer it, honestly. 

As soon as I had that thought, I remembered Jenna, just on the other side of the wave machine’s barrier. She was wobbling on her board with one of the attendants holding her hand to keep her upright. 

“I’m going to let you go,” the worker shouted. 

Jenna’s eyes widened with panic, and she started to tremble even more. 

Without thinking I reached out and grabbed her hand, turning my board diagonal to the water flow. At first, the unexpected pull from a new source sent me shaking so much I feared I was going to wipe out. But then my body steadied itself and, by extension, her. 

Jenna’s mouth was open in shock as if she couldn’t quite believe she was doing it, and then she smiled at me. 

And that was the moment I realized I wasn’t in the process of becoming attached to Jenna. 

I already was. 

That was a complete disaster. 

I released Jenna’s hand. She floundered a moment and then got her balance, but I wiped out spectacularly, rolling several times until I hit the back barrier so hard that I got the wind knocked out of me. 

“Are you okay?” Jenna asked, hovering over me, a soothing hand pressed to my forehead. 

“Yeah,” I croaked just as soon as I had my breath back. “I lost focus for a second there.” In a way that was far more dangerous than a wave machine spill. 

“Do you want to try again, or should we go back to our rooms?” 

“Think we should call it a day. Don’t want you to have to switch from vacation mode to nurse duty.” I tried to keep my tone light, but inside, a storm was brewing. I could no longer deny that my feelings for Jenna had moved past friendly. 

With a tight smile, I stood to walk back to the suite. 
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On the third day of the cruise, I kept glancing at the clock as I dressed for the formal dinner celebrating Grandma’s birthday. After a day in the Cozumel sun, everyone had supported Grandma’s suggestion of a nap before we ate, and I’d slept a little later than I’d planned. I had to speed to get ready if I didn’t want to be late. 

I had learned a lot about myself in the last two days. For one thing, I wasn’t very good at surfing, which I’d assumed would be the case but had officially confirmed. For another, I disliked snorkeling just as much as I thought I would. Turns out fish are even creepier when they’re close enough to touch. 

Finally, I learned that if I am trapped on a cruise ship with an attractive guy, my personal boundaries will become even more flexible than Ellie doing a handstand scorpion in her yoga practice. 

I wasn’t sure if it was the gentle way Adam had applied sunblock to my back the day before, or even the adorably awkward way he’d asked if I wanted his help that had set me over the edge. It certainly hadn’t helped when he had zipped around like a professional surfer.

My thoughts took many forms: my mom’s voice, saying “Your Aunt Kathy won’t have anything bad to say about Adam.”

Also, Ellie’s: “Life is totally too short not to go for it, Jenna. Don’t worry about all the bad stuff that could happen!” 

“But what about people like Amy who are just waiting to dish gossip?” I mentally argued with her. “I can’t start over again if this relationship goes bad.” 

Imaginary Adam broke in with his own argument for falling in love. “Statistically, it’s quite unlikely that two people with strong social ties and compatible hormonal profiles would generate enough acrimony to break the bond.” 

I didn’t even know if what my fictional version of Adam argued was true. Maybe the real Adam could cite the data? 

I slipped on a pair of large, dangly earrings, hoping the geometric shape would give my dress a modern vibe. Ellie had been horrified I intended to pack the same gown she’d given me for her birthday party, though I pointed out that nobody on the cruise ship had seen it. It was the nicest thing I owned. Besides, Davis Hardcastle had called it stunning, and even if I didn’t totally “get” it, Davis’s verdict had to mean something. 

Adam stepped out of his room in a black suit, adjusting his cuffs under the jacket. When he saw me, he did the kind of doubletake I thought only happened in the movies. 

Maybe I should have chosen a different dress. I waved a hand over my pink tulle skirt. “I know what you’re thinking, and no, I am not preparing to take to the stage as a ballerina.” 

“That’s not what I was thinking.” Adam folded his arms, his expression displaying a message I couldn’t pretend not to understand. 

I should have jumped up off the couch and asked if he was ready to go, just like I’d done to break the spell between us when he’d finished rubbing sunblock on my back. If I wasn’t going to date Adam, it wouldn’t be a good idea to ask him to explain the warmth in his eyes.  

I knew that, but I also really wanted him to voice his thoughts. “Oh?”

He held my gaze. “I was thinking that you look really beautiful.” 

“Thanks.” His compliment wasn’t particularly flowery or intense, but my cheeks still grew warm. “Um, you look nice, too.” He did; dark blue tie, slacks that tapered just enough to be stylish, and the wavy hair I still couldn’t stop thinking about. 

Somehow, my tiny crush had developed into an enormous one despite my very best efforts to not let it. And it kind of seemed like he liked me too, however he might describe it—early-onset bonding disorder?

“Ready?” he asked, giving me a crooked smile that made my knees go weak. 

For just a moment, I let myself imagine what it would be like if Adam really were my boyfriend. He’d probably kiss me before we left to meet his family in the hallway, and if we held hands, it would be because we were in love, not because we were putting on a show. 

No. Not love. No matter how tenderhearted he’d been as a child, the adult Adam didn’t believe in that, just like I didn’t believe in dating a coworker. 

I pushed all thoughts of romance out of my mind. “Yeah, let’s go.” 

The dinner started out nicely enough. Grandma wore an adorable purple dress with sequins all over the bodice, and she was just as happy with her birthday party as she’d been about everything else on the cruise. The pecan-crusted salmon melted in my mouth, and Adam scraped his chocolate panna cotta dish clean. 

The trouble started toward the end of the meal, after Beverly and Frank had consumed quite a bit of wine. Nicole suggested we each say a few words about Grandma, and she went first. “And to sum it all up, your support has meant the world to me. I love you.” 

Grandma reached across the table and pressed her granddaughter’s hand. “I love you, too.” 

Beverly, seated on Nicole’s right, should have been the next one to share. Instead, she threw both arms in the air. “This is my song!” 

I frowned in concentration, finally recognizing the faint music in the background as an eighties pop ballad. 

Beverly thrashed unsteadily by herself in her chair and then started singing along. Loudly. 

Nicole rolled her eyes, and Adam put his head in his hands.

“She’s having a good time,” Grandma remarked serenely. 

I edged my chair closer to Adam and laid a hand on his arm. He looked up when I touched him and then slid his hand into mine. It wasn’t the first time we’d held hands, but the act felt more significant after the last few days we’d spent with each other. 

“Look at you two.” Frank’s words were more than a little slurred. “But you’re a doctor. Bet you meet a lot of hot nurses. Probably made your way through all of them, huh?” 

Adam’s hand tightened momentarily in mine, but he only gave Frank a cold look. 

I tried to smooth things over. “We don’t actually work together very much.”  

“That’s a shame!” Frank laughed in a knowing way. “You ought to take advantage of your break time. Find an empty room—” 

“Stop now,” Adam ground out. “I don’t want to hear you say another word about Jenna or any other woman.” 

“Lighten up! I was only making conversation.” Frank turned to Nicole, who was glaring daggers at him. “You probably want to give me some feminist takedown, huh? Well, save it.” 

The song ended and Beverly sighed heavily. “They don’t make them like that anymore! Now, who’s giving the next speech?” 

Nicole crossed her arms. “I think everyone’s already said enough.” 

Beverly playfully shook her daughter’s shoulder. “Oh, Nicole, lighten up! You’re always so serious.” 

“Somehow that doesn’t mean very much coming from you,” Nicole muttered. 

“Please,” Adam hissed at Nicole, jerking his eyes toward Grandma. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Beverly demanded of her daughter. 

“Now, now.” Grandma reached her hands out to Nicole and Beverly. “We all had too much time in the sun today. I’m sure we don’t mean to be cross.” 

Nicole ignored Grandma’s words and gave her brother a significant look. “Adam, please back me up here.” 

Adam’s jaw tightened, but his voice was calm. “Let’s not do this now. Not on Grandma’s birthday.” 

“It’s never the right time for you to deal with feelings, though.” Nicole shook her head disgustedly. “Thanks a lot for your support.” 

“Maybe we should have an early night,” Grandma suggested. “I’m feeling a little tired.” 

“I have something for you.” Adam reached under his chair and retrieved a gift tied with a gold silk ribbon. “Happy birthday.” 

Grandma’s hands trembled a little as she opened the box. “Oh, Adam!” She covered her mouth with her hand. “It’s perfect.” She started to stand, presumably to come around the table and hug her grandson, but Adam jumped up and went to her. Grandma hugged him for a long time, then whispered something in his ear. 

“What’d you get?” Beverly asked eagerly. 

Grandma held up a small oil painting of a blue house surrounded by trees. “This was my house with Joe. Adam commissioned it.”

“It’s lovely,” I commented, smiling at Adam. The painting was nice, but I admired his sweet gesture even more. 

The dinner party broke up shortly after that. Frank and Beverly went to visit a club, and the rest of us went back to our rooms. Nicole didn’t say anything to us as we rode down to our floor, charging ahead to unlock her suite.

Grandma hugged me goodbye. “Thank you for coming to my birthday party.” 

She felt like a bird in my arms, light and fragile. “Thanks for inviting me.” 

Once in our suite, Adam tossed his suit jacket onto the coffee table and collapsed onto the couch.

I stared at him for a moment, wondering if he wanted to talk about what had happened or be left alone. “Are you okay?” 

“No.” Only one short word, but it said a lot. 

I moved to sit beside him on the couch. “That was some birthday dinner.” 

“I’m so sorry.” Adam’s face was stricken. “You have every right to be furious with me.”  

“What?” I stared back, genuinely confused. “You didn’t do anything.” 

“I dragged you on this cruise and forced you to interact with my embarrassing mom, angry sister, and one of my mom’s all-time worst boyfriends.” 

“But your grandma’s amazing,” I joked. Adam didn’t even manage half a smile.

“I’m not mad at you.” I laid a tentative hand on his upper arm. There was nobody around we were supposed to be convincing. 

Adam covered my hand with his, releasing a kaleidoscope of butterflies in my stomach. Or maybe even an entire continent full of migrating monarchs, all fluttering inside me because of the soft brush of his skin over mine. 

“You should be. Frank is disgusting, and you wouldn’t have to deal with him if you hadn’t come.” 

I inclined my head, unable to argue with that. “Yeah, he’s awful. But at least you won’t have to see him again.” 

“True. They probably won’t be together by Christmas.” 

Apparently, Adam didn’t know, and I hadn’t promised Beverly to keep it a secret. “Your mom told me they broke up before the trip.” 

Adam wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Why would she still bring him?” 

I shrugged. “I guess we aren’t the only couple in a fake relationship.” 

He shot me a look. “That’s not at all the same.” 

Maybe Adam meant that our relationship wasn’t so fake anymore. “Yeah?” The eagerness I could hear in my voice was embarrassing.  

“Mom wouldn’t have disappointed everyone if she’d left Frank in California.”

“Oh.” I dropped my gaze, but I didn’t pull my hand away. “Your mom seems like she thinks she can eliminate bad stuff by putting a positive spin on everything.”  

“And no matter how many times her hypothesis is disproven, she keeps hoping for different results. Drives Nicole crazy too.” He leaned back to rest his head against the wall. “Nicole always thinks I should speak up for her, as if adding another person into the argument is going to improve anything.” 

“Maybe she just wants a little validation,” I suggested. 

“She needs me to repeat the obvious?” Adam scoffed. 

I thought about everything I’d seen of the dynamic between Nicole and Beverly, along with Adam’s silence. “Maybe she needs to know that you’re hurting too. So she doesn’t feel alone.” 

Adam’s whole body jerked in surprise at my words. “I’m not hurting.” 

I waved my free hand in front of his face. “What do you call this?” 

“I’m frustrated by my family, but I’m not sad or anything. I don’t dwell on the past.” He crossed his arms, finally relinquishing my hand. 

I should’ve guessed someone so clueless about love would also deny feeling pain. Freshly embarrassed for even considering there might be something more developing between us, I rose from my seat. “I guess I’ll head to bed. It was a pretty long day.” 

“Yeah. Puerto Costa Maya tomorrow. Nicole has us all going to see some ruins.” 

“Sounds good.” I started to turn toward my room, but I hated to end the evening on such a sour note. A friend could compliment a friend. “That was a really sweet gift you gave Grandma, by the way.”

“Yeah, she seemed to appreciate it.” Adam looked down at the floor. “I deliberated about it for a long time.” 

I raised my eyebrows. “Because you didn’t think she’d like it?” She probably would have been happy if Adam had given her a smiley face drawn on a cocktail napkin. 

“Because I didn’t know if it was a foolish gift for someone who isn’t going to be alive much longer.” His voice was quiet, almost a whisper. 

My heart did a crazy flip. Oh, Adam, freezing me out with his emotional stupidity and then reeling me back in with this melting admission. I sat back down on the couch. “Of course it wasn’t foolish.” 

Adam didn’t meet my gaze. “She won’t be able to enjoy it after she’s gone. It’ll just be one more thing left behind.” 

“That’s true about any gift you could give her,” I pointed out. 

Adam shrugged. “I suppose.” 

I hadn’t finished my thought. “But I don’t think that’s the point. You gave her something she’ll treasure for whatever time she has left.” 

“I suppose.” He sighed heavily.  

“Do you want a hug?” I shouldn’t do anything that put me even closer to Adam, but he looked so forlorn that I couldn’t help offering. 

“Yeah?” He made it sound like a question. I couldn’t tell if he wasn’t quite sure about it or worried I didn’t really want to. 

I smiled to put him at ease and edged a little closer on the couch. Adam put his arms around me, resting his hands on my waist, while my arms circled his chest. At first it was like hugging a statue, but then he relaxed. He smelled like mint, pine, and something else I couldn’t identify. I was just wondering to myself how long I could keep my arms around him before it grew awkward when I caught him sniffing my hair.

I pulled away to look at him. “Are you smelling me?” 

Adam cringed. “Yes. Sorry.” He gestured to my head. “I like the scent of your shampoo. I noticed it while I put the sunblock on your back.” 

“It’s fine,” I assured him. “Feel free to smell my hair any time.” 

“Jenna—” Adam closed his eyes for a second, then reopened them. “Never mind.” 

I was not about to let whatever that was go. “What?” 

Adam rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable by altering the terms of our agreement, but when this cruise is over, would you ever change your mind about dating someone you work with?”

The answer was no, but that wasn’t what came out of my lips. “Why do you ask?”

“Because I’m developing a pretty strong attachment bond to you.” His tone was too earnest for a man who used such a clinical phrase to say he liked me. “And I find you really attractive.” 

Despite his clunky speech, my heart swelled. “I like you too, Adam.”

I got a full smile from him, one that made him look every bit as sweet as the loving little boy Grandma had described. “So . . . is that a yes?” he asked. “You’d consider dating?” 

I really couldn’t throw out my very hard-earned life lessons for a guy I met on an app after three days, but there had to be some way we could make things work. “Y—”

“Wait.” Adam held up a hand. “Don’t just say yes because you have a hard time saying no.” 

I gasped in mock outrage. “I wouldn’t!”

He raised an eyebrow. 

“Okay, usually I would,” I admitted, “but not when it comes to dating.” 

He pressed his palms onto his knees. “Maybe we should table this discussion until the cruise is over and you have some time to think.” 

That would be the wisest course of action, to get some distance from him and a clear head before I made any decisions. “Okay.” 

We sat there for a moment in awkward silence until I laughed nervously. “Guess I better actually go to bed now.” 

“Yeah,” Adam agreed. “Me too.” He started to loosen his tie. 

I stared unabashedly at him, unsure if he knew that action was universal catnip for women. 

After he’d undone the top two buttons of his shirt and leaned back against the couch once more, I moved forward to hug him one final time before calling it a night. But then he looked back at me with a such warm smile that I threw caution to the wind and leaned forward to kiss him.  

Adam met me halfway, like he’d been hoping for the kiss but holding back until he got a sign I wanted it too. His lips brushed the edge of mine once, a dress rehearsal. I touched his face and gently adjusted it until his mouth was centered on mine. 

His kiss was eager, lips pulling at mine in a way that returned the butterflies to my stomach. His arms came around me, one hand cradling my elbow and the other on the small of my back. My hand slid up his starched white shirt, savoring the feel of the muscles I’d only observed the last few days. 

And then I tentatively raised my other hand to finally feel his hair. At first my fingertips barely grazed the edges, but, before I knew it, my emboldened fingers were combing through the gentle waves. His curls were even softer than I’d imagined, smoother and more satisfying than puppy ears or a cashmere sweater. Adam leaned into my touch, seeming to enjoy it as much as I was. 

He pulled away first, a rare, soft smile on his face, and I beamed at him like he was a game-show host who’d just announced I’d won a million-dollar prize. Maybe it was due to all the tension building between us the last few days, or maybe Adam was just a really good kisser, but the kiss felt momentous, even fateful. Like we were two halves of a whole meeting for the first time. 

But I didn’t dare voice such unscientific thoughts to Adam.  

“Good night,” I whispered. He kissed me once more before I floated off to my room. 

I didn’t know if we were dating for real, if I wanted our relationship to keep going after the cruise, or how to evaluate his troubling theories on love. But I was starting to understand that there was something between me and Adam I wouldn’t easily be able to walk away from. 
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I came out of my room the next morning cautiously optimistic. I’d gone to bed in a rare state of single-minded clarity, worries about Grandma and embarrassment over my crazy family crowded out by the wonder of kissing Jenna. 

I hadn’t started out the evening planning to ask her to date me, but I hadn’t been able to resist after all we’d shared. And I’d respected her boundaries too much to try to kiss her, but then she’d moved toward me, and our lips met in a magnetic pull.  

Maybe it had been too long since I’d dated anyone and the novelty gave it more importance than it deserved, but even my exceptionally pragmatic mind was having a difficult time being rational. That kiss hadn’t seemed the mere culmination of hormonal exhortation—there’d been something more. Something I lacked the language to articulate.  

Likely the only way to understand the experience accurately was to repeat it, but I was still wary of making Jenna uncomfortable. She hadn’t been totally certain about dating me after the cruise, and I respected that. She might not want to kiss again until we were safely on dry land, where she had the chance to rationally consider the prospect. 

Jenna interrupted my thoughts by coming out of her room, wearing a blue dress printed with hibiscus blossoms and an enormous floppy hat—the kind of hat that could shield her from the sun . . . or provide a barrier around her face to prevent another kiss. She hadn’t worn it to Cozumel the day before. 

I supposed that was my answer. No more kissing would be on the schedule. I wouldn’t press her for anything she didn’t want to give. 

“Hi!” She flashed an enormous smile at me. 

I tried to smile back, but I suspected I hadn’t done a very good job when her smile faltered.

“Are you . . . okay?” she asked hesitantly. 

I crammed my hands into my pockets. “Yeah, great.” 

She clearly didn’t believe me. “Are you upset about what happened last night?” 

“Upset?” I repeated. “That we kissed?” 

Jenna nodded, biting her lip.

“I’m very happy about that.” My tone was firm. “But I won’t try it again if you’re not okay with it.”

Jenna stepped toward me, face relaxing into a smile. “I’m very happy about it too.”  

Aware of the potential for embarrassing myself, I nonetheless charged ahead. “Enough to want to do it again?”

She swept her hat off and tossed it onto the coffee table. “Yes.” 

Sighing with relief, I reached for Jenna and wrapped my arms around her. I was just lowering my head to kiss her when she put a hand over my lips.

“Wait. There’s something I need to say first.”

“Okay.” My mind, the one thing I could always rely on, went completely blank, unable to generate a prediction for what she’d say.

“I need you to know that I still don’t know what I want after this cruise is over. I mean, if I want to date you.” She froze. “I mean, I do want to date you; I just don’t know if I can.”

“I understand.” At least I thought I did. But truthfully, I didn’t really care very much at that moment. I bent my head again.

“Wait,” she said again. 

I stilled obediently.

“I also don’t want to be friends that kiss. Could we agree to date for the rest of the cruise and then re-evaluate when it’s over?” 

“Date for real, you mean?”

Jenna nodded.

“I’m fine with that.” If it meant kissing Jenna again and hopefully convincing her to stay in my life, two days were better than nothing.

Jenna sighed with relief. “Great.”

I leaned in one more time, pausing right before I kissed her. “Anything else you want to say?”

“Nope.” Jenna closed the gap between us, and then I couldn’t think clearly about our future relationship status, hormonal cascades or anything else. Kissing her was just as nice as it had been the night before. As our lips moved together, she ran a hand through my hair, sending a chain of sensation through my body.

Arms still wrapped around each other, I gently led Jenna to the couch, thinking maybe we wouldn’t go to Puerto Costa Maya after all. She could tell everyone that I got suddenly sick and she had to stay and care for me.

We hadn’t made it more than two steps when someone knocked at our door.

Jenna started to move, but I put a hand on her shoulder. “We could ignore that.”

“What if it’s Grandma?”

That was a good point. I held onto Jenna’s hand as I made for the door. 

Nicole was on the other side. “You two sleep in or something? Grandma’s waiting to go to shore.”

With a wink, Jenna retrieved her hat, and we followed my sister down the hallway. 

“Mom’s not feeling well, so she’s not coming.” Nicole announced. “I think she stayed out too late.” She didn’t mention Frank.

“That’s too bad,” Jenna said.

I remained silent. Sad as it was, we’d probably have a better time without Mom there to antagonize Nicole.

Grandma looked over at Mom’s room. “I can stay behind and care for her . . .” 

“No!” Nicole, Jenna, and I said in unison. Grandma shouldn’t ruin her fun nursing Mom through her self-induced illness. 

We managed to convince Grandma to go and made our way toward the ship’s theater, where our excursion group was meeting. As we walked, I discovered that Jenna’s hat, when tilted to the right angle, not only allowed me to kiss her while she was still wearing it, but also partially shielded us from prying eyes. Of course, Grandma and Nicole already thought we were dating, so there wasn’t any need to hide, but it was new to us.

Hand in hand with Jenna, I felt less like Dr. Donaldson, Assistant Director of the Infectious Disease Fellowship Program, and more like the expectant, twenty-year-old surfer I’d once been. The one who felt like the entire world of possibility was open to him. The one who had plans for his life outside of his career.

“Oh, look at those benches!” Grandma pointed out a row of seats facing windows looking out over the water. She was walking even more slowly than normal, I observed. The trip had tired her out.

Grandma lowered herself gently down on one of the view seats and took Nicole’s hand. “Would you mind very much if I stayed here on the ship? My hip is giving me a little trouble, and I’m not sure how far I can walk.”

“Oh, we don’t have to go,” Nicole said immediately, even though she’d been giving us a mini-lecture about the history of the site for the last few minutes.

“No, sugar, you should go. You were just telling us how interesting the ruins are,” Grandma replied. “I’ll be just fine here by myself.”

Jenna, Nicole, and I glanced at each other. Even though there were plenty of staff around that could help her if she needed it, it didn’t seem right to abandon a ninety-year-old grandmother with health problems.

“You know, I’m a little tired, too.” Jenna nodded at me and Nicole. “Why don’t you two go, and I’ll stay with Grandma?” She sat down on the bench.

“Are you sure?” I asked, giving her a questioning look. I’d also been excited to see the ruins, but I didn’t want Jenna to miss out.

“Yep. Grandma can finish showing me your scrapbooks.” Jenna looked at Nicole and then tilted her chin, encouraging me to go. Maybe she thought we’d benefit from the chance to talk.

“Oh yes!” Grandma patted Jenna’s knee. “We’ll have a grand time, if you don’t mind keeping an old lady company.”

Jenna assured her that there was nothing she’d rather do, and then I kissed Jenna goodbye in full view of Grandma and Nicole.

“You two have suddenly become a lot more affectionate,” Nicole commented as we entered the theater. “Were you scared to kiss in front of us?”

“Something like that.”

A man took our excursion tickets and gave us blue stickers before directing us to sit with our group members on the right side of the auditorium. On the bench ahead of us, a mother and daughter from our ship argued in Spanish about a souvenir the daughter wanted her mother to buy for her because she had run out of her own spending money.

“¿Por qué gastaste todo tu dinero en chucherías?” the mother demanded.

Nicole and I grinned at each other. “You still remember Spanish from your time in Peru?” I asked. Whereas I didn’t last twelve months, Nicole had made it a full two years before my dad drove her so crazy that she agreed to live with Mom again. It didn’t hurt that Mom’s second husband, Bill, had taken off by then.

She tilted her head. “Enough.”

“Didn’t you study abroad in Mexico, too?” I was woefully short on the details of my own sister’s life. I wasn’t good at relationships in general, and maintaining one with a sister six years younger than me hadn’t been a big priority.

“Yeah, in Mexico City.” Her curt tone didn’t invite more questions.

I watched her, unsure what to say. We hadn’t always been distant. After our dad left, I was the one who walked her to and from school, helped with homework, and prepared her dinner if Mom had to work late. I’d missed homeroom for half a year in seventh grade because Mom had forgotten to fill out our bus paperwork and I couldn’t get to the middle school on time after dropping my little sister off at the elementary school.

Nicole used to tell me everything, even though I was a teenage boy who probably had less sense than she did, but when she was hospitalized for anorexia as a freshman in college, I hadn’t even known about it until after she was released.

A memory bubbled up, vivid as if I were reliving the moment in high definition. “Do you remember that kid who kept pushing you around in elementary school?”

Nicole turned and blinked at me. “Stephen Walker? What made you think of him?”

I shrugged. “Just reminiscing about the past. Do you know what happened to him?”

She unfolded her arms. “Do you mean in life, or just after you hit him?”

I winced at the reminder that I’d behaved so violently. I’d told Stephen to stop messing with Nicole, but he hadn’t listened, finally pushing her down on the gravel playground after school while she’d waited for me. When I found her scraped and bloody, I hadn’t stopped to think before I took a swing at him. The punch probably hurt my hand more than it hurt his face, but Nicole told me at the time he hadn’t pushed her anymore. “Uh, both?”

She sighed heavily. “He turned to a life of crime. He’s in prison now for assault and battery.”

I drew back. “What?” I didn’t know if that made me feel better or worse. In retrospect, it seemed bizarre that a thirteen-year-old punched a ten-year-old kid instead of going to a teacher for help. Maybe I’d just decided by that point that adults couldn’t be counted on. It hadn’t occurred to me then that Stephen probably had a reason for being so aggressive.

Yep, I definitely felt worse.

Nicole smirked at me. “Just kidding, he’s an accountant. We’re friends on social media.”

“Nicole!” I groaned, before giving in and laughing.

I watched my sister out of the corner of my eye, remembering what Jenna had said about how Nicole might just need someone to validate her.

I cleared my throat. “That Frank is pretty awful, huh?”

“Yep,” she expounded.

The gambit hadn’t worked, but maybe that hadn’t been enough of an invitation for Nicole to be vulnerable. I tried again. “Do you want to talk about Mom and stuff?”

Nicole’s brows went up. “What’s gotten into you? We do not talk about feelings in this family.” She shook her head. “Must be Jenna’s influence.”

She wasn’t wrong. Until this trip, I’d seen my very limited time with my family as fulfilling an obligation. I’d never even stopped to question how we’d all ended up the way we had. “Yes, Jenna has noticed a few things about us.”

“And she hasn’t broken up with you over them, which is amazing.” Nicole stared at me. “What kinds of things did she say?”

“Um, she said that Mom buries bad stuff by putting a positive spin on things.”

“Duh.” Nicole rolled her eyes.

“And that maybe you’re looking for more validation from me?”

Nicole sniffed. “It would be nice if you could deign to engage with us mortals once in a while.”

My nose wrinkled with confusion. “What does that mean?”

“You’re always super cool robot man, never ruffled by anything.” She crossed her arms. “You act like you’re so much better than the rest of us for never expressing emotions.”

I opened my mouth to retort that maybe we’d all be better off if she learned to express fewer of her emotions . . . and then closed it again. That kind of statement would not help Nicole feel better. “It’s true that I’m a naturally calm person, but I don’t expect that from other people.”

Nicole rolled her eyes at me. “Whatever.” 

I folded my arms. “You don’t agree?” 

She gave me a pointed look. “I still remember how you cried yourself to sleep every night for six months after Dad left. Oh, and yeah, the time you got so angry with a bully that you knocked him down outside my school. And who could forget the time a rabbit nested in our backyard and you cried because the baby bunnies were so cute?”

I held up a hand. “Okay, fine, yes, but I grew out of that.”

“You mean you shut down your feelings after you came back from living with Dad.”

I was silent a moment, considering her analysis. I’d gone to Grandma’s, still weak from malaria, and Mom hadn’t even flown out to Virginia to see if I was okay. I’d told her—and myself—that I didn’t need her attention. But then maybe I’d taken that a little too far, telling myself I didn’t need anybody. “I think maybe the feelings got to be too much for me, so I tried to distance myself from them,” I mused aloud.

Nicole snorted. “Once I realized that I couldn’t count on anyone in the family, I tried to distract myself from the pain by pouring it all out into school and work. And not eating.”

I winced. That was the first time she’d ever talked to me directly about her eating disorder, and I was one of the people in the family who had let her down. “I’m really sorry that I haven’t been there for you.”

She nudged me softly with her elbow. “It wasn’t your job to be my parent. You were just a kid yourself.”

“I still could have made more of an effort.” And I hadn’t been a kid for a long time.

Nicole turned her body to face me. “It means a lot that you’re trying now.”

I smiled sadly. “I haven’t made it very easy for you to talk to me. But I want that to change.” I meant it. I was going to keep in touch with her from now on.

She looked at me for a second before reaching over to give me a brief hug. “Can I tell you something? I worry a lot about whether I could ever trust someone enough to be in a serious relationship, but seeing you with Jenna makes me feel a lot better.”

“Jenna is pretty special,” I concurred. Thank goodness we were dating for real, at least for the time being, or I’d have one more reason to feel like I’d failed my sister.

“How did you know you were in love with her?” Her voice was eager, like the little Nicole I’d taken care of all those years ago.

I didn’t want to crush her, but I wouldn’t lie. “I still don’t believe in love.”

Nicole threw her head back and laughed like I was the world’s funniest comedian. “Right. You only look at Jenna like she’s this rare, beautiful flower because your endocrine system set you up for it.” She tilted her head, watching me. “Or maybe it would be more appropriate to say you look at her like a rare, awful disease you’re fascinated by.”

“I’m very attached to her, yes.” More than I would have thought possible only a few days earlier.

 Nicole shook her head. “Wow, Jenna must love how romantic you are.”

“Being able to understand and describe my reaction to Jenna doesn’t diminish it in any way.” Though truthfully, I’d been unable to do either when it came to our kiss.

Nicole poked me in the arm. “And calling your reaction love would be terrible because . . . ?”

“I just don’t believe there’s any unexplainable force that takes over a person, or at least not me. I’m far too analytical for that.”

Nicole wrinkled her nose. “What about marriage and commitment? You believe in those?” 

“Um . . .” I stared at my sister. Marriage had always been hazy in my mind, something I might think about someday, if I had to, or maybe not at all. I’d always worked too much on my professional career and hobbies to be able to commit any significant amount of time to another person.

But when I imagined spending time with Jenna at the expense of going into the lab on weekends, I didn’t feel the familiar resentment that usually accompanied such thoughts.

“I believe marriage and commitment exist, obviously,” I finally replied. “Whether or not I could be successful at them, I don’t know.”

“I kind of suspect that if you can’t manage them with someone as nice as Jenna, you’re sunk.”

I snorted. “You’re probably right. Terrible deal for Jenna though.”

“You’re not all bad,” Nicole teased.

“In about five minutes, we’ll depart the theater,” our excursion leader announced.

I sat back in my chair. Whatever my future held, I wanted Jenna in it. I wasn’t sure what it would take to convince her to keep dating me after the cruise, but I was prepared to do anything, even if it affected my work.

Wait. Was I?

Yes, I realized, surprised by the destination of my thoughts. I’d found a person that made me want to demote my work in priority, an eventuality so unexpected the only rational response was to do whatever it took to make sure Jenna would stick around.

As I mulled over this revelation, a sense of clarity washed over me. For so long, work had been the driving force in my life, occupying the top spot on my list of priorities. But now, with Jenna by my side, I found myself yearning for something more—a deeper connection. If I had any chance of convincing her, I’d have to open up even more than I had last night. I needed to prove to her just how important she was to me. It wouldn’t be easy, as vulnerability had never been my strong suit, but the thought of losing her was far more daunting.
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Reunited after he returned from the excursion, Adam and I waited at the mini-golf area for Nicole and Grandma. They’d gone back to their cabin after lunch so that Grandma could change into shoes more appropriate for the intense sport of putt-putt golfing. 

“Your grandma is adorable,” I told Adam. “I can see why you tried to make this trip special for her.”  

Adam had his elbows on the railing of a deck overlooking the water, but he turned to face me, the intensity of his look sending a thrill all the way down to my toes. “I wasn’t much looking forward to this cruise, but now I wish it would never end.” 

“Because of your grandma?” I asked, knowing that wasn’t the only reason. 

He leaned toward me. “Because of you.”

I stood on tiptoes to join him, just as satisfied with his kissing skills as I’d been the night before.   

The budding relationship with Adam felt like discovering a Florida Ghost philodendron in the clearance section at a big box hardware store—unexpected, rare, and lovely. I knew what he meant about never wanting the cruise to end. If we could just stay on this ship, where I didn’t have to worry about the consequences if our relationship went south, I’d be perfectly happy.

Pulling away, Adam kissed the top of my head, and I caught his long intake of breath. “Still enjoying the smell of my hair, huh?” 

“It’s like a vacation all on its own,” Adam whispered. “Who needs to visit paradise?” 

“That’s pretty romantic from a guy who doesn’t believe in love,” I teased. 

Adam’s entire body froze. “I-I . . .” he stammered. Judging by the panic in his voice, I might as well have swiped a morbillivirus sample from his lab, popped it into an aerosol container and sprayed it right in his face. 

I cringed, mentally kicking myself for saying the “L” word when I knew he wasn’t comfortable with it. But it was as good a reminder as any that I had another reason to hesitate about jumping into dating Adam. 

“Hey fam!” Nicole called. 

I turned my gaze to the new arrivals. Grandma was wearing white orthopedic sneakers that added three inches to her height. 

“Look who we found!” she announced, gesturing to Beverly.  

Beverly waved cheerfully. “Should we get drinks?” She didn’t explain where Frank was, and nobody asked. 

Nicole made a face, clearly recalling how obnoxious Beverly had been the night before at Grandma’s birthday. “Can’t you at least wait until dinner?” 

“Oh, Nicole, loosen up!” Beverly nudged her daughter in the side, and Nicole glared back. “Honestly, you’re such a stick in the mud.” 

“We need all our faculties for golf,” Adam interjected. 

“Oh, true.” Beverly considered the small, nine-hole course. “I guess the ocean swell will make it hard enough. Well, come on!” 

Nicole and Adam exchanged a look over Grandma’s head while Beverly made her way to the putter station. 

Nicole pointed at Adam. “She listens to you.” 

Adam grimaced and shrugged his shoulders. He hadn’t said very much about his time with Nicole at the ruins earlier in the day, but it seemed like they must have talked about something momentous if he was now interceding with his mom. 

Everyone gathered around the small selections of putters, but I knew it wouldn’t matter which one I picked up, and not just because the clubs were so dinged and scraped, they looked like they’d been fed through a woodchipper. Despite my dad’s attempts to teach me over the years, I was terrible at putting, lacking both the control to get the ball at the right speed and the knowledge of angles and breaks to aim it properly. 

“Is this going to be like the surfing?” I asked Adam.

He gave me a questioning look. 

“When you turn out to be semi-pro and have to rescue me?” 

He grinned. “Nothing like that, I promise. I haven’t done this since I was a kid.” He raised his putter in the air like he was surrendering. “You?” 

“I’ve done it a couple of times as an adult.” It had actually been my first date with Westin. We’d gone to a local amusement park, and he’d asked permission to hold my hand. At the time I’d thought the date was cute and sweet, but now the memory made me queasy. 

My feelings must have displayed on my face. Adam’s voice broke through my thoughts, gentle and concerned. “You okay?” he murmured, his eyes searching mine. “We don’t have to do this if you’d rather not.” He might have been talking about the mini-golf or our relationship. 

I looked up at him, taking in his sincere expression, and felt a warmth spreading through me. Adam cared about what I wanted. “I want to.” 

He smiled, kissed me briefly on the lips, and slipped his fingers through mine as we walked to the first hole. 

Grandma had some trouble hitting the ball hard enough at first, sending it only an inch or so at a time. 

“We’re going to count those as practice swings,” Nicole announced, leaving the tiny golf pencil behind her ear instead of recording the high number on our scorecard. 

“All right, this is going to be a big one,” Grandma announced. She pulled the club back a little farther and hit the ball with respectable force. To our astonishment, the ball rolled straight for the hole and hovered around it for a second or two before falling neatly in. 

We all clapped and cheered, nobody louder than Beverly. “Way to show these kids what we old ladies can do.” 

Grandma smiled at her former daughter-in-law. “I’m ancient, but you’re just as pretty as the day I met you.” 

Beverly’s eyes grew misty, and she hugged Grandma close. It appeared the key to Beverly’s gentler side was to compliment her youthful appearance. 

It was my turn next, and after it took me six putts to get the ball in the hole, I informed everyone that it was only a preview of what was to come. 

Nicole overshot her distance, and the ball ricocheted off the back edge and came nearly all the way to the start, but she still managed to sink it in four strokes. Beverly shot par, hitting the ball like a professional even though she claimed it had been ages since she’d played. 

Then it was Adam’s turn. He crouched down and investigated every blade of fake grass, measuring distances with his club. 

A large family group waited at the start of the course, two smaller boys whining loudly about the sun and demanding to know when they could play. 

“Oh, great. We’ve awakened Adam’s competitive side.” Nicole sighed and shook her head.

Ignoring all distractions, Adam angled himself to the ball and made his first putt, sending the ball neatly down the center of the path to stop two inches from the hole. Adam tapped it in and then turned to Nicole. “Two.” 

Nicole rolled her eyes. “I got it, thanks.” 

Grandma smiled beneficently upon us all. “He just wants to show off for his love.”  

Adam’s eyes darted to mine and then we both looked away. As my eyes looked for another subject, I caught Nicole watching us with raised eyebrows. Was she aware of her brother’s viewpoints on love? 

Grandma got tired after just four holes, so Beverly gave up her putter to sit with the nonagenarian on a bench nearby where they could watch us. I ended up with a score that would have been amazing if we’d played eighteen holes but put me last for nine.

Despite Nicole’s best efforts, Adam beat her by four points, then bragged about his win more eagerly than I had expected from a man who’d beaten out his sister and the woman he’d been dating for a day.

“Still a few more hours until dinner,” Nicole announced. “We haven’t done the ropes course. Or there’s a movie we could see.” 

“I’m pretty comfortable right here.” Grandma patted the bench she was sitting on. “But you kids should go and have fun!” 

“I’d honestly rather sit with you.” Nicole smiled affectionately at her grandmother and took a seat. 

Adam and I conferred silently with our eyes and then settled on the bench just next to them. 

“Jenna, are you going to spend any time with your family this summer?” Grandma asked. 

I explained about my sister’s wedding. 

“A wedding!” Beverly exclaimed. “How exciting! Is Adam coming with you?” 

“For a few days, at least.” Adam had his arm around me, and he caressed my bare shoulder with the tips of his fingers. I reached for his other hand and laced my fingers through his. At that moment snuggled into Adam’s side, being with him felt so right that breaking up seemed ridiculous.

“That’s impressive, Jenna. I couldn’t even get him to come to my last wedding.” Beverly shook her head. 

“Observe the doctor face off against the wedding guests as he leaves his natural habitat of the laboratory.” Nicole’s measured voice mimicked that of a documentary narrator. “He’s flagging—can’t handle that many at once. He makes one last attempt at small talk and then falls, never to rise again. But that’s nature for you.” 

Even Adam laughed at her joke. “Parties aren’t my thing,” he acknowledged. 

“But you’ll go for Jenna.” Grandma beamed at us. 

“Yep.” Adam looked at me, his smile warm and intense. I hadn’t imagined I was asking for the emotional equivalent of a kidney from Adam when I suggested we exchange family gatherings, but it meant a lot now that I knew. Westin had always managed to put off meeting my family with all kinds of invented reasons and excuses, and the simple fact that Adam was willing to join me was reassuring.

“Maybe you can get him to come to Thanksgiving. The last two years he’s had to work, but I’d just love to have you—all of you.” Grandma patted Beverly’s knee. 

Beverly kissed her cheek. “Thank you. I might just have to take you up on that.”

“Do you already have plans with your family for the holidays?” Grandma asked me. 

“Not exactly. I mean, I’m sure they expect me to come.” I squirmed a little on the bench. I couldn’t make Thanksgiving plans with Grandma when I wasn’t completely sure what would happen tomorrow. 

Adam, probably sensing my discomfort, offered a way out. “It’s hard to take off both Christmas and Thanksgiving at the hospital. We’ll have to look at our schedules and see what makes sense.” 

“If we decide to do Christmas instead, that’ll give Nicole and me more time to find new boyfriends to bring!” Beverly laughed and squeezed Nicole’s shoulder.

Nicole’s lips made a tight line. “I guess I’m not entertaining enough to come on my own.” 

Beverly laughed. “Don’t be silly, I was just teasing. I thought you wanted a boyfriend.” 

“What I want is for you to leave me alone,” Nicole retorted. 

Grandma pressed Nicole’s cheek with a wrinkled hand. “I think you’re just perfect.” 

“Of course, I accept you. I just want you to have the life you deserve!” Beverly fiddled with the ruffle on her dress. “Is it wrong for a mother to want the best for her child?” 

I winced. Beverly wasn’t much like my mother, but that sounded like something my mom would say. And there was really no way a daughter could refute that logic. 

Adam squeezed my shoulder gently before speaking. “I like you the way you are, Nicole, and I’m happy to spend Christmas with you, boyfriend or not.” 

“Now you’re both ganging up on me. How did I raise two kids who can’t take a joke?” Beverly threw her hands in the air.

“Probably because you didn’t do that much to raise us,” Nicole muttered. 

“I can tell when I’m not wanted.” Beverly stood up. “I’m going to go change for dinner.”

I felt Adam’s body tense. “Wait. I’m not sure this is the right time to have this discussion, but there’s a lot of stuff Nicole and I need to work through from our childhood.”

Nicole shot Adam a look, but it was surprised rather than angry. 

He wasn’t done. “Maybe it would be a good idea to set up some kind of virtual therapy after the cruise? Just so we can get some of this stuff out in the air.” 

I pressed Adam’s hand; proud he was trying to be there for his sister the way she needed. And a little impressed that he was sticking to his point despite his mom’s reaction. 

The look on Beverly’s face would have been appropriate if she’d been given a terminal cancer diagnosis, but to her credit, she nodded. “Okay. It probably would be good for me, too.” She sat back down on the bench.

“You’re all the nicest people I know,” Grandma announced. 

For a minute or so, we all stared out at the sea, my hand in Adam’s. He spontaneously kissed the top of my head, and I turned to smile at him. 

He smiled back, eyes crinkling with real happiness. Somehow the app, the cruise, and Adam’s zany family had turned a fake boyfriend I found on an app into a man I was falling in love with. Could I really bring myself to end things with him? 

Staying together meant trusting him with my heart and possibly even my job, and trust wasn’t something I had in high supply. 

But maybe, just like a box store Florida Ghost, all it needed was time to grow. 
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After we finished with mini-golf I waited while Jenna changed for one last dinner with my family. Squishing myself into the tiny suite couch, I pulled out my computer and squinted at the number of emails I’d allowed to pile up while I enjoyed the cruise—over a thousand. It was probably going to take me the entire plane ride home and hours after to get through them.

I glanced at Jenna’s door, wondering if I could knock out a few. If I sped through, I might even have enough time to invite Jenna out to dinner after we returned to Philadelphia.

An email from Dr. Cassidy Croft was at the top of my inbox. I blinked at it a few times, wondering if I was misreading the name.

Dr. Donaldson—Great news! DiseCon had a cancellation, and they want the two of us to present our paper the last day of the conference! I really hope you can attend—obviously, your name would draw the crowds. I’m almost positive I can guess your answer, but please confirm you’ll come before I accept for both of us. —C


Cassidy’s hard work submitting our paper had finally paid off—DiseCon was one of the biggest conferences in our field. My initial smile at the good news turned into a thoughtful frown as I considered her request. Surprisingly, the thought of spending time with her didn’t fill me with dread or excitement. I was happy for her—that kind of exposure would be great for her career in the long run—and I wanted to help as a colleague. She was perfectly capable of doing an amazing job presenting on her own, but, as she said, my name would draw more attention. I could easily take a couple of days off to fly into Seattle and present at the beginning of August.

My frown deepened as I recalled my promise to travel to North Carolina with Jenna the very same weekend as the conference. When she’d first told me about the wedding, Jenna said it would be okay if I didn’t want to attend, but after all she’d done to help me, it didn’t feel right. Plus, I wanted to be with her, even if it meant going to a wedding with strangers.

I froze like a statue on the couch. Realizing I’d go to that extreme to spend time with Jenna was even more shocking than news of a global smallpox outbreak.

Maybe there was some way I could attend both the wedding and the conference? Seattle was on the opposite side of the country from Asheville, but if the wedding was early in the day and the presentation was late afternoon, the time difference might work out in my favor.

As I started to look up the precise dates of the conference, Jenna stepped out of her room wearing a knotted silk blouse and denim skirt. I glanced glumly at my khaki cargo shorts and blue polo. She made a lot more effort to dress nicely than I did. Would that annoy her when we were back in Philadelphia?

“You look amazing.” I didn’t need to decide about the conference at that very moment, so I put my computer aside, stood up, and pulled Jenna into my arms.

“Thanks.” When Jenna smiled at me, she made me feel like she was delighted to see me. Like I was a delight. I couldn’t remember any other girlfriend looking at me that way.

“Will you come with me to see the fireworks later?” I asked between kissing her like we’d been separated for ten days rather than ten minutes.

“I’d love that.” Jenna rested her head against my chest for a moment and sighed. “Guess we’d better get to dinner before Nicole gets mad at us for ditching the schedule.”

During the meal Jenna listened to Grandma’s stories, complimented Mom’s dress, and got Nicole to tell tales from when we were kids. As I watched Nicole act out my attempt to get a frisbee off the neighbor’s roof, it struck me how much easier it was to handle my family with Jenna around. Normally by the last day of a family vacation, we weren’t on speaking terms with anyone but Grandma.

Not just easier with Jenna—better. I was relaxed and enjoying myself. I didn’t want to do another family gathering without her.

I reached for Jenna’s hand under the table, and she put hers in mine with a little glance and a smile. It felt good to be able to take her hand when I felt like it, without worrying I was overstepping a boundary.

Still, I couldn’t shake the concern that started back in the suite when Jenna had emerged from her room far more fashionably attired. I could tell she was enjoying our relationship, but would that continue after the cruise? She could easily find another guy, one with better style, more interesting hobbies and a not-crazy family. Somebody who didn’t hold unique theories about love.

Not that she’d come out and tell me she was dumping me for a better man. Jenna was such a kind person that I couldn’t see her rejecting me outright. She’d make excuses and let me down gently.

As I worried over the future, Jenna let go of my hand and started gently scratching my back. I relaxed under her touch. I hadn’t known Jenna that long, but so far, she’d given me no indication she was going to abandon me for somebody else.

Just like my parents had, I realized with a start. Was that actually still hanging over me? Maybe I did need to start therapy, not just with Mom and Nicole, but on my own. 

What was happening to me? I’d had more insights about my family on the cruise than I’d had in my whole life combined.

“Is that Frank?” Grandma pointed to a man who’d just entered the dining room. “I’ve been worried about him.”

Sure enough, Frank had his arms wrapped around a blonde lady who was maybe a little younger than my mom. What did women see in him?

Nicole rolled her eyes and went back to her dinner, but Mom stared at Frank for just a moment before turning pointedly away and addressing my girlfriend. “Jenna, we’re meeting up in Grandma’s room after dinner for a girl’s night! Wear your PJs. I brought some face masks.” She gave me a wide, forced smile. “Sorry, Adam! Maybe you can make a friend to hang out with tonight.”

Jenna looked at me for help, and I gave her an encouraging nod. Yes, I’d wanted to take her to see the fireworks and share a romantic moment, but I knew she had a hard time disappointing anyone, and it wasn’t like I wouldn’t see her again in Philadelphia.

She took a small breath. “Adam and I have plans to watch the fireworks together, actually.”

Mom waved her hand a little more dramatically than the situation warranted. “You two will be together back home, but we only have one more night with you!”

I nodded, conceding the point to my mom. It was their last night with me, too, but I couldn’t blame anyone for preferring Jenna’s company.

“Um . . .” Jenna’s head tilted from side to side. She sat up a little straighter. “I can stop in after the fireworks are over, if that’s not too late.”

“You come on any time, sugar, and we’ll be pleased to have you,” Grandma told her. Jenna beamed in response.

The two of us made it up to the top deck after dinner was over, snagging a nice spot by the railing where we could see the sunset on the ocean just as it dipped under the horizon.

“Way to go,” I told her. “You stood up for yourself back there.”

“Thanks.” She smiled at me.

I couldn’t resist trying to coax a laugh from her. “You know, I’m extremely proficient at saying no to social invites. I’d be happy to give you tips.”

“Sounds great!” She chuckled. “Maybe I’ll get so confrontational that I’ll finally be able to tell my mom I prefer her chicken divan without curry in the sauce.”

I inclined my head. “It’s probably the only thing I could teach you, so you’re welcome.”

“Don’t forget surfing and golfing,” Jenna teased.

I tilted my head closer to hers. “I don’t want to brag, but I’m also pretty good at ordering takeout.”

“And you can diagnose any weird diseases I contract.” 

I wrapped my arms around her waist. “Are you having any symptoms?”

“Well, my heart keeps racing, and I’m experiencing some obsessive thoughts.” Jenna ticked two items off her fingers. “I may also be losing my good judgment.”

“Cognitive impairment, huh? That sounds serious.” I pretended to frown at her.

“What do you suspect?” Jenna gripped the collar of my polo shirt in mock fear. “Don’t spare me.”

“I think maybe you’re in love?” I said the words gently, testing them in my mouth.

Jenna raised her eyebrows in surprise. “What’s the treatment?”

“This.” I kissed her softly.

“Is it one of those treatments I have to keep taking for the rest of my life?” Jenna’s eyes were big as she stared at me.

I thought I knew what she was asking—did I see us together in the long term? I kissed her again. “Absolutely.”

Jenna kissed me back before pulling away. “Adam—”

“Wait,” I begged. “Let me tell you something before you say anything.” 

She nodded for me to go ahead.

“I still don’t know if I believe in love, but whatever you want to call it, I know for certain I don’t want to be without you.” I swallowed hard, scarcely believing what I was about to say next. “If you need me to, I can look for a new job, maybe at Penn or Jefferson.”

“What?” Jenna pulled away so she could see my face. “You’d do that?”

“It would probably take a while, and there’s no guarantee I could get a job in Philadelphia.” She already knew all that since she’d recently gone through a job change. “But yeah, I would.”

“I don’t even know what to say.” Her tone was hesitant.

Was she about to tell me not to bother? Cold fingers of dread held my heart as I awaited her response.

“I never imagined you’d do something like that for me.” Jenna looked up at me with wide, appraising eyes. “What if you can’t find an assistant director position?”

I rubbed the back of my neck. I didn’t relish the idea of losing my professional independence, but losing Jenna would be worse.  “I’m sure I can do interesting work anywhere.”

Jenna cupped my face with her hands. “That’s the sweetest offer I’ve ever gotten.”

“But?” There was clearly a but.

“You don’t have to find a new job. Like I told Frank, we hardly even see each other.”

“So . . . you can see us dating?” I clarified. “Even if I’m working at Beaufort?”

“I can’t see us not.”  Jenna stood up on tiptoes to kiss me.

Just as our lips met, the first fireworks exploded into the sky. Startled at first by the sudden noise, Jenna and I laughed in relief when we realized what had caused it.

Jenna turned to face the ocean, and I shifted until I was standing behind her with my arms around her, chin resting on her head. It was an objectively perfect moment. Perhaps I could write an article about it in the Journal of Social Psychology, something interdisciplinary about the pleasant symptoms of discovering someone more enthralling than a new strain of MRSA.

Or maybe I could just enjoy a blissful moment that had nothing to do with work.

I kissed the top of Jenna’s head, savoring the shampoo that had become my favorite scent on earth. I’d come on the cruise to please Grandma, but I was the one who ended up happier than I could ever have imagined.
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Adam was sitting on our tiny suite couch, laptop open on his knees, when I hauled my suitcase out of my room before sunrise the next morning. Apparently, it hadn’t taken as long as both of us had planned to pack, but I didn’t regret getting up super early if it meant squeezing in a little extra time with Adam before we met his family for breakfast.

He looked up, a guilty expression on his face, and motioned toward the screen. “Work email.” He started to close the computer. “I can do this later.” 

“No, it’s fine.” I couldn’t imagine how much he had to do to catch up after so long away from work.

“If I’m lucky, I can get through all of them by the time we get to Philadelphia. And then maybe we could grab dinner?” 

I walked over to join him. “Sounds wonderful.” He shifted on the couch, making space for me. Before his eyes could drift back to his email, he pulled me in for a sweet kiss. I nestled into him, loving the closeness. While he returned his attention to his screen, my fingers found their way to the back of his neck, tracing gentle patterns there.

After a minute, he looked up again. “Oh, what time is your sister’s wedding? And it’s August fifth, right?” 

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “The ceremony is at eleven, and there’s a reception afterward. It’s in the email I sent you with all the plans.” My heartbeat picked up a little, but I reminded myself Adam wasn’t like Westin, always wriggling out of meeting my family with last-minute emergencies. “Do you have somewhere else you need to be?” I tried to keep my voice calm.

He flashed a half smile at me. “Only with you.” 

I smiled back, heaving a little sigh of relief. I didn’t have to worry about Adam.

A knock echoed from the door and I sighed, breaking away from our cozy bubble. Stretching leisurely and stifling a yawn, I began to push myself up to see who our visitor was. 

“I’ve got it,” Adam assured me, and put his laptop down on the coffee table before going to open the door.  

Nicole stood in the hall. “Hey, Grandma wants to give you something.”

Adam looked over at me. “Be right back.” 

I smiled at him and leaned back against the couch, still sleepy from having woken up so early. A moment later, Adam’s computer chirped to announce a new email. My eyes flickered to the screen before I could stop them, then I hastily pulled my gaze away, chastising myself for invading his privacy. But the smattering of words that I’d caught sight of yanked my attention back with the force of a defibrillator jolt reviving a failing heart.

Cassidy, Adam had typed in a draft email, that’s wonderful news about the paper, and I absolutely think you should accept. 

My mind seized on the name. Could he be writing to Dr. Cassie Croft? She used to work at Beaufort, Adam’s colleague in Infectious Disease. In fact, she’d been sitting with him at the hospital benefit gala Ellie dragged me to last spring. 

Maybe Cassie was the woman Adam wanted to bring on the cruise. I’d heard him start to say “Cass” while we were on the airplane to Miami, but I hadn’t connected her with the woman I’d met officially at Ellie’s birthday party. During that same conversation on the plane, Adam had used words like “wonderful,” “smart,” “kind,” and “generous” to describe her. 

With a sinking heart, I scrolled up a little bit to find Dr. Croft’s email asking Adam if she should accept a spot for the two of them at a conference. 

I gave my head a firm shake, as if the action could sweep out the rising tide of anxiety flooding my mind. It didn’t mean anything if he was professionally acquainted with a former crush. And of course, it made sense that he wanted to present a paper he’d worked on. Though he’d never mentioned co-authoring a paper with Dr. Croft. 

Then again, there were a lot of things I didn’t know about Adam’s life outside the cruise.  

He probably planned to tell me about the conference and just hadn’t found the right moment yet. Feeling guilty for snooping, I scrolled back down the screen to the email draft.

Another thought tiptoed into my mind. Why had Adam asked about the time of Beth’s wedding? A mix of apprehension and guilt made my hands shaky as I opened a new tab on his browser. 

A quick search revealed DiseCon was in Seattle the very same weekend. Beth hadn’t planned her wedding at the crack of dawn, so there was no way Adam could fly across the country in time to present a paper and attend as my boyfriend.

I absolutely think you should accept. Maybe he’d just meant Cassie should accept, not the both of them? I shouldn’t read too much into his words.

Adam wasn’t going to cheat on me with Cassie, who was happily dating someone else, but it didn’t feel great to think he’d drop his commitment to attend Beth’s wedding with me the moment she asked. How could I ever feel secure in the relationship knowing I was in second place? Nor was it reassuring that he wouldn’t even tell me about the potential conflict of events. 

When he returned from speaking with Grandma, I’d offer him an out. If he mentioned the conference, I’d be supportive. I could manage Mom without Adam. 

I wasn’t going to come right out and confront him. If he couldn’t be trusted to share important information with me, there was no way I could trust him. Not after Westin. And besides, the thought of admitting my email snooping made me uncomfortable, even though I hadn’t exactly done it on purpose. There wasn’t an easy way to tell another adult you were reading their email without permission.   

A few minutes later, Adam came back with the three giant scrapbooks in which Grandma had painstakingly compiled all his achievements. He stood in the entry to our suite and looked at me for a moment without speaking, face drawn. “She wants me to keep them. Said she’d rather give them to me herself than wait until . . .” His voice trailed off.  

I finished his words mentally. She’d rather give him the scrapbooks than leave them to Adam in her will.   

Despite everything worrying me, I got up at once and took the books carefully from his arms. “These are a treasure.” I set them down on the coffee table and turned back to hug him. 

Adam wrapped his arms around me. “I can’t—I don’t—” 

“It’s okay,” I told him, as much for my sake as his. “You’ll always have this week with her.” 

He relaxed slightly in my arms. “I couldn’t have done this cruise without you. I’m not really a people person.” 

Possible responses warred in my mind; tell him I adored him, awkward scientist and all? That I’d been privileged to see the multifaceted man inside the preoccupied doctor I’d crushed on for a while? That despite his unexpected, generous offer to move jobs there was one more thing I needed from him to be sure dating was a good idea? 

I took a deep breath. “On that note, I know weddings aren’t really your thing, and I understand if you don’t want to come to Beth’s. You won’t know anyone, and I’ll be really busy helping out, so I might not even get to spend that much time with you.” 

Adam pulled a little away from me so he could look at my face. “I thought your mom wanted you to bring a date?”  

“It’ll be fine.” As long as he told me the truth. 

I held my breath waiting for Adam to insist he’d come, or at least tell me about the conference. 

“Oh.” Adam released me. “If you’re sure.” 

My stomach dropped, but I forced myself to smile. “Of course.” 

He didn’t say anything else as he walked back to the couch and resumed going through his email. Maybe presenting at a prestigious conference was more important than what he’d agreed to do for me. Or maybe I was so unimportant to him that he’d throw aside the one thing I’d asked him to do to have a chance of spending time with Cassidy, the woman he’d really wanted to bring on the cruise. 

“Any other plans this summer?” I tried—one final attempt to save our flailing relationship before I called code blue. If he’d only just mention the conference to me, then I’d know he wasn’t deliberately keeping it back. 

“Not really.” Adam ran a hand through his hair. “Kind of a boring guy, huh?” 

I couldn’t even force myself to reply, instead pretending to rearrange things in my suitcase until it was time to go, my heart breaking a little more with every item I touched. Ellie’s expensive sunblock, which Adam had rubbed on my back. The pink tulle of the dress I’d worn the night we’d kissed for the first time. The floppy hat I’d tossed down on the coffee table so we could kiss unobstructed the next morning. I shoved it into my suitcase, crushing it as thoroughly as my soul. 

As we left our suite for the final time, Adam didn’t take my hand, and his smile seemed mechanical. Maybe he was occupied calculating how to win Cassie from Davis? Good freaking luck. Davis was the near twin of a movie star, the person Cassie had chosen to be with after working with Adam for three years. 

I, on the other hand, liked Adam after only a few days. More than liked. Loved?

No, it wasn’t possible to love someone after such a short time. Maybe Adam was right all along, and there wasn’t any such thing. I was just the victim of hormones and circumstance. 

I shook my head at the dumbest thought I’d ever had. Of course, love was real. And yeah, maybe I loved Adam. But that was because I hadn’t gone with my first instinct to stay away from anyone having to do anything with the hospital. 

At least nobody at Beaufort knew anything about the cruise, and I didn’t have to worry that tightlipped Adam would mention anything. 

Everyone was so preoccupied getting off the ship and to the airport that they didn’t seem to pick up on any weird vibes between Adam and me. Especially not with Frank back again like the killer in a horror movie, popping up to unabashedly tell us about all the women he’d met in the last couple of days. We all tried our best to completely ignore him. 

Beverly hurried off to her gate with a quick hug and kiss on the cheek for everyone as they paged her about a final boarding call. She seemed unconcerned about the prospect of sitting next to Frank all the way back to California. 

The rest of us had a little while to go, so Adam sat with Grandma at her gate while Nicole and I grabbed coffee for the group. 

“Hey, I added you as my friend on PushPin,” Nicole told me. 

“Oh, okay. I’m not on there all that much, but I’ll accept the request.” I actually only had an account because Ellie insisted she needed to be able to tag me in her elaborately staged photos of Philadelphia life. She’d toyed with the idea of being an influencer but hadn’t yet gotten things off the ground. 

“Do you want to exchange numbers?” Nicole had her phone out, ready to text me. “It’ll be so much easier to get updates on Adam from you.” I must have grimaced because she quickly added, “And I want to hear about you, too. Sorry, it was awful of me to just thrust a new job as Adam’s secretary on you, like that’s your responsibility as a woman.” 

“Oh no, it’s fine,” I said quickly, not wanting her to feel bad. 

I bit my lip. It might be best to tell Nicole that Adam and I weren’t going to stay together. Maybe I could ask her to break the news gently to Grandma. 

But before I could speak, Nicole did. “I don’t know if Adam told you this, but sometimes I get scared that people like us—from the kind of family we came from—can’t make relationships work. Seeing how perfect you and Adam are together gives me a lot of hope that maybe I could have that someday, too.” Her eyes got misty. 

I reached forward to hug her, blinking back tears of my own. Tears for everything she’d been through, and a couple for me. Until today, things with Adam had felt just as perfect to me as they’d seemed to her. 

She whispered in my ear as she hugged me. “I can tell how happy Adam is with you.” 

I didn’t know what to say. Adam had seemed happy the last few days, though maybe it had only been the break from work and the relaxing surroundings. 

“Thanks,” I finally whispered back. 

When it was time for Grandma and Nicole to board their flight to Washington-Dulles, I stooped to hug Grandma, and she kissed me on both cheeks. “You’ve put my heart at peace, Jenna. With you around, I know somebody will love Adam the way he deserves.” 

I forced myself to smile. “I’m so glad to have met you.” Eventually, knowing how happy I’d made her might take some of the sting out of the cruise. 

Grandma looked up at me, my hand clasped in her soft, wrinkled ones. “You’ll get Adam to come to me for Thanksgiving, won’t you?” 

I didn’t look at him. “I’ll do my best.” 

Grandma hugged Adam next. “I love you, and I’m so proud of what a good man you’ve become.” 

He held onto her for a long time before finally releasing her. 

“Bye, Adam.” Nicole hugged Adam and then me before assisting Grandma to their plane. 

After watching them depart in silence, Adam and I headed for our gate.

“Are you okay?” I asked, guessing how devastating it had to be for him to say goodbye to Grandma when he didn’t know if it was the last time he’d see her. 

Adam’s face was blank, devoid of emotion. “I’m fine.” 

My heart ached to see him putting on such a calm front when he was clearly hurting, but I prevented myself from taking his hand. It was probably best to stop touching. And honestly, this was just one more sign that whatever vulnerability he’d shown on the trip was fleeting, fit for the cruise but not Philadelphia. Definitely not the right kind of relationship for me. 

I fished in my purse, the only bag I had on me since we’d checked my heavy carry-on for the return flight, and pulled out my phone. 

Can you pick me up at the airport? I asked Ellie. All I wanted was to get as far away from Adam and the painful memories as quickly as possible. 

I got you, Bestie! Can’t wait!! We have sooo much to catch up on, and I’ve found the most adorable rooftop lounge!

That was it, then. Once I left the airport in Philadelphia, my life would go back to the way it was before I ever downloaded the Connect app. 

The realization didn’t make me feel any better. 
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I glanced at Jenna out of the corner of my eye for at least the hundredth time since we’d taken our seats together on the flight home. Yesterday, I’d checked in online and paid extra so we could be seated together. Apparently, that had been a terrible mistake. We were about to touch down in Philadelphia, and I still didn’t understand what had changed that morning in our suite, when she’d informed me she didn’t need me to come to her sister’s wedding.

I was trying—and failing—not to be hurt. After only a week, Jenna knew me better than maybe anyone, which meant she had ample evidence that I was probably the worst person to take to a wedding. And I was pretty sure that’s what she’d been trying to say in her nice way, when she told me she knew I hated talking to strangers and she’d be busy. She was probably thinking she wouldn’t have time to make sure I didn’t bore her sister’s guests.

I hadn’t initially taken her words to mean we should break up, but since that conversation she’d been totally distant, emotionally and physically. Gone was the comfortable, easy way we’d touched and talked to each other the last few days, replaced by an awkward restraint we couldn’t seem to push past. The night before she had said she hadn’t been able to imagine us not dating. What could have changed in such a short space of time?

I’d reviewed all the events of the morning in my mind, over and over through the long flight, trying to determine the exact moment everything fell apart. I’d been drafting an email to Cassidy urging her to accept the conference presentation offer for herself even though I wouldn’t be able to attend. Grandma gave me the scrapbooks. I came back and Jenna told me she didn’t want me at her sister’s wedding.

I couldn’t draw a single conclusion to explain the change in her demeanor.

After we landed, we squeezed our way down the aisle, past the gate, and to the baggage claim. I retrieved Jenna’s bags from the luggage belt and then looked out for my disinfecting equipment while Jenna typed away on her phone.

I had to say something to get the conversation going between the two of us. “Any news alerts?” It was a sorry excuse for a topic, but it was all I could come up with.

“I’m texting Ellie,” she explained, waving her phone. “She’s here to pick me up.”

Earlier she’d seemed excited by the prospect of having dinner together. Maybe she’d like to come over after she dropped her stuff. “What time do you want to eat?” 

Jenna looked up, biting her lip apprehensively, and I was gifted with rare-for-me intuition. She didn’t want to have dinner with me.

She didn’t want me at all.

“I think I got a little carried away on the cruise,” she told me. “We had such a good time that I let myself forget how messy it was dating a coworker. But now that we’re back home, I think it would be best if I had some time to think things over.”

I nodded tightly. Last night, I’d offered to leave my job if it would make her happy. But obviously one gesture, even if it was a big one for a workaholic like me, wasn’t enough to turn a Bio-101-level boyfriend into a Nobel Prize–winning life partner.

I had to make some kind of response, but there was an alarming lump in my throat. I reached for the rational, analytical part of me, the focused persona that had gotten me through every work crisis and family struggle for over two decades and forced a reply. “I understand. Thanks for all your help on the cruise. You made Grandma really happy.” I didn’t add “and me,” even though it was true that I’d been happier than I could remember.

Jenna stood for a second, staring at me uncertainly, perhaps wondering if it was obligatory to hug me goodbye.

Hadn’t I suspected all along that she’d just been too nice to turn down my request to come on the cruise? She didn’t have to do anything else for me. I waved a hand toward the exit. “Better not keep Ellie waiting.”

“Yeah.” Jenna gave an awkward wave. “Bye.” She grabbed both bags by the handles and moved toward the exterior doors. 

I watched her walk away from me, heart heavy. Sinking. Broken. Every trite idiom I never used to describe a range of human emotions. For the first time, I understood the need for such figurative language.

I didn’t feel any better through the train ride back into the city, or as I walked the couple blocks to my apartment. Maybe I’d leave my suitcases in my apartment and then catch up on emails from the sanctuary of my Beaufort office. I didn’t officially have to be back at work until the following day, but perhaps familiar surroundings would restore the clinical detachment that had gotten me through everything from family squabbles to medical school.

Nobody looked up as I walked through the halls of the hospital. Not one person seemed to notice or care that I was back from vacation.

I settled into my desk chair, pulled up my emails, and tried to enter a flow state as I read through them. But returning to the setting for many award-winning observations about drug-resistant bacteria wasn’t enough to dispel the persistent belief that I’d discovered the most vital element of life only to let the findings slip from my grasp.

Intrusive thoughts attacked me. What was Jenna doing? She probably didn’t want me to text her. What if she was waiting for me to contact her, to try to make things work? What if she blocked my number? 

I sat back in my rolling chair, restless gaze darting around the room. Degrees on the wall, medical books on the shelves. No family pictures, not even of Grandma. Nobody walking into the office would be able to discern anything about me other than my educational and professional attainments.

Maybe Jenna had been right to worry that the cruise wasn’t a reflection of real life. Back in Philadelphia, I was Dr. Adam Donaldson, boring loner with no life outside Beaufort Hospital. So awkward that even someone as nice as Jenna didn’t want anything to do with me.

With a sigh, I packed up to go home within minutes of entering my office. Since work hadn’t steadied me, I’d try sleep.

Standing in the hallway outside my office was one of the absolute last people I expected to see in the halls at Beaufort.

“Dr. Donaldson!”

I blinked at Cassidy Croft. Had I somehow stepped into an alternate timeline where the last few months hadn’t yet happened, and Cassidy hadn’t finished her fellowship?

“What day is it?” I demanded.

Cassidy’s eyes widened. “July twenty-fifth. Are you okay?”

My heart sank a little. Apparently, I hadn’t somehow portaled back in time, and I wouldn’t have a second chance with Jenna. “Sorry, I’ve just gotten back from vacation and I’m a little out of it.”

“Oh, makes sense why you weren’t in the meeting I just had.” She jerked her chin down the hall, toward the department head’s office. “Dr. Burke asked me to come in to chat about taking a job in ID.”

“What happened to the NIH job?” 

“I decided not to go.” She spoke softly, as if delivering bad news. “I realized I want to work with patients, not stay exclusively in a lab.”

“That seems like a good fit.” It was true; Cassidy was thorough, caring, and level-headed. “I’d be delighted to welcome you to the team here.”

“Thanks. I wasn’t sure what path to take, but this feels right. You know, if I can get past the interview with Dr. Donaldson,” she joked.

“Yeah, he’s the worst,” I agreed, not really kidding.

I started to excuse myself, but Cassidy spoke before I could. “Did you see my email?”

“Oh, yes, DiseCon. Great news.” I could hear how flat my voice was, but I couldn’t muster the energy for more enthusiasm. “Let’s do it.” If I wasn’t attending the wedding with Jenna, I might as well assist Cassidy. Even though she was taking a clinical route for the time being, she might still want to publish in future.

“Great!” Cassidy smiled politely, but without any special warmth, I noted. How had I ever mistaken professional rapport for affection?

“Maybe we should meet and go over our presentation?” she suggested.

I nodded in agreement. “I’ll send you some dates that work so we can find a time.”

“Thanks.” She stared at me for a moment. “Well, you look like you could use some rest, so I’ll let you go.”

With a nod, I moved toward the floor exit, feeling a physical pain in my chest while recalling the time I’d nearly walked into Jenna in the same spot on the very day we’d matched on the Connect app.

The sight of the old elevator Jenna and I had ridden together twice made me want to fall on the ground and curl up into a ball, never mind the fact that I’d almost certainly expose myself to the most insidious pathogens tracked out of the hospital.

Though maybe if I became severely dehydrated as a result of an infection, Jenna would care for me in the ICU, gently taking my vitals.

I was the last patient she’d ever want to care for. I was certain she’d be professional no matter our history, but I didn’t want Jenna to be forced to tolerate my presence.

As I left the hospital, the nurse Amy waved vigorously at me from the street, wearing a pink t-shirt and ripped jeans instead of scrubs. “Dr. Donaldson! I heard you were on vacation. Somewhere fun? You look tan.” 

I wrinkled my nose at her description. I really would have melanoma to add to my list of problems. I started to answer that I’d been on a cruise and then stopped myself. It was important to Jenna that nobody at the hospital ever linked us together, and I didn’t know if she’d mentioned her vacation destination to any of her coworkers. Keeping the story as quiet as possible seemed the least I could do for her. “Family reunion.”

“Oh, cool! Hey, I’m actually just here to get a water bottle I left this morning, but then I’m free for the night.” She laid a hand on my arm. “Want to get together, maybe watch a movie? Someone told me you live close.”

I stared at her for a second. I was going home to an empty apartment to wallow in self-loathing and loneliness, and at least Amy’s company would provide a distraction. Maybe I hadn’t given her enough of a chance before. There might be a lot of women I could end up happy with. Wasn’t it all a simple matter of hormonal cascades?

Every feeling revolted at the idea of taking Amy back to my apartment when there was only one woman I wanted sitting next to me on my nondescript black couch. “Sorry, I’ve got a lot of work to catch up on. Have a great night.”

“Another time, maybe.” Amy gave my arm a little squeeze before letting go.

I entered my apartment, tossed my keys onto a side table, and flopped onto my couch.

I hadn’t even looked around earlier, just tossed my suitcases and left, but now my eyes settled on something disturbing. The snake plant Jenna had given me (and claimed was indestructible) mocked me from the kitchen counter, brown leaves flopped over the side of the pot.

An internet search revealed that I’d somehow stressed the poor plant to death. The irony wasn’t lost on me.

My inbox had ballooned to 1632 unread items, but my mind couldn’t make sense of the words. I was vaguely hungry, and there was no food in the house, but I lacked the energy to order take out or even walk down to the café at the ground floor of my complex.

Every single thing I normally took satisfaction in suddenly held as much appeal as taking a booze cruise with Frank. Instead, I just sat on the couch, staring at nothing. Decrepit as the ruins Nicole and I had explored only two days before.

Maybe I could find a new match—not a date, but a friend? I opened up the Connect app, only to see the friendship flower, vibrant and alive. The opposite of my heart. Pressing the different parts of the flower let me relive the different levels we’d been through on Connect.

“Your encouragement always lifts my spirits,” I whispered, reverently touching the glass screen of my phone. 

What was happening to me? I hadn’t even reacted this intensely when a girlfriend of two years dumped me right before my third year of medical school. I’d secretly been relieved, embarrassingly eager about all the extra time I’d have to study since I didn’t have to maintain the relationship.

It was almost enough to make me believe in soulmates, a fantastical creation more worthy of a character in one of Grandma’s made-for-TV movies than a man of science. Statistically, though, the chances of finding a person who could make my life’s work seem trivial by comparison after only two weeks had to be low.

I searched PubMed for research on the effects of severed emotional bonds, but the abstracts that came up made as little sense to my beleaguered mind as my emails.

I sighed heavily and put my phone aside.

All along I’d been worried about Grandma’s heart, but apparently, I should’ve been concerned with my own.
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Nine days after the cruise and on my final day of work before Beth’s wedding, I stood before the cursed elevator at Beaufort, waiting for the carriage to haul itself to the third floor. But after a never-ending wait and the sudden, alarming sound of metal grinding from behind the doors, I opted to take the freshly painted, reopened stairs.

I stopped mid-flight when my phone buzzed, and then had to blink to read an email notification, eyes dry after twenty straight hours of work. Since I was going out of town for the second time in a month, I’d felt obligated to cover shifts for any nurse who needed it.

In theory, staying busy would also keep me from obsessing about Adam, though that benefit never quite kicked in. We’d run into each other twice since we got back, and both times he passed me in the halls of the hospital without making eye contact. It was exactly what I wanted him to do so we could avoid scrutiny and gossip. 

But it still hurt. 

Desperate to divert my thoughts from Adam, I scrolled through social media on my phone. Somehow, I missed a step and slid halfway down the flight, reaching the next landing with a thud and scream of pain. 

I heard footsteps hastening up to me. My first conscious thought was that I’d ruin Beth’s wedding photos if I had to be a maid of honor in crutches. My second was to note someone crouching over me, a look of concern on his face. 

“Adam?” I gasped. I’d taken the stairs to avoid him only to end up sprawled before him like a patient on the operating table.

“Are you alright? Any broken bones? May I . . .” Adam’s hands hovered over my body like he was doing some kind of energy healing. 

“I’m fine.” I started to push myself off the ground, and that’s when I learned of my second humiliation, as Dr. Cassie Croft emerged from nowhere and provided a steadying hand under my elbow and helped me get to my feet. 

I bit back a groan. It would have been better if I’d been knocked unconscious, because at least then I wouldn’t be awake for the mortification of having Adam and Cassie seeing me sprawled on the ground. 

“Are you able to walk?” Cassie asked softly.  

I tested a couple of steps. I was sore, mostly on my backside, but I didn’t think anything was broken. “Yes, thank you. Sorry to bother you.” I moved to the next step, holding tight to the handrail, and attempting to ignore the new pain shooting through my ankle. 

“Jenna,” Adam called. I turned automatically to the sound of his voice. 

Cassie shot a surprised look at him, and I wondered if Adam had mentioned my name to her for some unfathomable reason. 

“You hit the landing pretty hard.” He ran a hand through his hair, and the memory of how soft it felt as I ran my fingers over it added heartache to my list of fresh pains. “You could have whiplash, or even a hairline fracture. You should get an x-ray.” 

“I’m fine.” I forced a smile. “If I get any worse, or the pain doesn’t go down with some ibuprofen, I’ll come back.” 

Adam took a step closer to me. “But you’re leaving for your trip tomorrow morning.”

Cassie’s eyebrows went up farther.

I was just as surprised that Adam had remembered my travel plans. “We have a hospital in Asheville. And an Urgent Care. It’s not completely in the middle of nowhere.” Is that what he’d imagined, that he’d be trapped in the mountains with no signal or Wi-Fi, forced to converse with Jenna’s hillbilly family? 

Another step closer. “Is Ellie coming to get you? I could give you a ride home.” 

His concern hurt just as much as it touched me. If Adam was still my boyfriend I could have relied on his help, but he wasn’t, and every second I spent talking to him made me feel worse. I had to escape. “I think I can manage.” 

He stared at me, frustration evident in his tight lips and tense stance. “Okay,” he finally said, then stepped back up the stairs, right next to Dr. Croft. Just like I wanted him to, I reminded myself. I turned my back on them and kept going down.

My Trip ride was waiting as I came out of the hospital, a small miracle. Almost as soon as I shut the door, Ellie called. Tired and sore, I considered ignoring it, but decided to answer. 

“Hey! Have you already left work?” Ellie had to yell to be heard over some loud music in the background.

“Just leaving now. Where are you?”

Ellie giggled. “You’re probably not going to like it, but I met this guy on Daterr, and he asked me to come and hear his band play.” 

“You told me you weren’t going to do that anymore!” The last guy she’d met on an app had shown up wearing a giant teddy bear costume and greeted her with eerily realistic bear growls. “Where are you?” Her disclosure zapped adrenaline into my exhausted body. I had to save her. 

“I’m at the Crow, on Second Street. You should come!”

The popular bar wasn’t too far from the hospital. “I’ll be there in ten minutes. Don’t go anywhere with anyone.” I ended the call and asked the driver to change my destination, promising a larger tip since he’d have a reduced fare. 

I looked down at the scrubs I’d worn since the day before, not at all suitable for going out. I needed a shower and sleep, and I hadn’t packed to go out of town. With any luck I could convince Ellie to leave with me at a reasonable time. 

At least Ellie wouldn’t pester me about Adam. After she’d picked me up at the airport, I’d told her things weren’t going to work out, and she’d let the subject drop. Ellie wasn’t one to dwell on anything unpleasant, which was good, since I didn’t need any assistance obsessing over the past. 

My mom, on the other hand, had adopted my new boyfriend as her favorite subject. In order prevent last-minute blind dates at the wedding, I had to maintain the pretense Adam and I were still together and answer all kinds of questions about him, most of which I didn’t have any answer to. Mom’s inquisition ranged from his feelings on various kinds of pets, elected offices he’d held in school, and the names, ages and bios of all his extended family going back four generations. 

I would have thought she was testing me to see if Adam was real, but that’s just how Mom was, showing she cared by being nosey. So far she’d loved everything I’d divulged about him (some of it made up). Breaking the news that he couldn’t make the wedding was going to be a nightmare. 

There was only a crowd of smokers manning the door at the Crow, and nobody blinked an eye at my scrubs when I walked inside the dingy basement bar. Ellie was easy to spot in a white tank top and leather miniskirt that probably cost as much as my yearly salary, despite their deceptive simplicity. 

“Yay!” Ellie came bounding up to me and caught me in an enormous hug. “Tanner is on now.” 

I held on an extra second—I really needed the hug—before finally letting Ellie go. She pointed to the drummer of the three-member band on stage.

Though long hair on men wasn’t usually my thing, I could see Tanner’s appeal. His high cheekbones could have made him a model, and his ripped sleeve tank showcased some pretty impressive arm muscles, gilded by a tattoo. He was definitely the most attractive part of the band before us, including the music. I couldn’t even figure out what the lead guitarist was mumbling into the mic. 

After two songs, the band took a break, and Tanner strutted over to Ellie with the swagger of a small-town sheriff. Up close I could make out one of the tattoos on his triceps, a Chinese character. 

Tanner slid an arm around Ellie. “Hey, babe. Is that for me?” He took the beer out of her hand. 

Ellie grinned in my direction, clearly excited about the direction the relationship was taking. “This is my roommate, Jenna!”  

He looked me over in a way that made me glad scrubs covered my body.  

“Hi.” I searched my tired brain for a topic of conversation. “What does your tattoo mean?” 

“This one?” Tanner ran a hand over his triceps. “No idea. I just liked the look of it.”   

“Ah.” I wished there’d been someone around I could share a judgmental look with. Someone like Adam, who I was reasonably sure would find it just as ridiculous Tanner had commissioned a permanent mark he didn’t know the meaning of. 

“Hey, I’m just going to duck into the ladies’ room, but I’m sure Jenna will keep you company.” Before Ellie could make good on her announcement, Tanner kissed her so intensely that I had to look away. Ellie giggled and left for the bathroom. 

“So, Jenna, what do you do?” Tanner asked, pointing his beer in my direction. 

“I’m a nurse.” Normally I would have been more polite, asking him more about himself in return, but his creepy vibe made me want to move to the Outer Banks of North Carolina and hope a hurricane washed out the bridge and the ferry so that Tanner had no hope of following me.  

“A nurse, huh? Can you take a look at my tattoos?”  

I wrinkled my face in confusion. “Huh?” I could just see the one, and it didn’t look infected. No indication he needed medical treatment. 

He smirked at me. “They’re in places you can’t see right now, but I’m sure you’re used to looking at naked men.” 

“Ew!” Besides being grossed out by his suggestion, I was also irate for Ellie’s sake, so my next words were unfiltered. “I work in the ICU, actually, so if you want an examination, I’d have to poison you first. Or set you on fire. Or cut off a limb.” 

Tanner cringed and put his hands up protectively. “If you’re not into it, you just have to say so. Sheesh. Just being friendly.” 

I crossed my arms and glared at him. “I think it goes without saying I wouldn’t be interested in going out with someone who’s seeing my roommate.” 

He looked at something over my shoulder, and I turned to see Ellie, eyes wide like a deer caught in headlights. 

“Let’s go,” I suggested. Ellie didn’t protest as I pulled her out of the bar. “Did you bring your car?” 

She pointed to a parking lot down the street. “It’s in there.” 

“Are you good to drive?” I eyed her. She seemed sober at least, walking straighter in her insanely high heels than I was in my sneakers. The pain in my ankle had diminished to a twinge, just enough to keep my humiliating fall on my mind. 

“Yeah.” Ellie’s one-word answer was definitely not normal for her. 

I sighed heavily. “I’m really sorry about that. I assure you that I didn’t invite him to hit on me.” 

Ellie laid a hand on my arm. “Oh my gosh, Jenna, of course I know that. I’m only sorry he was such a creep to you.”

“I’m fine,” I assured her. 

She let out a puff of air. “I thought I’d try Daterr again since I only met a friend on the Connect app.” She’d finally finished the survey and done the meetup a couple of days before. “I mean, Brit is so sweet, and being paired with a college kid who sees me as a mentor is, like, super gratifying, but I’d still like a boyfriend.” 

“I think Connect’s algorithms need some serious work,” I grumbled, climbing into the passenger seat of Ellie’s white Escalade. I’d checked a box acknowledging Connect wasn’t a dating app, but still, the promised soul-to-soul connection had turned out to be a soul-rending nightmare. 

Ellie whipped out of the parking spot as quickly as she always did, at least checking the mirrors first like I’d been urging her to do. “You have to be honest with me, Jenna. Is it me? Am I such a terrible person that literally no nice men on this planet want anything to do with me?” 

“No! You’re wonderful.” I meant it, too. Ellie deserved an amazing, supportive boyfriend. “Maybe it’s just that you go for the wrong kind of guy?” 

“Maybe . . .” Ellie let her voice trail off. “Or maybe it’s Philadelphia that’s the problem. The men here are just no good.” 

I thought about Adam. “Yeah, that could be it.” 

“We should move!” Ellie suggested, excitement back in her voice. “We could go to LA, try to make it as actresses.” 

“You could, maybe. I think I’d still just be a nurse.” Moving was the worst, but it wasn’t that difficult to get a new job in my field. And LA would be far enough away from Adam that I wouldn’t have to worry about running into him. 

But how was it fair that I’d have to move again? I should have just trusted my instincts and said no when he asked me to go on the cruise. 

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, still sore from my fall. “Do you have any ibuprofen?” 

While doing ninety in a sixty-five zone, Ellie fished a bottle from the door compartment next to her and tossed it to me. “I’m going to research moving to LA while you’re in North Carolina.” 

“Good idea.” I poured two out into my hand and tossed them back, swallowing hard against the dryness in my throat. If I thought Ellie would follow through, I’d clarify that I wasn’t serious, but I had no real concerns she’d remember the conversation after tonight. 

I pinched the bridge of my nose against an oncoming headache. I was a mess. Moving to LA was too drastic, but I’d have to do something to make sure I didn’t have to risk running into Adam and Cassie again. 

My phone buzzed. 

We made Adam a t-shirt for the rehearsal dinner! Mom included a picture of her and Aunt Kathy holding up a bright red t-shirt that read “The Apple-achian of my eye,” and featured two stick figure apple people labeled “Beth and Chase” holding hands in front of the Smoky Mountains. (My exceptionally choosy sister had wisely ceded the rehearsal dinner plans to Mom in exchange for exclusive rights to dictating the wedding and reception.) 

Ellie was still chattering on about our new life in LA. “I bet Everett Hardcastle would introduce us to everyone. He’s, like, surprisingly sweet for such a big star. I heard that one year, when it was extra hot in the Hamptons, he funded an ice cream truck to go around giving out free stuff to everyone all summer. It was all organic, artisanal ice cream, too. And he wasn’t even staying at his place that long, just, like, a weekend, and then the paparazzi got wind of him and he had to go.” 

“Wow, giving out ice cream to a bunch of already rich people,” I muttered. Should I begin seeding the idea with Mom that Adam wouldn’t make it to the wedding? 

“I mean, not that I personally know Everett,” Ellie added. “He’s a lot older than I am. But I’m sure I can get his number from Davis.” 

“Mm,” I murmured, more focused on my reply to my Mom. I’m sure he’ll love the shirt, I wrote. He’s having a rough time with one of his patients right now, so this should cheer him up. I wondered fleetingly if the ridiculous shirt really would make Adam laugh or if he’d take one look at the picture and decide to switch fields to psychiatry so he could properly analyze the weirdness in my family. 

Mom jumped on Adam’s invented work problems, just like I’d hoped. Oh, no! Everything okay?

I racked my brain for a properly intimidating diagnosis, one that might require intense care for a long time. Flesh eating bacteria, I finally settled on. Drug resistant. 

Mom did the exclamation point response to my text and wished Adam and his imaginary patient all the best. Can’t wait to see you tomorrow and Adam next week!

Me too! Once I got to North Carolina I could stage a pretend conversation where I urged Adam to stay with his patient, but not until it was too close to the wedding for Mom to find a replacement date for me.

“Hey . . . are you okay?” Ellie bit her lip and looked at me sideways, apprehensive as a parent who’d been asked to explain the birds and bees. “You seem kinda . . . down.” 

“I’m just tired.” I put my phone away. “I’m sure I’ll sleep on the plane.” 

“Oh yeah, bring an eye mask and some noise-cancelling headphones, and you’ll have the best sleep of your life!” 

“Yeah.” I doubted that would be as true for me flying coach as it was for Ellie in first class, but I was exhausted enough that I could probably sleep standing up on the subway. 

Ellie drummed her fingers on the steering wheel.  “But you’re sure it’s not anything to do with . . . you know . . . the situation?” 

I stared back in surprise that Ellie was uncharacteristically bringing up a difficult subject. “With Adam or my mom?” 

“Both?” 

“They probably aren’t helping,” I admitted. “My mom still thinks Adam is coming with me to the wedding, and I’m trying to figure out the best time to break the news so she can’t invite another guy.” 

“Ugh, she sounds like Gigi, always trying to get me to date ‘eligible men’ like I’m some debutante from the olden times.” Ellie rolled her eyes. “Can you get your dad to smooth things over with your mom, so she’ll leave you alone?” 

I thought about my middle-aged father—whose idea of being sensitive was not complaining too loudly when my mom served quinoa for dinner—attempting to arbitrate a deeply emotional conflict between his wife and oldest daughter. “Probably not.” 

“Just tell her to leave you alone, then. You were so hardcore back there with Tanner. I believe in you!” 

“It’s not that easy,” I protested. “She’ll get her feelings hurt, and I’ll never hear the end of it.” 

“I’ve been a disappointment to Gigi for years,” Ellie confided, “so take it from me. You just have to do it; just rip off the bandage, and then refuse to say anything else about it until everything blows over. The wedding is actually a perfect opportunity, now that I think of it! All those guests around to literally provide a shield between you and your mom. Any time you see her coming, just run out on the dance floor and bust a move. She can’t start lecturing you in front of everyone!” 

It wasn’t lectures I’d have to worry about, but tears. Disappointment. Lengthy conversations about how she’d never intended to hurt me. The emotional equivalent of an ultramarathon that was pre-exhausting just to think about. I smiled sadly. “I wish you were coming with me.” Ellie would spur me to talk to my mom and then draw attention to herself while I took cover. 

“I still can. Should I tell Daddy not to come next weekend?” Ellie reached her hand for her phone. 

“No, no,” I said quickly. “You don’t get to see him that much. I’ll be fine.” 

“If you’re sure . . .” She drew her hand back. 

“I got this. But thanks. I really appreciate the offer.” 

Ellie gently squeezed my shoulder. “Any time.” 

She was right. I could just tell Mom Adam couldn’t make it and refuse to say anything else about the matter, no matter how upset she was. 

But not until it was too late for her to get a portable toilet villain, a teenager, or a middle-aged man to come to the wedding as my date. 
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Thursday night after work, I sat slumped on my couch, the memory of my disastrous encounter with Jenna at the hospital echoing relentlessly in my mind. Sprawled on the landing, she’d cringed away from me like I was a blood-borne pathogen. When we said our goodbyes at the airport, Jenna didn’t seem to hate me; she just appeared uninterested in pursuing a romantic relationship. Could her recollections of our time together really be so unbearable that she was repulsed by my mere presence?

Maybe I should have ignored her as I had the other two times we’d come face to face since the cruise, but I hadn’t had time to calculate the right decision. I’d heard someone fall, recognized it was Jenna, and moved into action.

After Jenna left, Cassidy had been surprised, tentatively probing me for more information about my relationship with the injured woman. “Was that . . . a friend?”

  “Kind of,” I’d hedged, not ready to share the full extent of the relationship.

Cassidy had nodded. “I hope she’s not injured, so she can make it to . . . Asheville, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah, her sister’s getting married Saturday.”

Apparently, that had been a shocking disclosure, because Cassidy stared at me with wide eyes. “You know . . . I could present alone at the conference if you had somewhere to be.”

How had she inferred my desire to be with Jenna after a two-minute interaction? “Thanks, but that won’t be necessary,” I’d said, my tone decisive.

Cassie had responded with a measured nod, her eyes conveying an understanding that surpassed my explanation.

As I mentally reviewed the events from my apartment couch, my phone buzzed with a call from a number that had tried to call me several times over the last few days. Might as well figure out what they wanted so they’d leave me alone. “Hello?”

“Hi, this is Luke Westover from Connect. Is this Adam Donaldson?” 

“Yes,” I confirmed, heart rate starting to elevate. Maybe that fall had been worse than Jenna thought, and I was one of her emergency contacts with Connect, and Luke was calling to tell me to get to the hospital.

I paused mid-doom spiral. Connect would have no reason to know if Jenna was injured, and I certainly wouldn’t be on any emergency contact list. I slumped back against the couch.

“Glad I could finally reach you!” Luke’s tone held no reprimand for how difficult I’d been to get in touch with. “I wanted to discuss your experience with beta testing the app. Are you at home?”

“Yes. Sorry I never got around to filling out the survey you sent.” They’d emailed a few times, but I’d never summoned the energy to follow through.

“No worries! Actually, would it be okay if I stopped by to interview you in person? I’m not far from the address you gave when you signed up.”

I looked around the room. Pizza boxes and discarded takeout containers bore silent witness to my descent into self-pity. I was a mess, my apartment was a mess, and my life was spiraling out of control. “Well—”

“It won’t take long, I promise.”

Maybe I could clean up. “What time did you want to come by?”

“Is now okay?” There was a nervous tinge to his second laugh. “I’m actually in front of your building.”

I should just get it over with. “That’s fine, I guess.” 

“Great. See you in a minute!”

I tried to cram some of the food containers into my trash can, but it was already compacted. Before I could get a new trash bag out, I heard a knock on the door. 

“Nice to see you again, Adam.” My visitor offered a hand.

I didn’t recognize the blond man with an affable smile, but I let him in anyway. “Have a seat.” I waved a hand toward the couch. “Would you like a glass of water?”

Luke eyed the messy room and then looked back at me with an obviously forced smile. “I’m good, thanks. You, uh, into plants?” He pointed to the desiccated snake plant, now slumped over a its pot like an octopus corpse. I couldn’t bring myself to get rid of Jenna’s gift, even if I had had the energy.

“I don’t really have a green thumb, as you can probably tell.” My plant caregiving skills were clearly on par with my boyfriend abilities.

He gave a courtesy laugh, then withdrew a laptop from a backpack branded with the Connect logo. “Let’s get this out of the way so you can get back to . . .” He glanced around the apartment again, flailing for a way to finish the sentence. “ . . .Uh, your life. So, what are your thoughts on the initial matching quiz?”

“It was . . .” It was my turn to hesitate. The questions were inane and unscientific, but the quiz had led me to Jenna. “Adequate.”

He dutifully typed my answer into his computer. “Wonderful. What about the matching process? Did you find the activities meaningful?”

I’d found them trite, but they hadn’t impeded Jenna and me from getting close. “They were also adequate.”

Luke nodded thoughtfully. “And the meetup?”

I recalled the moment I’d realized Jenna was my match and my relief we might have something to talk about since she was a fellow health professional. How pretty she’d been sitting there in a blue dress, hair down around her shoulders. “That part was good.”

He smiled widely, as if my mild praise was a glowing review. “That’s great to hear. Did you feel like your match was a good fit?”

I sighed, thinking of how she’d fit perfectly in my arms when we had watched the fireworks that last night of the cruise. “Yeah.”

“I see you released your contact information to each other. Did you end up seeing your match again?”

I paused a moment, wondering how much to reveal. Knowing Jenna and I had vacationed would probably be valuable data for Davis, and Davis wasn’t in contact with Jenna’s coworkers. “We went on a cruise together.”

“How wonderful! You must have really hit it off.” His smile grew brighter. “Would you and your match be open to filming a little promo about your experience?”

“We aren’t in contact anymore, actually. Well, not as friends,” I corrected myself. “We’re coworkers, of a sort. She’s a nurse at the hospital I work at.” The next part was something that Connect needed to hear about. “She was upset when she found out I was her match because she doesn’t date coworkers.”

Luke looked up from typing with a newly serious expression. “We’re not a dating service.” 

“She didn’t even want people at work to think we were dating. Bad experience with a breakup at her last job.”

“I see.” Luke typed furiously into his computer and then appeared to read something on the screen. “Um, may I ask if something negative occurred on the cruise?” His voice had a tentative edge.

“We had a great time. Or so I thought.” I fixed my gaze on the glass sliding doors leading out to the balcony. “I’m just not cut out for a relationship.”

“Everyone deserves fulfilling relationships,” Luke argued back.

 “Someone who doesn’t even believe in love probably has no business even thinking about being in one,” I retorted.

Luke looked at me for a moment and then began typing rapidly. “Just making a note of your feedback.” He frowned at his computer. “Do you think we need a survey question that gauges how comfortable a person is being vulnerable? Or how open they are to risk being hurt, maybe,” he said in a softer voice, typing as he spoke.

“Nobody wants to risk being hurt,” I muttered.

Luke looked up and offered me a half smile. “Sorry, I was reading some messages from Davis out loud. He likes to be involved with every aspect of the company.”

Even the information that Luke was keeping Davis Hardcastle appraised of every detail of my miserable life wasn’t enough to rouse more than a vague feeling of unease.

“Wait—did you say you don’t believe in love?” Luke stared at me over the top of his laptop, hands poised to record whatever I said.

“It’s a cascade of hormones,” I replied in a monotone that was hardly convincing.

Luke dutifully typed my response into whatever chat app he was using. “Do you agree or disagree with the statement ‘love is worth any risk’? Platonic love, of course.”

For a moment, all I could do was stare. “Love is worth any risk” was the exact phrase Grandma whispered to me the night of her birthday, just after I’d given her the painting. I tried to gather my thoughts. “That question rests on a faulty premise, but if you want to imagine love is more than an evolutionary hormonal response, I imagine some people would find the risk of pain a deterrent.”

“Hmm,” Luke murmured. He closed the laptop screen. “Well, I think I have all I need. Thank you very much for participating in the survey. We’ll take your feedback into consideration when updating the match questionnaire.” He shoved his computer into his bag and made a beeline to the door. 

“Glad I could help.” I stood and followed my guest, half lost in thought as I opened the door to let him out. How had Luke—or Davis, if he’d prompted Luke to ask—known the exact words Grandma said to me on a cruise in the middle of the ocean? Or maybe it was something normal people, people who believed in love, all knew. 

They’d been powerful words coming from a woman who’d lived without the love of her life for decades. But what did Grandma think I was risking? From her perspective, Jenna and I were sailing off into happily ever after. 

I stayed on the couch, puzzling over the subtext in Grandma’s message. The scientific literature was clear—childhood and adolescent experiences were formative. Maybe Grandma thought our tumultuous family history had impacted my ability to experience the full range of human emotions. 

Nicole reminded me how I cried myself to sleep for months after our father left. Obviously, I’d once been capable of strong feelings. Jenna hadn’t said anything about me acting like a robot on the cruise, though I was different with her: noticing Nicole’s feelings, willing to leave my job, effervescently happy in a way I hadn’t experienced in my adult life. 

Empathetic. Unselfish. Happy. Not normal for me. 

My pulse quickened. What if the feelings I experienced for Jenna were love? I certainly hadn’t been able to maintain the cool head I prided myself on. Even my work didn’t seem as interesting. What else but love could do that to me?

I couldn’t gather empirical data or run a test, but I tried the words out in my head. I love Jenna. I didn’t feel disdain or suspicion. 

“I love Jenna,” I said out loud, then I shouted it to my empty apartment. “I love Jenna!”

I reached for my phone, eager to call her and tell her what I’d discovered. Love wasn’t some ridiculous human construct or just a function of hormones. It was real, and I felt it for her! And then she’d . . . 

She’d probably be polite but end the call as fast as she could. Or she might not even pick up. She’d been clear she didn’t want me around, rejecting my help after falling down half a flight of stairs. Her antipathy made no sense in the context of how we’d left things at the airport.

I jolted upright on the couch. What if my reasoning had been faulty, and Jenna hadn’t meant that she didn’t want me at the wedding when she had offered to let me out of our agreement? Nicole’s and Mom’s jokes about how much I hated parties could have convinced Jenna I didn’t really want to go. She might have been looking for assurance that I’d attend despite my proclivity to shun social gatherings.

It made sense that she’d need a little bit more from a man who professed not to believe in love, especially after everything she went through with her last boyfriend. I’d been too distraught thinking she was rejecting me to think clearly. I should have just asked Jenna what she really wanted me to do.

Should have told her I’d endure far worse than a wedding with strangers if it meant being with her.

I stared at my phone. I wasn’t the best at talking about my feelings under any circumstances, and certainly not over the phone, long-distance, in a fraught situation. I already had the weekend off. Cassidy would be fine presenting alone, so that left me free to go to the wedding and show Jenna I was willing to do anything for her. And if she wanted me to leave, I’d accept that.

I did a web search for tickets, but the next available flight to the regional airport in Asheville wasn’t until after the wedding. A flight into Raleigh wouldn’t arrive until eleven p.m. tomorrow, the night before the wedding. I’d have to rent a car, drive through the night, and show up at the ceremony rumpled and tired. Not the best way to impress Jenna. And I needed all the time I could to make my case for why she should let me back into her life, not a few minutes stolen before the wedding. 

It was a ten-hour drive to Asheville. If I left tomorrow morning, I could make it to the rehearsal dinner. A whole evening to try and convince Jenna that she was safe with me. 

I dashed off a quick text to Cassidy saying I’d reconsidered and asking if she’d present without me. She wrote back at once with a thumbs-up emoji. Good luck!

How had she guessed I needed that message? Despite my attempts to maintain a professional distance, Cassidy had clearly seen right through me when it came to Jenna. 

I exhaled slowly, a wry smile tugging at the corners of my mouth, and then turned my attention to everything else I had to do. Find an all-hours dry cleaner that could return my suit by the next morning, pack, and make sure my car started after weeks of sitting in a garage. 

And figure out exactly what to say to Jenna.  
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	It took over twice as long to drive from the airport in Raleigh as it did to fly in from Philadelphia, but Dad’s quiet company on the route was restful. He accepted short answers to his direct questions: Yes, I was doing okay; yeah, I knew that things were crazy back at the house with all the wedding preparations going on. 

Mercifully, he didn’t even mention Adam, though I couldn’t tell if he didn’t remember I was supposed to have a boyfriend or felt that a man he’d never met didn’t merit any conversation. 

	I sighed over the green foliage as we drove up our long gravel drive. Philly wasn’t a desert, but I’d grown up in a mountain forest. Being home again always made me feel like I could get a long breath in at last. 

Dad parked the enormous white truck that advertised “Allen and Sons Construction” on both sides of the cab and the tailgate (Dad was both “Allen” and “sons” since his father retired two decades ago). 

	Mom had pushed past the screen door and was running down the porch steps before I could get out. No matter that she sometimes drove me crazy with her efforts to get me a date, stepping into her tight hug made some of the pain inside me evaporate.

	“Jenna! Your hair’s gotten so long.” Mom tugged gently on my ponytail. I started to tear up with a combination of heartache and homesickness. “You okay?” Mom asked. 

	 “It was just kind of a long trip,” I lied. 

	She rubbed my shoulder sympathetically. “Let’s get this dress fitting over with and then you can lie down for a bit until it’s time to make the welcome bags.” 

	Patrick, my teenage brother, gave me a sideways hug when I came into the house. 

	“What’s the latest?” I asked, motioning to his crutches. He still hadn’t recovered from an ultimate frisbee accident earlier in the summer.

	He gave a long sigh. “I’m trying to stay off it as much as I can, but Coach doesn’t think I’ll be able to start this season.” 

	I made a sympathetic face for my brother’s football career and allowed Mom to usher me into the living room where Aunt Kathy was kneeling behind Beth with a mouthful of pins. She waved and made some noises that probably indicated a greeting. 

	Beth’s face lit up when she saw me, but she couldn’t move while Aunt Kathy was working on her dress. “Jenna! I’m so happy you’re here.” 

	I went toward her and gave her a careful hug. “You look beautiful!” Her ivory silk wedding dress had a fitted bodice that was encrusted with tiny seed pearls and sported delicate off-the-shoulder sleeves. 

	“Mom wouldn’t let me wear black, so this was the next best thing.” 

I laughed, even though it wasn’t really a joke. Somehow Beth managed to pull off a chic, Parisian vibe in her usual black wardrobe, even though the color made me look like a diseased Victorian spinster.

	“Sweetheart,” Mom began, eyeing Beth warily, “we talked about this. A wedding is a celebration, not a funeral. And this dress is perfect for you. We certainly searched for it long enough.” 

Beth offered a long-suffering smile, a smirk playing on her lips. Unlike me, she couldn’t resist teasing Mom. “I suppose I can live with it. For one day.” 

“Okay,” Aunt Kathy said, finally free of the pins. “Just need to sew this hem in place. Beth, let’s get you out of this dress. And Jenna, you go change, only let me hug you first!” 

I moved forward to comply. Dad’s sister, Kathy, was our family’s expert seamstress. She gave me a quick hug and then stood back to examine me. “Have you gained weight since you sent me your measurements?”

“I don’t think so?” Those kinds of comments were why Aunt Kathy was also the most difficult member of our family to get along with.

“Kathy,” Mom chided. “You look great, Jenna.”

“It’s not a matter of looks; it’s about the fit. If I have to make a major alteration at the last minute, you won’t be my favorite niece anymore.” Aunt Kathy looked at Beth, waiting for her to protest, and cackling at her own joke.

“Sorry,” Mom mouthed, handing me the dress. 

Beth climbed out of her dress and followed me upstairs in a black silk robe. I reached my childhood bedroom and unzipped the garment bag. My maid of honor gown was a green satin mermaid dress with puffs of crepe for sleeves that mimicked Beth’s dress. I’d seen pictures, but looking at it up close inspired a case of nerves. “Are you sure you want me to appear at your wedding in this?”

“Trust me, sis. It’s going to look gorgeous on you.” Beth helped me put the dress on and zipped up the side. “See?” 

I stepped in front of the full-length mirror that had borne witness to every middle and high school dance outfit I’d worn. “Wow.” I should’ve trusted Beth’s taste. The gown hugged my body and gave me a long, elegant line. I felt like I could step onto a red carpet. 

“Yep, gorgeous,” Beth said. “And I can tell by your smile that you love it.” 

“It fits perfectly!” I ran my hands over my hips. “Do I even need to go show Aunt Kathy?” 

“She’s going to want to see for herself. If you don’t go down, she’ll probably barge up here.” 

“Good point.” I reached for Beth to give her a hug. “Thank you. How did you keep her from bedazzling it?” Our aunt was usually drawn to styles best left to pageant gowns and ice-skating costumes. 

“I put my foot down and threatened to get the dresses made by someone in Raleigh.” She smiled widely. “Do you think that new boyfriend of yours will like it?” 

With one mention of Adam, any happiness brought on by being home and trying on an amazing dress vanished. I managed a halfhearted laugh. 

“What’s wrong?” Beth asked, immediately sensing something was up. 

I could have told her the truth, that we’d broken up and that Adam wasn’t coming. She’d be sympathetic, but she didn’t have the same issues confronting Mom, and she wouldn’t understand the need to keep secrets. Besides, I didn’t need to burden her with my sad problems the day before her wedding. 

“Adam is treating a patient with some serious complications.” It might not have been a lie. Adam saw critically ill patients every day. “He’s going to do his best, but he might not be able to make it to the wedding.” 

“Oh, yeah, Mom said something about that.” She laid a hand on my arm. “I’ll be sad if I don’t get to meet him. Maybe Chase and I can come up to Philadelphia this fall?” 

“That would be great! You can stay in Ellie’s guest room.” I’d come clean about the breakup by then. 

“Are you ready, Jenna?” Mom called up the stairs. “Aunt Kathy needs to get started on sewing up Beth’s hem.” 

“Coming,” I called, giving Beth another hug before she went to change back into regular clothes. 

Mom and Aunt Kathy exclaimed over me when I came into the living room. 

“The fit is impeccable,” Aunt Kathy proclaimed. “I might have to enter this into the State Fair.” 

“You look amazing, honey.” Mom beamed at me. “Adam is going to have to beat the other guys off you.” 

I laughed nervously and then repeated the lie I’d told Beth. 

“The flesh-eating bacteria patient?” Mom clarified. “How awful!” 

Aunt Kathy gave me a sidelong glance. “That’s quite a diagnosis,” she said, her tone holding an edge of skepticism. “He doesn’t have colleagues who could handle the case?”

“He’s very dedicated to his work.” That part was no lie. “And he’s an expert in this kind of bacteria.” 

The skepticism in her expression grew more pronounced. “Howard never missed any of my sibling’s weddings, not even Bill’s third, and it was during tax season.” 

Uncle Howard, an accountant, wouldn’t dare to breathe if his wife told him not to, but I wasn’t about to say that.

Before I could make any response, my mom bristled at Aunt Kathy’s insinuation. “Adam is a dedicated doctor,” she responded sharply. “He has a responsibility to his patients, and we should respect that. After all, if it was one of us lying in a hospital bed, wouldn’t we want a doctor who takes his duties seriously?” 

I cringed to hear Mom defending Adam. She was going to be devastated when her daughter’s heroic boyfriend didn’t end up staying in the relationship.  

Aunt Kathy made an inarticulate noise and threw her hands up defensively. “I didn’t mean anything by it, Grace.” 

“We have welcome baskets to make, right?” I had to change the subject. “Let me go get this off.” I dashed upstairs as fast as the tight fit of the gown would allow. 

Mom followed me into my bedroom. “Sorry about Kathy. You know how she is.” She helped me unzip the dress. “I bet Adam will come to the wedding, though, since he’s clearly crazy about you. Maybe he’s planning to surprise you!” 

“That would be some surprise,” I agreed. 

Mom paused in the middle of closing the dress into the garment bag. “You know, in case he doesn’t make it, maybe we should tell everyone that he’s the one with the flesh-eating bacteria. We could say he got it while treating a patient.” 

I wrinkled my nose at the idea of Adam sticking his bare foot near an infected one. “Why would we do that?” 

“Kathy might not be the only person who’d wonder why he couldn’t leave the job to come to such an important family event. I don’t want anyone else to give you a hard time.” 

I froze in the middle of pulling on my jeans. Here we were, right back to the thing that started off the fake dating a coworker fiasco and had resulted in a broken heart. “I wish everyone could just accept me with or without a boyfriend,” I muttered. 

“Oh, honey, that’s not what this is about.” Mom scooped me into a hug. “You’re perfect. I don’t want anyone to distress you, that’s all. Not after everything you went through with Westin.” 

Bringing up my awful ex wasn’t exactly the best tactic to lift my spirits, but I didn’t say anything. “Maybe we should just focus on those welcome baskets.” I didn’t have the energy to deal with more conversation about Adam. 

“Are you upset?” Mom demanded, rubbing my arm. “Did I say something wrong? I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to make you mad.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I love you, Jenna.” 

I mustered a weak smile. “I’m not mad. I’m just tired, like I told you.” 

She peered at my face. “Are you sure? I feel like I did something wrong. Tell me, so I can make it right.”

Tell her how I really felt so she could explain everything away and insist she only wanted the best for me because she loved me?  I knew she did—that wasn’t the problem. The issue was that sometimes the way she showed that love was smothering.  

The sound of voices outside my room provided a needed escape. “Mom?” my little brother Patrick called. “Dad wants to know where you want the jars.” 

Mom started for the door. “Hold on, Jenna, let me go handle this.” 

“I’ll finish getting dressed and join you in a minute,” I told her. 

“If you’re sure you’re okay?” 

“Right as rain,” I lied. After she left, I pulled on a comfy t-shirt and then finished zipping up the garment bag with the dress. 

As much as I didn’t want to think about him, my brain bombarded me with thoughts about Adam. Would he have liked to see me in the dress? I’d never know. 

If he’d come with me, I might have mustered up the courage to tell Mom the truth. Then again, if he did turn up for the wedding, there’d be no need. But having him at my side would probably have given me a boost of confidence that would help me withstand Aunt Kathy and any other nosey wedding guests. 

For a handful of days on the cruise, Adam had made me feel wanted. Not just attractive, although the fact that we’d barely come up for air between kissing sessions had definitely helped. Adam seemed to like me as a person, appreciating my efforts to befriend his family, and apparently listening to my advice about strengthening his relationship with Nicole.

That’s why it hurt so much when he put Cassie Croft first. Here came this guy who turned out to be sweet and funny and seemed totally into me and then, wham, he dumped me to go to an infectious disease conference with his previous crush.  

I forced myself to move to the door of my bedroom. I couldn’t wallow in this misery anymore, and Beth needed my help. At least I was home with my family, whom I knew loved me, no matter their imperfections. 

It would feel better if I didn’t have to keep lying to everyone about Adam. I’d just have to keep nurturing the story of his tragic patient today, then break the news he wasn’t coming tomorrow morning. Next week I could go back to Philadelphia and stage a fake breakup to go with my fake boyfriend.  

My hand froze on my doorknob. Once again, I was attending a family event and keeping a huge secret from everyone, only this time, the family was mine and not Adam’s. And this go-around, I was on my own, expected to keep up the charade with no one to share the burden. 

I took a deep breath, steeling myself. For now, I needed to be there for my sister, put on a brave face and help her through the most important day of her life. My problems could—and would—still be there when the wedding was over. Best to keep things pleasant for the rest of my trip.
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Traffic out of Philadelphia wasn’t bad, though I was a little late leaving the city after waiting for the dry cleaner to finish my suit. By lunchtime, I was driving through rural Maryland towns so I could avoid construction on the interstate. 

I tried to focus on the “Pathogen Perspectives” and “Germ Report” infectious disease podcasts, but my thoughts kept straying to Jenna. What was she doing? What would she think of my unexpected visit? What would I say to make things right? When Mom called, I answered at once, welcoming the potential distraction. 

“Hi Adam! Just checking up on you. Haven’t talked to you since the cruise.”

I winced. I’d always let her contact me first in the past, but things didn’t have to stay that way forever, and I had resolved to stay in touch with my family. “I’m doing well. You?” 

“I’m great! Sounds like you’re driving. Is Jenna with you?” 

She wasn’t, but I really hoped she would be soon. “No, but I’m on the way to North Carolina for her sister’s wedding.”

“Oh, how wonderful. Listen, have you talked to Grandma?”

“I have not.” I held my breath as I waited for Mom to go on, reminding myself it was probably nothing.

“I think she’s really serious about getting us all together for the holidays, so maybe you can talk to Jenna and decide if you can come for Christmas or Thanksgiving. I’m totally flexible, you know. No big plans.”

“Okay, I’ll ask Jenna and let you know.” If I got the chance.

“Great! Well, I won’t keep you . . .” Mom’s voice trailed off.

I cleared my throat, trying to think what Jenna might say to keep the conversation going. “So, uh, is Frank gone?”

“Oh, yeah. He cleared out right after we got back.”

“Wow. Uh, sorry?” I tried. It was hard to see Frank’s departure as a loss.

“Thanks.” Mom sighed. “You know, I didn’t forget what you kids said about getting therapy as a family. I think maybe it would be really good for me to talk to somebody on my own, too.”

“Sounds good.” Professional help was a good option for all of us. “Probably wouldn’t hurt me, either.”

“Oh, I have another call. Hold on one second, Adam!” Mom announced. “Don’t hang up!”

I shook my head. It was likely a new boyfriend, and Mom would probably forget I was on hold. But I could wait a little while before hanging up. It wasn’t like I had anything better to do.  

“I’m back!” Mom’s voice came through my phone speaker. “And I transferred Nicole in, too! A little family chat. How fun!”

I could check the contact box for my mom and my sister at the same time. “Hi.”

“Hi,” Nicole replied. “Mom says you’re driving to see Jenna? Say hello for us, okay?”

“Definitely,” I agreed.

“Mom, don’t freak out, but I kind of met someone.” Despite her disclaimer, Nicole sounded resolute, like she could already anticipate what was coming.

“What!” Mom’s loud squeal nearly took out my phone’s speaker.

“I said not to freak out! Anyways, I’ve been spending time with this guy. He’s another doctoral candidate—”

“In women’s studies?” Mom interrupted. “Must be someone who’s as smart as you are.” 

“Thanks, but no, epidemiology.”

“Yikes, risky. Those guys are no good,” I teased. “Who makes a career out of studying diseases?”

“Ha, ha. So we’ve been hanging out, and I think he might be interested in a romantic relationship, but I’m not sure. I don’t know if I should wait for things to happen organically or say something, and if so, what. I just don’t want to ruin whatever it is by some clinical conversation. Any advice, Adam?”

Before I could state the truth, that I was genuinely surprised Nicole thought I could give advice about avoiding stilted dialogue, Mom jumped in.

“You need to let the man make the first move!” she insisted. “If he doesn’t, it might be a sign that he’s not that into you. I know I have a book about that around here somewhere . . . Haven’t read it, but I could send it to you.”

I could almost hear Nicole’s eye roll over the phone. “Thanks, but conforming to outdated gender norms isn’t the issue here.”

“Nicole, a textbook can’t teach you everything about how the world works. Men want to do the chasing.”

I cringed and thought about pretending I had a bad signal. This had all the makings of another intense, mother-daughter fight.

But Jenna would probably encourage me to intercede. “Nineteen sixty called, and they want their gender stereotypical relationships back.” A weak attempt at a joke, but hopefully better than nothing.

Mom huffed. “Okay, well, what do you advise Nicole to do? I guess you are the only one of us in a stable relationship right now.”

Both women were silent, awaiting my response.

“Um . . .” I was probably the last person anyone should turn to for relationship advice. 

What was it Jenna said? Nicole needed to know I was hurting, too, so she didn’t feel alone. Maybe instead of guidance my sister needed me to admit I was just as clueless as she was.

I sighed. “Jenna actually broke up with me after the cruise.”

More silence. Then, from Nicole, “What! Why?”

“At first, I thought she was too embarrassed to take me to her sister’s wedding. Like maybe I’d mortify her in front of her family.” 

Nicole snorted. “That’s ridiculous. She saw how awkward you can be on the cruise, and she was still all over you.”

Mom agreed. “The cruise line could have filmed a commercial about two people in love using only footage of you guys.”

“Two people in the deepest state of affection.” Nicole used her documentary film voice. “Adam doesn’t believe in love.”

“No, you’re right.” I took a deep breath and prepared to make myself vulnerable. “I’ve considered the matter, and . . . I love Jenna.”

A loud crash sounded through the phone. “Sorry, I fell off my chair,” Mom announced. “I’m okay.”

“Did you tell Jenna that?” Nicole demanded.

“No,” I admitted. “I’m wondering if that’s the reason she broke up with me.”

“Of course!” Mom scoffed. “Every woman wants to be wooed, Adam. I mean, I don’t know what the literature says, Nicole, but  . . .”

“We get it, Mom.” Nicole’s interruption was pointed. “In my opinion, Jenna seems like a person who would value your emotional honesty.”

“Let’s hope so. I’m planning to tell her how I feel when I get to Asheville.” I drummed my fingers against the steering wheel and decided to keep the conversation going. “So . . . is that also true about this epidemiology guy? Would he value your emotional honesty?”

“Hm.” Nicole considered my question. “We’ve had some pretty personal conversations, so maybe he’d be comfortable discussing our feelings for each other.”

“And his response to the conversation could be valuable criteria for your own evaluation in determining if you want to be in a relationship with him,” I offered. “Or perhaps you should conduct a field experiment and ask him if he’d like to get ice cream.”

Nicole chuckled. “Thanks, Adam. That’s actually good advice.”

Me, giving good relationship advice? Too bad Jenna wasn’t around to hear it. She might be impressed. And it was too bad she wasn’t here because I desperately missed her.

“So wait, you’re driving all the way to North Carolina so you can tell her how you feel? Adam! That’s romantic!” Mom sounded amazed. “Oh, another call! Hold on!”

“Uh—” I started to say, wondering who Mom planned to add next.

“Hello?” Grandma joined in.

“You’re on the line with me, Nicole and Adam,” Mom announced. “Adam is driving to be at Jenna’s side so he can tell her how much he loves her and win her back!”

Why would Mom blurt that out to an elderly woman with a heart condition? I tried to think of how to smooth things over.

Fortunately, Grandma didn’t ask why I had to win Jenna back. “That’s just marvelous, and so like Adam!”

“Has he done this before?” Nicole’s tone was as incredulous as my own might have been if I had managed to think of a response.

“He’s always had a loving heart. You remember when he skipped a school trip so he could make you breakfast in bed on your birthday, Bev?”

“Oh, yes!” Mom cooed. “With the little eggshells in the pancakes. I was so happy I thought my heart would burst. It was right after Ron left, and I didn’t expect anyone to do anything. I think I still have the card you made me, Adam.”

“Now that I think of it, he flew across the country to move me into my dorm.” Nicole sniffed in mock hurt. “I didn’t get a card, though. Or eggshell pancakes.”

“Sorry.” I shifted in my seat, touched that they both remembered those things but also a little uncomfortable. I wasn’t used to being called caring, thoughtful, or loving. But maybe those things were just as much a part of me as my rigorous mind and analytical observations. Microscopic dormant endospores of my good qualities, waiting to germinate until the conditions were right.

“And he came all the way to Florida on the cruise to celebrate my birthday despite how afraid he is of germs and the sun. So yes, I’d say he’s done this before.” The affection in Grandma’s voice managed to make me sound kind and generous instead of neurotic and antisocial.

“Thanks. With any luck, Jenna will feel the same way.” And not feel upset it had taken me so long to come to my senses.

“She will,” Grandma assured me. “Tell her how you feel and that you’ve found the person your heart has been looking for for a long time.”

A wave of something undefinable moved through my chest. The words resonated in me because they were true, even if the search had been subconscious. But how could I feel so certain of that when Jenna and I hadn’t known each other very long?

As if she could read my mind, Grandma added, “You know, time can’t measure the love inside a person.”

“That is so sweet!” Mom sounded choked up, a big departure from her normal cheery self. “I’m going to write that down.”

“Aw. You’re the best, Grandma. I’m going to write that down too.” Nicole paused for a second.  “Listen, sorry, fam, but I have to go and meet with a professor about the seminar I’m running for her next semester. Love you all.”

Mom was first to reply. “Okay, Nicole, good luck. I’ll sign off, too. Adam, let us know how things go with Jenna!”

“I will.” A surprisingly large lump formed in my throat before I could get the next words out.  “I love you, Nicole. And you, Mom. And . . .” I swallowed hard. “And I love you, too, Grandma.” The words came out tangled and choked. It was true. Love was real. I felt it.

Grandma had the last word. “I love all of you wonderful people. And Adam, please give my love to your sweet pea.”

I followed directions to get back on the interstate, ignoring billboards advertising restaurants and shops. Even if I’d wanted a new snow globe or “Arnold’s World-Famous BLT,” I wasn’t going to stop until I fulfilled Grandma’s request.

And then after I gave Jenna Grandma’s love, I was going to offer all of mine.
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It wasn’t until the tail end of Beth’s rehearsal dinner that I finally had a chance to sit down, long after the other guests had been served their banana pudding and peach pie. I was scarfing down cold pulled pork and baked beans when my phone chimed with a new text message, loud enough that Mom heard it all the way on the other side of the barbeque restaurant’s private dining room. 

“Is that from Adam?” she called. 

“Yeah.” I made my expression sober, like I’d just gotten bad news. “It’s confirmed. They’ll have to amputate the foot.” I’d been giving bogus updates all day. 

The shocking news was enough to send Mom and Aunt Kathy scurrying over to me. I hurried to flip my phone over so they couldn’t see that the text was actually an automated message reminding me of a forty percent off sale at a chain candle store. 

Mom threw a hand over her mouth. “That’s awful!” 

“He was really trying to save the foot, but now he just wants to make sure the infection doesn’t spread.” I shook my head. “Doesn’t look like he’ll be able to come to the wedding.”  

Aunt Kathy put a hand on my shoulder. “Well, we’re here for you, honey. I know it must be hard for you watching your younger sister get married before you, with no man at your side to shield you from the fear that you’ll never be the bride.”

I looked at Beth sitting next to Chase, who was watching her with goo-goo eyes like something from a cartoon. I felt zero percent sad seeing my sister with the person she loved. “I’m delighted for them,” I ground out, beyond irritated with Aunt Kathy’s characterizations.  

“That’s sweet of you to say.” Aunt Kathy moved her hand to her heart as if genuinely touched by my long-suffering. “But you can let down your guard with us.”  

I gave Mom a Mayday look, fresh out of polite replies. 

“Oh, is Howard supposed to be eating that?” Mom asked. 

Aunt Kathy turned to see her husband pulling a bowl of banana pudding toward himself. “He knows we’re doing part-time keto! Excuse me.” She hurried off to fuss at her husband. 

Dad walked up as his sister walked away, rolling his eyes at her back. “Part-time keto isn’t a real diet.”

“You still good to get the sealing wax?” Mom asked him, moving effortlessly on from the unpleasant conversation with Aunt Kathy. Fine with me. Normally she liked to break down unpleasant events like a senior sportscaster after a title game. Mom put a hand on Dad’s elbow. “I think the craft store closes at nine.”

Dad put both hands in the air. “Okay, I’m leaving.” He turned to go. 

“Sorry about that, with Kathy.” Mom sat down next to me.

Okay, so we were doing the post-game analysis. “It’s fine.” 

“You know how blunt she can be. I just don’t think it will get better for you tomorrow when more of the extended family is here. I know you don’t want to tell everyone that Adam is sick.” Mom pulled out her phone, the case bearing the same Apple-Achian logo as was printed on all our shirts. “We might need to call in somebody as a decoy. Kind of like a fake boyfriend?” 

“You want to get somebody to pretend to be Adam?” A fake boyfriend to represent a fake boyfriend. Suddenly, my life had become an Escher painting with so many overlapping lies my brain couldn’t make sense of it.   

“Just for the day!” Mom lowered her voice to a whisper. “To keep people from asking you intrusive questions. Justin and his mom are already coming.” 

Ah yes, my one-time middle school date with a criminal past. I stabbed the peach pie in front of me hard with a fork. “I don’t know, might be too much temptation.” 

Mom’s eyes widened. “Well . . . I’m sure . . . You’re committed to Adam, right? So one day of pretending Justin is Adam can’t be that tempting?” 

“Tempting for Justin,” I clarified. “Since we rented luxury portable toilets for the reception. He might not be able to stop himself from exploding one.” 

“Jenna!” Mom rolled her eyes. “What about your dad’s coworker? I know you haven’t met, but—” 

“Is he prepared to answer questions about being an infectious disease doctor? Or Philadelphia? What about when I show back up with Adam at Christmas—we’re just going to tell everyone Adam dropped twenty-five years and fifty pounds?” Not that Adam and I would be spending the holiday together, but I needed to illustrate just how ridiculous the plan was so Mom would give up. 

“Travis is a man of few words, so I don’t think we have to worry about him saying the wrong thing. And maybe . . . Maybe we’ll say Adam did part-time keto?” 

Mom was going too far this time. “That’s ridiculous. All of it.” 

“So, what do you want to do?” Mom asked. “I don’t want you to spend the day dodging insensitive comments.” 

The night before Beth’s wedding wasn’t an ideal time to unload years of hurt and frustration on Mom, but I was even more done than the burnt ends of the pulled pork dinner. “What I want is for you to tell the guests you love me as a single person and that my happiness and wellbeing is more important to you than whether or not I ever have a boyfriend.” 

Mom looked at me, confusion all over her face.  “But . . . you’re not single.”

My stomach sank. That was all she had to say—she didn’t have to defend me because it wasn’t true? My resolution to be honest with her deteriorated faster than my fake boyfriend’s fake patient. 

Beth came up and hugged me, then Mom. “Heading out now.” 

Mom beamed at Beth like we hadn’t just been enacting a daytime talk show drama. “For the midnight yoga? You have fun with your friends, honey.”  

Midnight was an Asheville misnomer for anything that happened after eight p.m., but still, we had a very early start the next day. “Bye! See you at five tomorrow!” Hopefully, the pointed reminder would get Beth up to start hair and makeup without me having to coax her awake. 

“I’ll be ready,” she assured me, and then left. 

The other guests, mostly Chase’s family and a few more of their friends, started to leave as well, along with an irate Aunt Kathy and shamefaced Uncle Howard. 

My cousin Michael came to say goodbye, holding his sleeping toddler to his chest. “Well, I think I’m ready for tomorrow. I’ve got the seating chart memorized.” 

“Do you need help with anything tonight?” his wife Lisa asked. 

“Just get Keith home,” I urged, waving a hand to shoo them out the door. I pushed away from the table. “Better start taking down the decorations.” My phone buzzed loudly with another text. 

“Adam?” Mom asked brightly.  

“No, Dad sent a picture of all the wax options.” It was hard to tell on my phone screen, but none of the purples looked like boysenberry. In fact, the color we’d thought was correct (and which Beth insisted was actually plum) was already closer than any of those.

Get them all, I wrote back. Maybe if Beth saw the other colors she’d realize that plum was closest to her vision. Or maybe we should just use the plum wax to seal the seeded paper favors and hope she was too deliriously in love to notice tomorrow when we gave out the wedding favors.

The only people left in the room were me, Patrick, and Mom, as I began clearing the decorations.

“Jenna, wait a second.” Mom put a hand on my arm. “I want you to know that I only care about you and your feelings. I’m sorry about Aunt Kathy and everyone else who might hurt you.” 

Not wanting to get caught in any drama, Patrick shot me a wide-eyed look and then crossed the room as fast as he could on crutches. 

I looked down at the wooden apples in my hands. I had two choices: cheerfully assure Mom I understood and say whatever it took to get her to think I was fine, or tell her the truth and risk triggering an emotional volcano. If I told Mom how much her words hurt, I wouldn’t hear the end of it. Not tonight, or the rest of the trip. Not ever. 

Right. Because the time I ran away from my job at Duke and moved states to avoid gossip had been super easy. As had the last week plus skirting around Adam at the hospital. And especially the past two days lying about his bogus patient. 

I couldn’t keep doing it. Maybe Ellie was right, and the distraction of the wedding would work in my favor. “I know you mean well, but honestly, the thing that makes me the most upset right now isn’t Aunt Kathy’s insensitive comments—It’s that you won’t accept what I want.” 

“I do support what you want.” Mom put a hand up. “Hear me out—” 

“What I hear is that you’ve decided there’s only one way I can be happy, and you’re determined to make that happen no matter what I tell you,” I interrupted. “I genuinely would rather be alone than pretend to date Justin or Travis or a random teenager.” 

“Okay, okay.” Mom waved both hands. “We’ll tell the truth. Your boyfriend couldn’t make it. As long as people know you have one, they can’t make you feel bad for being single.” 

“Mom, there’s no boyfriend!” I blurted out. 

She stared back at me with wide eyes, then we both glanced at my brother. Patrick threw his phone up in front of his face like a riot shield. 

Might as well get this over with. “Adam and I broke up.” 

Mom’s expression grew worried.  “Oh, honey, why didn’t you say anything?”

I gestured at Mom. “Because I knew I would never convince you to leave me alone!” 

“What happened to break you up?” 

“Does it matter?” I moved to grab another centerpiece. “This isn’t about me and Adam; it’s about me and you.” 

“Okay.” Mom stayed in her seat. “You couldn’t have just told me you didn’t want a date?” 

That wasn’t fair. “I texted you that I was okay going to the wedding alone.” 

“I thought you were just saying that so you didn’t put me through too much trouble.” 

Mom put her head into her hands. “I should have clarified.”  

I sat at her side and placed a hand on her shoulder. Now that I’d gotten it off my chest, I didn’t feel as annoyed. “It’s okay.”

She looked up. “Is Adam even a real person, or did you make him up so I’d leave you alone?” 

“Yeah, he’s real.”

“And you really broke up?” 

I sighed. “Yep.” 

“But you felt like you had to maintain the lie that you were together. I’m so, so sorry.” Mom’s eyes started to get watery. “I feel terrible, like the worst mother in the world. When I think about how you must have felt after your breakup, knowing you couldn’t talk to me about it . . .” 

I stared at her while my thoughts whizzed by a mile a minute. Fork in the road number two: fill in the pothole in the relationship by immediately reassuring her that I was fine, knowing the hole would always make the ride a little bumpier, or tear up the old road and make a new one? 

I didn’t really want to spend the next couple of decades forced to relive this every time Mom needed me to make her feel better about her mistake. 

Another deep breath. “Part of the reason I didn’t tell you about the breakup is that I didn’t want to hurt you.”  

Mom dabbed at her eyes with her sleeve. “I’m angry at myself, honey, not you.” 

I raised a hand. “I know. But even though your anger isn’t directed at me, it’s overwhelming, and I feel like I have to keep reassuring you that I’m okay. And it’s exhausting.” 

She opened and closed her mouth. “I—I’m sorry.” 

“I don’t want you to be sorry,” I said quickly. “I would love it if we could settle this and then not talk about it again, though.” 

Mom nodded rapidly. “Whatever you want.” 

That was it? All I had to do was tell her not to mention it and she agreed? I’d imagined Pompeii and gotten a sparkler. 

Patrick shot me a sly thumbs up behind Mom’s back. 

I reached over to give Mom a hug, and she pulled me in close. “If anybody mentions your relationship status tomorrow, I’m going to tell them how proud I am of my beautiful daughter.” 

“Thanks, Mom.” 

She released me with a squeeze. “Guess we should finish getting this place cleaned up, huh?”

As I piled the rest of the apples into a crate, I wondered why I hadn’t said all of that to Mom weeks ago when she was first pressuring me about the wedding. I could have gone about my life without the heartache of finding out that the man I’d connected with on a soul-to-soul level would ditch me to chase after his previous crush. 

I frowned to myself, wondering if there was any chance a tough conversation could have fixed things between me and Adam, too. 

It was pointless to think that way. Adam could have texted or called if he had wanted to work things out, and he hadn’t tried. Not once. So even if there was some way he could have set my fears to rest, that ship had sailed. 

Being honest with my family was the best I could hope for. 
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After ten hours in the car, my determination to declare my feelings to Jenna hadn’t flagged, but my energy reserves were even lower than my gas gauge. Grateful Jenna had emailed the wedding itinerary weeks before so that I knew where to go, I parked my car at the venue and took a few shaky steps on stiff legs.

As I got close to the entrance of the wedding chalet, my heart palpitated in an extremely rapid pattern. Jenna was always nice, so I wasn’t worried she’d be hostile, but I wanted more than forced politeness. Ideally, she’d be happy I’d come.

Hopefully surprising her wouldn’t turn out to be a giant mistake. I just needed a chance to tell her how I felt and prove I could be the kind of boyfriend she’d be proud to introduce to her friends and family. I’d spent the last several hours rehearsing my arguments, reducing my case down to a twenty-minute discourse.

The wedding chalet had an information desk just past the front door. “I’m looking for a wedding rehearsal?” I pulled out my phone to check the itinerary Jenna sent. “The Allen-Whitfield party.” 

The young man in front of me flipped through a stack of papers on his clipboard. “Their rehearsal is over, sorry. I think they left a couple hours ago.”

The itinerary said the rehearsal and dinner would last until nine, and it was only seven fifteen. Had it ended early? My shoulders slumped. An entire day of driving and anticipation culminating in disappointment. 

I’d just have to come back in the morning and meet up with Jenna at the wedding, but that plan seemed fraught with problems. Was I supposed to lurk outside the chalet door tomorrow morning, hoping to catch her attention before she walked up the aisle before her sister? I needed more time than that to go through my arguments. I could call, but talking over the phone wasn’t my strong suit, and she might just hang up.

Apparently, I had no choice but to wait. I turned to go back to my car and the hotel room I’d booked in town. 

“Did you want the address for the rehearsal dinner?” 

I turned back to the young man with relief. “That would be great.” I hadn’t realized it was at a second location.

Back in the car, I punched the address into my mapping app. Looked like it was somebody’s home address, maybe even Jenna’s. I filled up my tank on the way out of town, then settled in for the forty-five-minute drive that would take me a little northwest of Asheville.

I drove cautiously up windy mountain roads, full of sharp switchbacks and sheer drop-offs. Once the sun set, my headlights were the only thing illuminating my way. As I drove, I mentally recounted my key arguments: a thorough emotional development assessment highlighting my readiness for commitment and a comprehensive action plan, detailing steps like open communication, acknowledging past errors, and integrating into Jenna’s life. Each point was crafted to showcase my dedication to being the partner she deserved.

When I finally made it to the destination, I found a gravel lot full of cars just to the side of a large, picturesque barn. I squared my shoulders as I began my second walk toward Jenna. I could do this.

I ducked under a white balloon archway and into the barn, where a few dozen round tables resided in front of a long rectangular one. A woman at the main table—the bride, maybe—a tall, dark-haired woman who didn’t look much like Jenna, stared adoringly at the man next to her, his suitcoat wrapped around her shoulders despite the mild temperature.

I didn’t have much experience with weddings, but the setting was more formal than I’d imagined for a rehearsal dinner. Either the bride or the groom must come from some serious money, though Jenna hadn’t mentioned coming from a rich family. My eyes swept the room for Jenna, but there was no sign of her.

An aproned woman in black appeared before me. “This way, sir.” She ushered me to a round table just past the entrance. “Would you like the chicken or the steak?”

“Sorry, what?” I was too busy looking for Jenna to pay much attention. Maybe she’d stepped out to use the bathroom or something?

The waitress repeated her question. 

“Oh, anything is fine, thanks.” I took the seat she motioned to, wondering if there were assigned places and how she’d known where to seat me when I hadn’t given my name. 

The guest at my side leaned toward me. “The vegetarian option was very good.” The woman was probably my mom’s age but gray-haired, wearing an enormous silk scarf that draped across her back and down her arms. She didn’t seem to notice the edge of the fabric had fallen onto her plate.

“Your scarf is dipping into that chocolate sauce,” I pointed out.

“Oh, gracious me!” She pulled it away and began brushing at it with a napkin. “How stupid of me! You know, this was a gift from the President of Lithuania.”

Typically, I would have returned a polite, noncommittal sound so I didn’t encourage a stranger to confide in me about a tedious topic, but I was no longer the taciturn Adam people regretted inviting to their events. I was determined to awe Jenna at my efforts to make polite conversation.

“Really?” I imagined the woman was telling me about a new species of drug-resistant Pseudomonas she’d discovered. “Tell me more.”

“Interested in travel, are you? Let me start at the beginning. It was ’93, and I planned a trip to the Baltic countries with a very old friend. Actually, she was my fourth cousin on my mother’s side, but that’s such a distant connection that I never introduce her as family.”

My eyes continued to dart around in search of Jenna while my dinner companion told me about her decades-ago trip. Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t stay mentally engaged with the story long enough to catch the part where she received the scarf, but she did regain my attention when she broke off from her story.

“Oh! Don’t do that!”

I jolted, worried my preoccupation with looking for Jenna had caused offense, then realized she was talking to the young couple sitting opposite us. They were attempting to burn the white rose centerpieces in the flames of the little tea lights sprinkled across the table.

The woman was still lecturing them about the fire hazard when the man I thought was the groom stood. “Thank you all for coming. I’m going to let my beautiful bride say a few words to you before we start the dancing.”

The bride shed the groom’s coat and revealed an elaborate white gown.

I frowned. I didn’t think it was customary to wear one’s wedding dress to the rehearsal dinner. And surely Jenna wouldn’t miss her sister’s speech?

“It means so much to us that you came to celebrate our special day. You know, I always felt lonely growing up an only child . . .”

Jenna’s sister couldn’t be an only child. I was at a wedding reception for another couple.  I grimaced in frustration with the young man who’d given me the wrong location and for myself for not confirming I was at the right place. I had no idea how to find Jenna now. I might not even be able to find my way off the mountain.

“Excuse me,” I whispered, then slipped away. As I left, I spied the waitress carrying a sizzling steak toward my table. My empty stomach gave a wistful gurgle.

In case I could still catch Jenna, I scrolled back through the email she’d sent and saw the information I needed buried in a paragraph I hadn’t bothered to read after scanning for the rehearsal address. The dinner was at Three Bears Barbeque in Asheville, not fifteen minutes from the chalet. I could be there by nine fifteen.

Hoping she’d stick around for a little bit after the end of the dinner, I headed back down the mountain. My mapping app took me on an entirely new route, even more treacherous than the first had been. It would all be worth it, though, if I could just see Jenna tonight.

“Turn left in half a mile,” the map announced as I carefully navigated a hairpin turn. “You are on the fastest route.”

I glanced at my phone to get a street name or landmark for the turn, but there was none listed.

“Recalculating,” the map announced. The arrow representing my car had disappeared from the screen, GPS signal lost.

I watched my odometer for half a mile then turned left down a country road with a string of numbers instead of a name, still no cell signal to confirm I’d found the right road. 

By the time I’d gone fifteen minutes without any sign humans existed other than the pavement beneath me, I knew I was lost and started to look for a place to turn around

Fifteen more minutes of nothing but rapidly darkening woods on either side, and I got the eerie feeling I was the last living person on the planet. There were no streetlights to illuminate the road, and it was the kind of dark that drew would-be astronomers from the city.

At least Mom, Nicole and Grandma knew I was headed for the North Carolina mountains and could send a search and rescue team if they didn’t hear from me. And thank goodness they expected an update on the Jenna situation, or they might not have gotten worried at my silence until I’d grown a beard worthy of a Bigfoot wandering around in the mountains. Surviving off mushrooms covered in pathogenic fungi. Drinking water laced with Giardia and Cryptosporidium.

I shuddered violently and continued scanning the landscape for a good place to turn around, but the road was narrow, and the trees pushed right up to the edges, just like they had been for a few miles already. Hoping I could find a better spot, I decided to take my chances turning down another road. 

Instead, the lane was even tighter and more overgrown. I winced at the branches scraping against my car.

A tree appeared in the middle of the road and I slammed on my brakes. Either I’d finally entered another dimension, or I’d left the road behind entirely.

I carefully backed up the car, trying to ignore the sound of things snapping under my tires, reminding myself this was all for Jenna. I was about to turn back to the road I’d been on—at least I hoped I was—when a pair of headlights came closer to me and then stopped.

I rolled down my window in relief. Hopefully this person could help me get back to Asheville.

A wiry man in a baseball cap rolled down the window of a giant truck. “What do you think you’re doing on my land?”

“I’m so sorry,” I apologized quickly. “I got lost. Can you tell me—”

“I don’t hold with trespassers. You got ten seconds to get out of here.” The barrel of a rifle slid into view.

Adrenaline flooded my system. Without another thought, I hit my gas pedal to the floor and peeled out onto the road as one, then two, shots fired in the distance.

I drove like I was auditioning as a stuntman in a spy movie, jerking around turns left and left again, slamming the brakes to drift across the bends until I made it to the well-lit four lane highway into town. I’d had no reason to test the max speed of my Camry before then, but I hit one thirty-five before I convinced myself the man wasn’t following me so he could execute me for trespassing.

Rubbing my chest in an entirely ineffectual attempt to get my heart rate to slow down, I pulled into a fast-food parking lot on the edge of the town and admitted defeat. It was well past nine. My car had to look like it had tumbled out of a compactor, and I doubted I looked any better. Even if the Allens were still at the Three Bears well after the schedule said, they’d probably assume I was an escaped convict come to kidnap their daughter. 

All that effort, only to end up in a fast-food parking lot. Worse, I’d have no chance to be with Jenna tonight. And it was very unlikely I’d have the chance to present her with my meticulously crafted arguments in a brief interaction before the ceremony tomorrow. I’d lost my only chance to win her over.

Except Jenna hadn’t needed all my arguments for going on the cruise before she’d agreed to help me, and I couldn’t remember a time when she’d seemed enamored with my logical side. 

What had she liked about me? Kissing, definitely. 

The idea of kissing Jenna again sent a wave of hopeful energy through me. But I couldn’t lead with that, not after we’d been apart for so long. 

What else? She giggled at my humor. She seemed to enjoy our deep conversations. 

Simply put, she’d just seemed to like me, for me. 

Slowly, realization dawned. If I wanted to win Jenna back, it wouldn’t be through carefully structured arguments. It would be through showing her who I’d become since we’d been apart: a man in love, who wasn’t afraid to admit how he felt. 

Tomorrow I’d try again to do just that. 
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On Saturday morning, I stood under the awning at the wedding chalet, holding both mine and Beth’s bouquets, waiting for my sister and dad to arrive. They were a couple of minutes behind schedule, and we needed to get Beth inside fast if we wanted her to walk down the aisle on time. 

A tall man in a black suit turned the corner around one of the paths leading up to the chalet. 

As he approached, recognition hit me like a thunderbolt. 

It was Adam.

A magnetic pull anchored my gaze on him as I watched him stride closer, my lips parted in shock. 

He paused a few feet away, a small, hesitant smile tugging at his lips. 

“What are you doing here?” I blurted out, surprise making my voice sharper than intended.

“I’m here for the wedding. If I’m still invited.” He hung back uncertainly, one foot on the porch, the rest of him in the August sun. 

“I thought you were—” Just in time, I stopped myself from mentioning DiseCon, which he’d never told me about. “I didn’t expect to see you.”

“I hope it’s okay that I just showed up like this.” 

I couldn’t ignore the flutter of joy in my chest at the sight of him. “Yeah,” I managed to say. 

He watched me hesitantly. “Can we talk?” He gestured back the way he’d come. “I’ve been here for a while. I hoped I could catch you walking in so we could talk before the ceremony.” 

Mom and I had come through the back entrance, where vendors enter, so we could settle an issue with the flowers. All that time, Adam had been right outside? “Beth should be here any moment. But . . . yes, we can talk.” Despite the tight schedule, I had to know why he’d come. 

Adam moved closer, his eyes sweeping over me in a way that sent a shiver down my spine. The undeniable heat in his gaze made my heart skip a beat. “That dress is . . .” He swallowed. “You look amazing.”

“Thanks,” I whispered, possessed with a sudden urge to throw the flowers to the ground and jump into his arms. 

That was crazy. We weren’t a thing anymore, and I wasn’t going to crush my sister’s bridal bouquet just because Adam decided to show up at the wedding. 

“I’ve missed you so much,” he told me.

“Me too,” I confessed, his honesty challenging me to return the same. 

“Jenna, I—” He broke off at the sound of a car approaching—the vintage Rolls Royce Chase hired for the occasion.

Right. Beth’s wedding. The reason we were all here. She needed to walk down the aisle in about two minutes. “We’ll talk later,” I assured Adam. “Go and find your seat.” Unless Mom had thought to take him off last night after we talked, he was still on the guest list.

Adam nodded and went inside at once, and I plastered a huge smile on my face, hoping Beth and Dad hadn’t seen him. 

Dad was out of the car first, extending a hand to help Beth climb out. “Who was that guy?” he asked.

“A wedding guest.” I tried to sound vague. 

Beth emerged from the car beaming. “That was Adam, wasn’t it?” she squealed. “I knew he’d come for you.”

“That makes one of us,” I muttered. “Here’s your bouquet.” I handed her the flowers. “You look beautiful, by the way.”  

“I thought your mom said you broke up?” Dad demanded. 

Beth gasped. “Nobody told me that!” 

“Maybe we should talk about this later,” I suggested, opening the chalet’s door. “Don’t want to distract from the wedding.” 

“Don’t hold back on my account,” Beth countered. “Are you dating or not?” 

“I . . .” We hadn’t gotten to that part. Nor had I asked him about DiseCon, which he obviously wasn’t attending. 

I’d wondered on the cruise if I’d misread his email, and he’d intended to tell Cassie she should go, but he couldn’t. But then why hadn’t he insisted he would come to the wedding when I gave him the choice?

I should have asked him about Cassie and the conference. Not a couple minutes ago, but all the way back on the ship. It would have been embarrassing to admit I’d snooped on his computer, but he might have had a perfectly good explanation for the whole thing. 

“I hope so,” I finally admitted. “But I don’t know for sure. We have to clear some things up.” 

Beth gave me a side hug, careful not to crush the front of her dress. “Don’t let what happened with Westin keep you from being happy.” 

“That’s not what’s—” Before I could continue, Beth’s wedding planner waved us over to line up with the rest of the wedding party. I tried to look serene as I moved behind the flower girl, ring bearer, and two bridesmaids, but inside, my thoughts were in turmoil. 

What if I had overreacted to something innocent with Adam because of Westin? 

Adam had been extremely trustworthy. On my request, he hadn’t been overly friendly at the hospital when we had encountered each other before the cruise. He’d been respectful of my personal space, waiting for me to initiate physical contact and kissing. He’d let me hobble off when I insisted I could make it alone after my fall down the stairs, despite his obvious concern. He’d even offered to quit his job if it would make me comfortable.

He’d come all the way from Philadelphia to attend a stranger’s wedding, something he’d normally avoid as much as food-borne illness. When I’d told him he didn’t have to come with me to the wedding, he might have just been respecting what he thought I wanted one more time. I had no evidence he’d rather be with Cassie Croft. 

As the music started, signaling the beginning of the procession, realization washed over me like a gentle wave. The fact that he was here when I needed him was proof I could depend on him.

If he was willing to make such a journey for me, then he deserved my honesty in return. I’d explain what happened and confess to snooping in his emails, even though the thought alone made me cringe in embarrassment. But I’d survived a tough conversation with Mom, and I could face my fears with Adam, too. 

And if he wanted me to be his girlfriend again, I wouldn’t hesitate to say yes. 
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A bit dazed by my encounter with Jenna, I followed the signs to an outdoor garden with benches and an arbor arranged like a chapel, then informed one of the ushers I was with the bride’s family. 

“Just you? No date?” The usher, a man around my own age, looked from side to side for my invisible companion. 

“Not with me. I’m Adam Donaldson,” I supplied, in case he wanted to check my name against a guest list. 

“Oh, Jenna’s boyfriend.” He offered me a hand. “I’m Michael, Jenna’s cousin.” 

“Hi, Michael,” I said, accepting his hand. Jenna and I hadn’t had a chance to discuss if I was her date or not, but if I was known to her family as her boyfriend, I wasn’t going to refute that. 

He walked with me up the aisle. “The family has a seat for you here.”

Me, a stranger to the bride and groom, seated in the front row? I’d planned to just hide out in the back of the crowd, but what could I say? 

Michael sat me next to his wife, Lisa, who was holding onto a small child. “Excuse me, there’s another guest.” He rushed back to the entrance. 

Lisa and I greeted each other, and I waved at Keith, who buried his face in his mother’s neck. My early gambits at being social were having mixed results.  

Another woman approached us. “Grace, this is Adam,” Lisa introduced me. “Adam, this is Grace, Jenna’s mom.”

I offered my hand, but Grace pulled me into a hug. “I’m so happy you’re here.”  

That had to be a good sign, right? “Thanks.” I patted Grace once on the back, and she let me go.

A moment later, I was introduced to Patrick, Jenna’s brother, a teenager with a bowtie and a pair of crutches. I barely had time to shake his hand before a string quartet started playing a tune, not the traditional wedding march, but a vaguely familiar song. Maybe something by Harper Tyne? 

Michael slid into our row just before two children scattered confetti down the walkway. “Those are Chase’s niece and nephew,” Lisa whispered to me. 

I nodded like I’d heard of them, even though my knowledge of the groom’s family started and ended at his last name in Jenna’s itinerary.

“And Hannah and Amanda, Beth’s best friends from college,” Lisa continued. “And of course, you know Jenna.”

Lisa said something else that I didn’t catch because my attention had been completely captured by the maid of honor. Jenna looked amazing with her hair pinned in a low bun, wearing a long green dress that hugged her frame. Even though I’d already seen her outside, I couldn’t manage to take my eyes off her. 

After she took her place by the arbor at the front, our eyes met for a moment, and I thought she smiled a little. 

I found weddings tedious under the best of circumstances, even for people I knew. Concern over what would happen with Jenna didn’t make one for strangers very enjoyable. It couldn’t have lasted more than an hour, but it felt like twelve. When the ceremony was finally over, I hung back while friends and loved ones rushed the bride and groom. 

“Hey, I’ll get you to Jenna,” Michael announced, grabbing me by the arm. “I’m family. They can’t get mad at me.” He made a path for us by pushing past the other guests. “Special delivery,” he announced.

Jenna reached out to give me a hug, all hesitancy gone.

Having her in my arms again felt like coming home after a long journey. I didn’t want to release her, and judging by the way she held onto me, she didn’t want to let go either.

“I can cover for you if you want to . . .” I finally released Jenna and turned around to find Michael tilting his head toward a path that wound away from the wedding area. “Just don’t forget about the pictures.” 

Jenna slipped her hand in mine, entwining our fingers. “Come on.” She handed her bouquet to Michael, a bundle of ferns and tiny white flowers I didn’t recognize, and led me down the path. 

A few yards and a bend later, we were all alone in a landscaped area that was probably a stage for wedding photos. Jenna stopped in front of a flowering shrub and looked at me.  

All I could do was stand in front of her, marveling at her in wonder, like she’d just sprouted a pair of angel wings. I’d missed her more than I thought possible. And I was a different Adam with her. Not Dr. Donaldson the brilliant, aloof disease expert. Not the son and brother who was awkwardly trying to facilitate family harmony.

With Jenna, I was Adam, the guy with feelings, who found that his work and hobbies weren’t as interesting compared to her. Someone who’d drive across four states to attend a wedding just to make her happy.

Maybe this new persona was Adam the boyfriend. At least, I hoped.

Jenna spoke before I could try to put all my thoughts into words. “I have to tell you something, but let me preface it by explaining that because of what happened with my last boyfriend, I have a hard time trusting people.”

I started to say that I hoped I was her last boyfriend, ever, but I stopped myself. “Yes, of course.”

“I just . . . I got really worried for a while there that I’d deceived myself and you weren’t really as wonderful as you seemed on the cruise.”

I stared at her, rendered speechless at the notion that my behavior would be characterized as wonderful. None of my past girlfriends had said anything even close to that.

Jenna swallowed, like she had to force her next words out. “And then there was something I misinterpreted. It left me wondering if you really cared about me.”

“I understand.” My lukewarm declaration on the last night of the cruise hadn’t been enough to reassure her. Of course, she wouldn’t want to break the rule she’d set for herself against dating a coworker for a man who told her he didn’t believe in love. 

Well, it was time to tell her not only that I loved her, but that she was the person who made me believe in love. 

I reached for her hands, but before I could set her at ease, Jenna continued. “This is a little embarrassing, but—”

“Right here. This is perfect.” We turned to see the wedding photographer leading Jenna’s entire family toward us.

Her shoulders slumped. “Sorry,” she whispered. “We’ll talk more later. Go on ahead to the wedding reception, and I’ll meet you there.”

“Of course.” I rubbed my thumbs over the backs of her hands in a way I hoped was reassuring. I was pretty sure I could guess what she was about to say, and why it made her so uncomfortable. I wasn’t going to make her beg to explain my feelings. Just as soon as I could, I’d leave her in no doubt.

I drove to the venue, parking my beat-up car toward the very back of the lot. Surprisingly, the reception barn I’d been in the previous evening looked absolutely nothing like it had the day before. The walls and ceilings were strewn with leafy branches, making it seem like we were inside a greenhouse, and the floor had been covered with some kind of faux brick panels.

Other guests were mingling inside the barn, and some had taken their assigned seats at the circular tables around the room. I was surreptitiously scanning the place cards when a waitress offered me a choice of a blackberry-thyme Bellini or a white peach and basil sangria.

Jenna still hadn’t arrived by the time I’d tried both drinks and all three appetizers, wild mushrooms on fried polenta squares, mini summer squash and goat cheese tarts, and cracked pepper blini with sour cherry preserves. Clearly the bride and groom had excellent taste. 

Thirty minutes into the reception and still lacking any glimpse of Jenna, I squared my shoulders and moved toward the nearest guests. I’d spent long enough downing drinks and appetizers. I was there to show Jenna I was serious about her, and I’d start by socializing with her friends and family. At least this time I knew for sure I was at the right event. 

The couple, a man and woman in their sixties, smiled at my approach. I took a deep breath. “Hi. Nice day, isn’t it?” Weather was a good subject. People often talked about the weather.

“Just beautiful,” the woman replied. “Couldn’t ask for a nicer day for Beth. Are you Chase’s friend?”

“I’m here with the bride’s side.” I cleared my throat. “I’m dating the maid of honor.” It felt a little strange to come out and proclaim I was Jenna’s boyfriend when she wasn’t there and hadn’t finished saying whatever she wanted.

“Oh, you’re Adam!” The woman laid a hand on my arm. “You’re real! Unbelievable! How wonderful you could make it. I’m Kathy, Jenna’s aunt, and this my husband, Howard.”

“Nice to meet you both,” I said, shaking their hands in turn. “I’m glad I could be here too.”

Kathy’s voice dropped conspiratorially. “Did you end up having to take the foot?”

I stared back at Kathy. “Which foot are we talking about?”

“The flesh-eating bacteria patient,” she said, a little too loudly. Her husband winced, and a lady standing nearby put the tart she’d been about to eat back on her plate. “Jenna said you were too caught up in a rare case to travel for the wedding.”

“Oh, that foot.” I pretended I knew what she was talking about. “I can’t discuss patient treatments, sorry.”

“Do you know a lot about feet?” Kathy asked, lowering her voice. “Howard has a recurring fungus on his left pinky toe that’s giving him a lot of grief.”

“Kathy!” Howard hissed.

“I suppose I could take a look at it?” I offered, wanting to be helpful to Jenna’s relative. I didn’t usually consult on such cases unless a fungal infection was complex or unusual, but I could probably make a diagnosis.

“Take off your shoe,” Kathy ordered.

It didn’t seem like Howard was interested in my expertise. “I will not!” He turned and made his way to an appetizer tray and grabbed four plates of polenta.

“That’s not keto!” Kathy yelled, chasing after him.

I slipped away before I could get caught in the middle of a marital argument and saw one man standing off to the side, watching the other guests and sipping on a bellini.

Taking pity on a fellow loner, I made my way over to him, extending a hand in greeting. “Hi, I’m Adam.”

“Justin,” he returned, shaking my hand with an absentminded nod. His gaze wandered over the crowd. 

“Looking for someone?” I asked. 

“Do you know Jenna Allen?”

“Jenna?” I echoed, my heart skipping a beat at the mention of her name. “Yeah. I think she’s still at the chalet, taking photos. Are you a friend?”

“We go way back.” He grinned slyly. “My mom showed me a recent picture of her, and let me just say, Jenna looks good. Thought I’d see if there are still sparks between us.”

My eyes narrowed. I couldn’t blame him for finding Jenna attractive—if that was a crime, I’d get a life sentence—but something in Justin’s voice didn’t sit right with me. “I think Jenna’s currently seeing someone.”

Justin shrugged, not looking particularly concerned. “Well, she’ll have to tell me that herself.”

Irritated, I pressed forward. “She’s with me,” I declared. “And I love her.”

For a moment, he seemed taken aback. “Alright then,” he said, raising his bellini in a mock toast. “Good luck to you both.”

As I walked away from him, my heart pounded in my chest. I had declared my love for Jenna to a stranger before I’d even said it to her.

The euphoria proclaiming my feelings lead me right up to a middle-aged man, also standing by himself. I stuck out my hand. “Hi. I’m the maid of honor’s boyfriend.”

“And I’m her dad,” the man retorted, raising an eyebrow. 

I cringed in embarrassment. Of course. I’d seen him at the chalet. “Nice to meet you.” I tried not to sound as awkward as I felt about letting a few minutes of social success go to my head.

“We’re happy you could make it. Never met Jenna’s last boyfriend. Always some excuse.” He narrowed his eyes at me evaluatively. 

“I’m very happy to be here.” I sought some way to express how much Jenna meant to me. “Jenna is the best person I know other than my grandma. I mean, they’re equally good.” 

We stood awkwardly, me hoping Jenna’s dad would do me a favor and knock me unconscious, but I was blissfully saved by the timely entrance of the bride and groom. More importantly to me, Jenna entered behind them. As the other guests applauded, Jenna hugged the edge of the room until she got to my side. 

I was relieved to see her, and even more relieved when she slid an arm around my waist like we belonged together. 

“Dad, have you met Adam?” Jenna asked.

Mr. Allen dipped his head toward me. “The maid of honor’s boyfriend? We’ve met.” 

I moved my lips into a facsimile of a smile. Why had I thought I could impress Jenna with my social skills? Perhaps I should find her Uncle Howard and wow her with my vast knowledge of fungi. 

Jenna slid her hand through mine. “Come on; let’s find our seats.” She led me to the table at the head of the room, festooned with dark purple silk. Jenna and Adam, our name cards read, resting side by side. If I hadn’t come, Jenna would have been sitting next to an empty chair.

And I would have been sitting in a crowded, nondescript meeting room associating with people whose common interest was germs.

“Thank you for inviting me,” I said softly, my gaze never leaving hers.

She offered me a small smile, squeezing my hand in response. “Thank you for being here.”

Her sincerity touched my heart, making it flutter in a way it only ever did with her. This moment, sitting at this table with Jenna, felt right—like we were meant to be here together.

I leaned in a little closer. Jenna smiled and stood on her tiptoes until our faces were close together. 

“Sorry.” We broke apart at the word, and then both of us saw her brother Patrick standing in the narrow space behind us, a sheepish expression on his face. “I think that’s my seat.” He waved one crutch toward the table.

We let Patrick by and sat down ourselves. Jenna switched our name cards so that she was closer to the outside edge, in case she had to get up during dinner.

Turned out to be a wise decision because she kept having to sort out issues with the food (salad course was to be brought out before, not with the entrée), the music (DJ had gone to the wrong venue, easy mistake to make) and the drinks (pre-dinner cocktails weren’t supposed to be served with the meal). I felt a little helpless watching her dashing around, barely able to eat her food, just sitting there without anything useful to offer.

After dining on my selection of filet mignon and truffled potatoes—trout, even when locally caught, wasn’t my thing—the wedding party began giving toasts, a mic passed from the other end of the table where the groom’s party sat all the way toward us.

Patrick gave a short, funny tribute to his sister and new brother-in-law and then handed the mic to me, presumably so I could pass it to Jenna. Unfortunately, Jenna had just dashed away to give instructions to the caterers about where to roll out the wedding cake, so I sat awkwardly for a moment while all the guests gazed expectantly at me.

Then, as Jenna noticed my distress and hurried back to her spot, I realized that I might be holding onto the perfect chance to let her know how I felt. Surely a declaration in front of all her relations would prove to her that I was serious about sticking around.

I got to my feet. “Sorry about that. I wasn’t sure if I should say something since I haven’t actually met the bride and groom yet.” I gave a little wave down the table. Beth and Chase were grinning as if the situation were funny, and Jenna’s mom smiled encouragingly. Her dad, however, was frowning. I hurried to continue my message.

“I realized that it might be appropriate to share some of the things I’ve recently learned about love.” My eyes sought Jenna in the back of the room, and she stared back with a confused expression. “Some people think love is just a chemical reaction, a cascade of hormones starting with oxy—” I broke off, remembering I wasn’t presenting a paper. “Well, in any event, simply a biological function tailored by evolution to perpetuate the species.”

Jenna started moving quickly, probably prepared to tackle me if I didn’t stop ruining her sister’s wedding.

“But I’ve learned that love can’t be defined so clinically,” I hurried to add. “Love gives indescribable meaning to the simplest acts: holding hands, playing miniature golf, watching fireworks.”

Jenna paused mid-dash, a slow smile dawning across her face. 

“Love also makes the difficult bearable,” I continued, holding her gaze. “Trusting someone with the pain you’d rather not acknowledge. Putting aside things you thought were important for things you’d rather not do—and then realizing that what you really want is to be with the person you love more than anything else.”

She reached my side but made no motion to take away the mic. I checked once more, found the bride and groom smiling indulgently at me, and pressed on. “I’ll close by sharing that my grandma, widowed after only a few short years of marriage, taught me that even a brief love can be a great one.” I spoke right to Jenna. “She also taught me that hiding from the pain of the past is no way to live. And with that, I’ll pass this on to the woman I love—Jenna.”

Jenna pressed her hand over mine as she took the mic, and I sat down. I’d owed it to her to share what was in my heart. Even if she didn’t want to continue our relationship, she’d already brought something wonderful to my life, and I would never be the same.

But I really hoped she wanted to be my girlfriend. 
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I took the mic from Adam with a hand so unsteady I might have been back on the surfboard in the wave machine. Had he really just declared he loved me while giving a toast at my sister’s wedding? 

I was ready to drag him away from the reception and admit how I’d invented the crisis that separated us, then interrogate him about his shifting beliefs on love. Oh, and kiss him within an inch of his life. In no particular order. 

Too bad everyone was staring at me in expectation of a brilliant toast. 

I swallowed hard and tried to recall the message I’d worked on for the last week. “Um, Beth, it’s your special day, and I’m thrilled to share it with you. Your amazing taste has permeated every detail. I can’t tell you how much I . . ..” I fought to find anything to say, mind blank. “How much I appreciate your valuable contributions.” Adam’s lips twitched, and I suddenly recognized the words from the Connect app.

There were so many more things I’d planned to say, but none of them were coming to mind. I glanced at Adam, and he smiled back encouragingly. “I wish I could just say ditto to everything Adam just said about love.” And not just because I couldn’t seem to form a coherent thought of my own. “Chase, welcome to the family.” 

I sat down, handing the mic off to a waiter. 

Adam wrapped an arm around me as the DJ invited Beth and Chase to cut the cake. He whispered in my ear. “Way to use your brain! That was a tricky one.”

“That was terrible,” I moaned. “I didn’t say any of the things I meant to.”

He rubbed my shoulder comfortingly. “Maybe you can write them down and send them to your sister later?” 

“Good idea. Come on, better join them.” I stood from the table to get to the cake-cutting, and Adam followed me, his hand in mine. 

He stayed by my side all through the cake-cutting and the first dance, and when it came time for the wedding party to join the couple, I shamelessly ditched Chase’s best man and pulled Adam out onto the floor. Ben didn’t seem to mind, since he got to dance with his wife instead.

Adam and I held onto each other as we slowly shuffled circles in time with a soulful cover of a much older love song. The way he kept watching me with adoring wonder left me in no doubt of his feelings. 

“Is this a good time to finish that conversation we started earlier?” I asked. As embarrassing as it was to tell him I’d snooped in his email (albeit accidentally), I didn’t want to put it off any longer. Once we cleared the air, we could move forward with our relationship. 

Adam’s sudden nervous expression made me want to hug him closer and reassure him he hadn’t done anything wrong. “Okay.” 

“That last day of the cruise, when you went to get the scrapbooks, I saw something in your email.” 

Adam frowned slightly. 

“I wasn’t intending to, honestly,” I hurried to explain. “But I accidentally saw what you were drafting, and I jumped to conclusions.” 

“The email to Cassidy—Dr. Croft?” His frown deepened. “I didn’t think I’d sent anything unprofessional.” 

“No, you didn’t, but I thought you were agreeing to present at a conference today instead of coming to this wedding. And I kind of figured out that she was the woman who you really wanted to bring on the cruise.”

He drew in a breath. “Oh. Is that why you told me I didn’t need to come to the wedding? To give me a way out. A test of sorts, to see if I was serious about you.” 

I looked down at his chest, knowing I had to tell him the rest. “I also wanted you to choose to tell me about the conference. When you didn’t, I got scared you had something to hide.” 

“Which made you wonder if I was just like your last boyfriend.” He nodded in recognition. 

Adam’s tone wasn’t accusing, but I still winced from embarrassment that I’d created a problem out of nothing but my insecurity. “And I thought if Cassie was the woman you’d rather be with, I was only second best. I’m sorry.” 

“It’s okay.” His smile was gentle. “You didn’t have any reason to trust me, especially when I was still adamant love didn’t exist. And I’m a little happy to find out you weren’t trying to uninvite me to the wedding because you thought I’d be awful with your family.” 

“What? Of course not! You’ve been great, and it seems like my whole family likes you.” 

“Except your dad.” He wrinkled his nose. “I got a little carried away trying to put my best foot forward.” 

“I’m sure he’ll come around.” I fiddled with Adam’s tie, the same dark blue one he’d worn on the cruise. “Your toast was way better than mine.” 

His lips curved in the sweetest smile I’d ever seen. “Only because of who inspired it.” 

My eyes closed as Adam bent to kiss me the way I’d been longing he would for hours. 

The kiss never came. I opened one eye and found him regarding me with curiosity. 

“Sorry—the email thing; is that what you were trying to tell me earlier?” 

“Yes?” I wanted to clear the issue up quickly so we could get back to the kiss. 

“So you’d already decided to trust me before I made my toast?” 

I nodded, unsure of the intent of his questions. “Does that make you wish you hadn’t said all that stuff?” 

He shook his head. “No, but I am wondering what made you change your mind about me.” 

Before I could answer, the song shifted to one with a faster beat and more people joined us. “Come me with me.” I led Adam outside of the barn and into the shade of the oak trees surrounding the property. 

I clutched Adam’s hands in mine. “I realized that I projected a lot of my worries on you, when you’ve been nothing but wonderful.” 

His head jerked back. “Me? Adequate at best.” 

“Way more than that. You’re funny and observant. Thoughtful. Sincere.” I smoothed my hands over the lapel of his jacket. “A great kisser.” 

“Well, in that case, you’re an exceptionally perceptive, unerringly generous, fiercely compassionate, gorgeous woman.” His eyes dropped to my lips before darting back up to meet mine. “And, of course, an even better kisser.”

His lips met mine in a gentle kiss, a sweet exploration that sent a ripple of delight through me. His touch was feather-light, as though he feared I might vanish if he pressed too hard. But when I didn’t pull away, his hands steadied on my waist, pulling me closer. The kiss deepened, and a small sigh escaped me. 

Adam kissed me as though he were trying to communicate something he couldn’t quite put into words, a perfect combination of passion, tenderness, and a hint of desperation, as if he feared this moment might slip away if he didn’t seize it fully. 

Finally, he pulled away, a little breathless. “Is there something I can do to demonstrate my feelings for you? Other than this.” He waved a hand back and forth from me to himself. “I want you to trust me.”

“You’ve already given me a lot of reasons to trust you,” I assured him in a voice that was just as unsteady. “You’ve respected my wishes at every point. But what about you? Feeling okay about a relationship?” 

He kissed the top of my nose, a sweet little motion that made my heart swell. “I feel great about this.”

“And what you said about love?” 

“I fell in love with you before I understood what love meant. I’m sure I have a lot more to learn, but I want to learn it with you.” 

I framed his face with my hands, heart melting at his words. “I love you with my whole heart, Adam. I’m not sure if I’m cured of all my trust issues, but if you’re willing to work with that, I’ll do my best to talk to you about it.” 

“I would be willing to do anything if it meant being with you.” He dipped his mouth closer to mine. “And now I want to make what I hope will be another valuable contribution.”  

“You bring so much to this relationship.”  I sighed contentedly as our lips met again. 

I laced my hands around his neck, feeling like we couldn’t ever be close enough. He pulled back for a second. “Wish there was an elevator around here so we could solemnize this relationship,” he teased, before kissing me again. 

“Hey, you two!” Michael called out. 

I pulled away slowly. Michael and Lisa had been high school sweethearts, and I’d walked in on them kissing at least fifty times as a teen. Michael was the last person on earth I was going to take any teasing from about coming outside with my boyfriend. 

Michael smiled widely at us. “It’s the ‘Cotton Eye Joe’! Just thought you’d want to know.” 

Sure enough, I heard the familiar notes blasting over the loudspeakers. “And?” The last time I’d been excited by such news was in middle school. 

His smile fell away to be replaced by a sheepish grin. “And your dad was just wondering where Adam went because he wants to get to know him better. He sent me out to find you.” 

Adam and I exchanged a look, and then Adam slid his hand into mine. “Let’s go in, then,” he said, and we followed Michael inside. 

Back under the roof of the barn, I looked up at my boyfriend, wondering how much I’d get to see him before he had to return to Philadelphia. “How long are you staying?” 

“I have to work on Monday. Couldn’t find anyone to cover any more for me.” 

“It’s okay.” I rubbed Adam’s arm reassuringly. “We can spend the day together tomorrow. There’s a brunch place downtown that I love.” 

“That sounds perfect.” Adam kissed the top of my head. And I was wondering if maybe you wanted to split Christmas between my grandma’s house in Virginia and here in Asheville?” He watched me nervously, like he thought I wouldn’t like the idea. 

“Sounds perfect. And if we both work Thanksgiving Day, maybe we could have Grandma come to us for dinner.” 

“She’d love that.” Adam slipped his arm around my waist. “So would I. Oh, um, can we take a quick picture? My family is anxiously awaiting news of you, and I know they’d love to see us together. And Grandma sends her love.” 

“That’s so sweet. Are they doing okay? Nicole and I exchanged numbers, but she never texted.” Which I’d been half-relieved about, since I wouldn’t have been able to give her any updates on her brother while we were separated. 

Adam held his phone away from us and snapped a picture. “Sounds like she’s been occupied with a new relationship of her own.”

“So you’ve talked to her?” I patted his chest. “Look at you. Brother of the year.” 

“One phone call.” He shook his head. “I know: it’s astonishing.” 

I managed to protect Adam from getting pulled into the Cotton Eye Joe, the Electric Slide, and the Hustle, but I couldn’t shield him from my dad’s direct questions when he spotted us on the side of the dance floor. 

“You ever been married? Any dependents?” Dad grilled him as if he were performing a tax interview. Next, he’d ask if Adam had received any 1099s for contract work. 

“Bill,” Mom protested ineffectually. I squeezed Adam gently with the arm I had around his waist, sorry he was being interrogated.  

Adam squeezed back. “None.” 

Dad nodded once. “You play golf?” 

Adam and I glanced at each other and smiled. “Yeah, I’ve played.” 

“What’s your handicap?”

I was about to clarify that Adam was skilled only on the putt-putt circuit, but he answered first. “It’s been a couple of years since I’ve played on a course, but it used to be six.” 

Dad boggled at Adam. “For nine holes?” 

Adam shrugged his shoulder. “Eighteen.” 

I didn’t have to be a golf pro to know that was a pretty amazing handicap. I snuggled closer to Adam, wondering what other surprising things I’d discover about him. Grateful I was going to have the chance. 

“That’s wonderful!” Mom said encouragingly. 

Lisa interrupted Dad’s attempts to drag Adam off and discuss the ins and outs of Pebble Beach, a famous Californian course Adam had played. “We can’t find the sparklers for the send-off!”

Mom gasped and raised a hand to her mouth. “They were so important to Beth!” 

“I thought we assigned Aunt Kathy to bring them?” I asked. 

Lisa made a face. “She claims not to remember anything about it.”  

I sighed heavily. If she hadn’t picked them up, they were probably still in a bin on my parents’ porch.  If I left at once, I could make it back in time for Beth and Chase’s departure. 

Dad had a hand on Adam’s shoulder, completely oblivious to the conversation. “I’m taking you to Grove Park tomorrow. It’s private, but my buddy’s a pro at the club. If we get there early, he’ll let us go out before the scheduled tee-times. And if we’re fast, we might be able to get into Springdale in the afternoon.” 

“Oh, no, we have all the relatives coming over for a wedding breakfast,” Mom interjected. “I hope you can join us, Adam!” 

“Um . . . morning might be okay.” Adam looked at me, beseeching me with his eyes to give him some direction about what to do. “But I have to start the drive back tomorrow afternoon so I can be at work Monday morning.”

My shoulders sank. Forget spending time with Adam. I’d spend the rest of my night fetching sparklers and helping with the cleanup, and Adam’s morning would be gone playing golf. Maybe they’d let me drive the cart and Adam and I could steal kisses while my dad was lining up his shots. 

I’d see Adam back in Philadelphia next week, but we’d lost the entire last month, and I didn’t want to waste any more time apart.

I straightened my spine. I’d already stood up for myself once, and I could do it again. “Adam can’t play golf tomorrow, or join the family, because I’m taking him to brunch. But we’ll be back at Christmas, and he can meet the relatives who are in town then.”

Adam smiled at me like that was the answer he wanted as well. 

“The courses will be covered in snow!” Dad protested. 

“Then come up to Philadelphia and visit us this fall.” I turned to Lisa. “Can you ask Aunt Kathy to get the sparklers?” 

Lisa grimaced at the thought of talking to Aunt Kathy. “Michael and I will just grab them.” 

“Sorry,” I apologized. “I know you got a babysitter for Keith. I hate to ruin your night together.” 

“As long as we’re not changing diapers, we’re having fun.” Lisa left to find her husband. 

“Come.” I led Adam out onto the floor for another slow dance while Mom and Dad gaped at me.   

I tipped my head toward them then wrapped my arms around Adam. “They’re not used to me sticking up for what I want. But I’m trying to have hard conversations now, and I want you all to myself.”

“That sounds perfect to me.” Adam lowered his mouth to my ear and whispered, “I love every subspecies of Jenna.” 

Adam’s words echoed in my ears, melting my heart all over again. I looked up at him, meeting his warm, gentle gaze. His eyes were sparkling with love, and my heart beat faster in response.

“And I love every strain of Adam,” I replied. 

“Well, then,” he said, pulling me closer and brushing a gentle kiss against my lips, “I guess we were the perfect match.” 

I held Adam tighter as we moved in a lazy circle, delighted for whatever the future held. 
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	“Luke, are you seeing this?” My boss, Davis Hardcastle gestured across the Connect meeting room. 

I already knew exactly who he was looking at, but I made a show of glancing over at the spectacle across the room and allowed myself to drink in the sight for a full half minute.

Ellie Gooding was seated at one of the live-edge tables, her hands gesturing expressively as she chatted with her match, a grouchy older man more interested in scowling than engaging in her lively conversation. The bright vibrancy of her energy seemed to bounce off his stony silence, making the mismatch all the more apparent. 

“He’s one of the referrals,” I informed Davis. Encouraged after our initial success, we’d just expanded Connect app usage to friends of our beta testers. 

“He does look like he could use a friend,” Davis commented. “Just maybe not Ellie.” He shook his head. “Her first match was more of a mentee than a friend, but I don’t even think we could expect these two to end up acquaintances. How does the algo keep getting it wrong?”

“I scanned over her answers to the initial surveys, since she’s our first second-time user,” I explained. “She was worried she hadn’t given them enough thought the first time, so she requested to take the survey again.” 

“Right,” Davis acknowledged. Not much happened at Connect that he didn’t know about. 

“And her second set of answers was completely different from the first. There actually wasn’t a single overlapping response.” I didn’t know how she’d managed it. Seemed like a person would have to try to make that happen, keeping a list of the responses she’d given the first time. 

“Huh.” Davis frowned, setting off a storm of anxiety in me despite recognizing that expression as Davis’s “thinking through a problem” face. His moods dictated mine; when Davis was happy, I was content. When he was mildly annoyed, I was frantic. And when he was nervous, I panicked. 

“Can you reach out to her after the Meetup and see what’s going on? No other users seem to be having such a big problem.” 

“Sure,” I agreed, though my mind was screaming “NO!” It would make a lot more sense for Davis to reach out to Ellie. They were friends, and Davis was smooth and impressive. He also had no reason to avoid Hugh Gooding’s daughter. 

Me, on the other hand? Ellie didn’t even know my name. I was shy and awkward around beautiful women, and I’d had a crush on Ellie since she’d come up to me at her first Meetup, laid a hand on my arm, and asked if we had a bathroom. 

I’d looked down into her heart-shaped face, struck at once by the platinum blonde hair tumbled around her shoulders in loose waves, the tiny scrunch of her button nose, and the radiant smile that revealed two perfect dimples. This was the daughter of the man who’d allegedly stolen everything from my family? She looked harmless, the human version of a puppy.

“I’m sorry; what?” I’d asked, already forgetting her question. 

“Bathroom?” she repeated. 

And then a flush had crept up my neck, and I found myself escorting her to the staff bathroom that was off limits to guests rather than directing her to the public restroom in the lobby downstairs.

“Thanks, Lance!” she’d said.  

I hadn’t even bothered to correct her with my real name. She was so far out of my league it was almost laughable. 

And so, despite my apprehension, I nodded at Davis, forcing a shaky smile onto my face. “Sure,” I repeated, my mind already swirling with how I was going to approach this. “I’ll talk to her.” My gaze was drawn back to Ellie, the woman who, without even trying, had completely captivated me. 

“You’ve heard of the Goodings?” Davis’s gaze finally breaking away from Ellie and the older man, turning toward me.

“Uh,” I began, not wanting to lie. 

“Gooding owns half the buildings in Manhattan. Real estate royalty, I guess you could say.” 

The mere mention of the Goodings stirred memories, resentments, and old family tales. But Davis had no clue about any of that, and I aimed to keep it that way. “Really? Impressive.” I kept my face blank, betraying no hint of recognition.

Davis shrugged as if he couldn’t care less, but he came from money that made the Gooding fortune look like spare change. “And then there’s Ellie, his daughter. You’ve met, right?”

My gaze flickered to Ellie, her laughter echoing around the room. Her radiant smile and charm were a stark contrast to her father’s reputation. “Yeah,” I answered, willing myself not to blush. “We’ve met.” I refrained from telling Davis that she knew me as Lance. 

“She’s never had anything to do with the family business,” Davis continued. “I think she wants to be an influencer. Having someone with her social media following supporting Connect could be a game changer for us.”

My mouth felt dry. I forced a grin, “Yeah, imagine,” my voice sounding a tad too high even to my own ears. Davis gave me a pat on the back before walking away, leaving me alone with my thoughts—and my rising dread.

Inside I was panicking. I was torn between my job and my family, between Davis’s dreams and my own fears. Ellie Gooding was indeed a game changer, but not in the way Davis imagined.

Ellie was all the way across the room, but even from this distance, I could see the soft peach of her blush spread across the apples of her cheeks as she spoke animatedly to the grouchy man before her. Her silk blouse and high-waisted shorts highlighted her small frame. The tiny Prada purse resting on the table next to her matched her perfectly—stylish, expensive, and completely out of reach for a guy like me.

But reality came crashing down on me with Davis’s words. I would have to talk to Ellie—not as a starstruck admirer, but as an employee doing his job. The thought was both exciting and terrifying, filling me with a sense of dread. How was I supposed to act normal around her, knowing what I did about our families’ history? And even more importantly, how was I supposed to keep my growing feelings for her a secret?

A text came through, and I reached into my pocket to read the message.

Vince got eight years.

Eight years. Seeing it in black and white on the screen was like a punch to the stomach. I took a deep breath, trying to push down the wave of worry that rose within me.

It could’ve been worse. For embezzling from a company pension, he could have faced up to twenty-five years in state prison. But the federal trial was still hanging over our heads.

Shoving those thoughts aside, I quickly texted back, At work. I’ll call later. Are you okay? I wish I could have been there at the sentencing hearing to support my mom, but how could I have explained my need for time off to Davis? Having him find out my stepdad had embezzled over a million dollars was the last thing I wanted.

Her response came in a flurry of texts, each one more panicked than the last. She was upset, worried about how we would cope, angry at Vince’s lawyer, who she blamed for not fighting hard enough for a lesser sentence.

We’ll get a better lawyer for the federal trial, I promised, even though the current lawyer’s fees were more than we could afford.

Vince was the only dad I’d ever known. He’d made some bad choices, sure, but he’d coached every Little League baseball team I’d been on and sat up with me all night when I was sick, even though he had an important meeting the next morning. He’d been there, front and center, when I graduated high school, cheering the loudest, his eyes welling up with proud tears. And there again for my bachelor’s, and most recently when I got my MBA.

Now, he was paying the price for his mistakes. And we were left picking up the pieces.

I put my phone back in my pocket, pushing the image of Vince behind bars out of my mind. For now, I needed to focus on work, on Davis, on Ellie. The rest would have to wait until later.


[image: ***]

 

Be sure to join Diana’s mailing list to be the first to know about her new releases! Also get fun bonuses from this book—including deleted scenes and chapters from Davis and Cassie’s perspective! Plus book recommendations, freebies and more!
 http://DianaAudrey.com/newslettercfy/
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Enjoyed this book? Preorder the next in the series!

Searching for You by Diana Audrey!
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She’s supposed to be my worst enemy. So why do I only want to make her happy?

Luke

I’m the jack-of-all-trades-except-coding for the friend-matching app Connect, so of course I’m the one to troubleshoot when we have problems. Like when Ellie Gooding’s matches have all gone awry. But I never planned to have to spend more time with the one person in Philadelphia I should avoid.
 

Ellie

Of course I signed up for Connect—even if I weren’t tight with the founder, I always love to try new things and meet new people!
 

Luke

I know exactly who Ellie is. I should, after my step-dad embezzled money from her father’s company. That isn’t why I’m always tongue-tied when I’m near her.

But she has no idea who I am. Helping her discover what she really wants in life so she can Connect with a friend won’t be a problem at all. Even if it involves going to every hot date spot in town.

Right?


 

Searching for You is a funny, sweet contemporary romance with a woman afraid to commit, fish out of water, dark secret, uptown girl, slow burn romance, unrequited love, swoony but not steamy, serious emotional growth, dual POV and a guaranteed happily ever after. It’s the third in the new Connected Romances series of novels.
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Want to read dive into the historical world that inspired this story? Start our first series with A Gentleman’s Daughter by Diana Davis!
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It’s hate at first sight for Cassandra and Lord David. Can they stand one another long enough for her to save his life?
Find out in A Gentleman’s Daughter!

Cassandra Crofton was raised a gentleman’s daughter. When her father dies, however, she is forced to join her uncle in the American colonies. To add to her humiliation, on the journey to Pennsylvania, a snobbish popinjay refuses to treat her with the respect she deserves.

Lord David Beaufort is the youngest son of the Marquess of Dorset, but no one in all of Dorsetshire would care he was leaving. He wants to find his own place and purpose in Philadelphia—and ignore this impertinent country gentleman’s daughter who shows him nothing but contempt.

When Cassandra’s uncle becomes Lord David’s landlord and mentor, she cannot escape him. But as Lord David becomes deathly ill, Cassandra is thrown into the role of nurse. The more time she spends taking care of him, against all odds, the more Lord David finds himself caring for her. Can he convince her to give him a chance?

 

Read A Gentleman’s Daughter by Diana Davis now!
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Thank you so much for reading Cruising for You! I’m excited to share this fun contemporary romance with you. This book was particularly fun because it tells a side story I never had time to explore in the historical Sisters of the Revolution series that starts with A Gentleman’s Daughter. I hope you’ll continue to join us for all the connections to come! 

Do you know the best way to thank an author when you enjoy a book? We do love getting notes from happy readers, but even more helpful is leaving a review online on Amazon or Goodreads. Reviews also help writers get advertising spots and spread the word about a book. 

Until my next book comes out, I’d like to invite you to join my mailing group! I’ve got lots of fun bonuses there, including deleted scenes, alternate versions, and chapters from Davis and Cassie’s perspectives! Join me here: http://DianaAudrey.com/newslettercfy

Thanks again for reading, and I hope to see you again soon!


 

Love,
[image: Diana Audrey] 
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Diana Audrey is a team of best friends and authors who write contemporary and historical romances featuring a true change of heart. Diana Davis (left) & Audrey Glenn (right) have been best friends for over twenty years. They share an interest in telling compelling stories where characters learn and grow (and maybe even fall in love). They began writing fiction together as teenagers, and they’re excited to share our stories with the world! 
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