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          RHYS

        

      

    

    
      Despite what my brothers—and most of New York City—think about me, I don’t swipe right that often.

      When I do, I put a lot of effort into making sure everyone’s on the same page. I explain my one-night-and-only-one-night intentions up front. I make sure her friends know where she is and that she feels safe. I always, always use condoms.

      I’m a divorce lawyer, after all. I know the consequence of rash decisions. And I spent my childhood with men who used, left, and screwed over women—which left me wanting never to be those men.

      Still, occasionally things don’t go as planned.

      Tonight is one of those nights.

      We’re in the hallway outside my apartment when Kirsten—a tall, willowy brunette with curves for miles, blue eyes, and full lips—says, “How do you feel about role-playing?”

      I try to hide my grimace. I’ve never role-played, but I did once take an improv class, and it was a total nightmare. I’m at home in front of a courtroom and a judge, but when I have to pretend to be someone else, my brain freezes.

      “Not my thing,” I tell her.

      She runs a fingertip down the placket of my shirt, pausing to caress each button. “Could you make an exception for me?” she purrs, finger reaching my waist and sliding across the top of my belt buckle.

      “Uh…okay?”

      I’ll admit it—this is a dick answer, as in my dick answered while my brain was temporarily offline.

      “You can be the high school quarterback,” she murmurs. “And I’ll be the nerdy girl who didn’t get chosen for the cheerleading team.”

      Okay. I can do this. Right? This is what she needs, and a good one-night stand is all about giving a woman what she needs.

      “Your name is Randall Westbrook,” she tells me, fingers still playing with the buckle. “And mine is Kristen Patton.”

      “But that’s basically your real name.”

      She pouts. “No, my real name is Kirsten Payton.”

      “Right. Sorry.”

      Alarm bells go off in my head. Years of lawyerly instincts. My gut knows the truth. Something—or someone—is off.

      She tilts her head. “You pretend you don’t know I exist, but you’ve been watching me for years. Since we were both freshmen. Wanting me. Wanting to cross all the clique boundaries that keep us apart.” She clasps her free hand to her chest. “That time in PE when you made fun of me, you were trying to make a connection with me.”

      Remarkably specific. Are the hallway walls closing in on us?

      “Let’s say I’m in the library, searching for a book. You’re going to have to make the first move, Randall,” she whispers. “I’m too scared. You’ve never shown me the slightest sign that you care about my existence.” She turns her body to face the wall, running her fingertips over it in a way I think she means to be seductive.

      The alarm bells have become air raid sirens. “Uh, Kirs—Kris—ack, sorry.”

      “Kristen,” she prompts.

      “Kristen,” I repeat, and then, unable to stop myself, “It seems like maybe high school was a hard time for you?”

      “Shh,” she says. “Say, ‘You think I don’t see you, Kristen, but I do.’”

      I wince. “I don’t want to bring up any buried trauma for you.”

      “Rhys,” she whines. “Say it.”

      “You actually want this? You want me to pretend to be some guy who didn’t appreciate you in high school?”

      “I really, really want this,” she whispers huskily.

      “You, uh, think I don’t see you, but I, uh—I do.”

      Her fingers caress the wall. “Me? Randall, are you talking to me?”

      She gives me an innocent look over her shoulder.

      “Yes, you. I see you all the time when you’re”—my mind goes blank—“you know, answering questions in class. And I don’t think you’re a nerd⁠—”

      “No, he likes me because I’m a nerd,” she corrects.

      “You know,” I attempt, “I think maybe role-play isn’t my⁠—”

      “You’re doing amazing,” she tells me and, turning to me, wraps her arms around my neck and kisses me.

      With a sense of profound relief—I’ve passed the test; we’re on to the night’s real agenda—I kiss her back, and yes. Now we’re on track, kissing, groping, stumbling toward my apartment. I fumble in my pocket and find my key card, opening the door, guiding her inside, turning her around to press her against the door, my front to her back.

      “Say, ‘You dirty little bookworm,’” she prompts.

      No, no, no. Every cell in my body rebels. I open my mouth, and all that comes out is a slow hiss of sad air. Other parts of me—besides my lungs—deflate as well.

      “Say, ‘You dirty little bookworm,’” she murmurs again, like the problem is that I didn’t hear the first time. Or didn’t understand.

      But the real problem is that Randall Westbrook clearly never had the slightest interest in Kirsten Payton. And yet, more than a decade later, she still fantasizes about him rocking her world.

      It’s tragic, actually.

      Why do women persist in having such romantic, optimistic, self-destructive ideas about love when it’s abundantly clear that the world is full of men who will tear them to shreds?

      I’m standing there, pressing her to the wall, my mouth open and wordless, when a warbly baritone comes from behind me:

      “Rhys Hott. You can’t stay cynical about love forever.”
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        * * *

      

      Kirsten and I shriek like little kids who’ve been jump-scared.

      Raking a hand through my hair, I glare at the intruder in my living room. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      The short, balding man in his late sixties gets to his feet, waving a single sheet of cream-colored paper. “I’m serving you with the letter from your grandfather’s will. Nice place, by the way,” he says, scanning our surroundings—the mission-style furnishings, the William Morris–influenced textiles, the Arts and Crafts–era paintings and handcrafts. Heavy, dark, comforting.

      Normally comforting. Currently full of invaders.

      “Who is he?” Kirsten demands.

      I sigh heavily. “He is Arthur Weggers, my grandfather’s attorney and the executor of his will. He lives in Rush Creek, Oregon, where I grew up.”

      “Why is he here?”

      Weggers puffs up his chest. “I’m here to read Rhys a letter from his grandfather.”

      “My dead grandfather,” I clarify, since that part isn’t always obvious. “There’s this thing—” I close my eyes, because where do you even start with this? “My grandfather is making me and all my brothers—I have four—jump through arbitrary hoops in order to keep the land we grew up on and save our sister’s business, and it’s Weggers’s job to make sure we all do the things we’re supposed to.” I glare at him.

      “Wait,” Kirsten says. “What do you have to do?”

      “I don’t know yet.” I turn to Weggers. “What do I have to do?”

      “Do you want her here while I read the letter?”

      I’ve been handed a brilliant exit from at least one of my night’s problems. “I think I would prefer for the reading to be private,” I tell Kirsten.

      “Ohhh-kay,” she says. “We could, you know, meet up later? Or tomorrow night?” She pins me with a hopeful, wide-eyed gaze.

      “I don’t think so,” I say, and then, because none of this is her fault and because precision is important in life as in the law, “It was nice hanging out with you tonight, but like we discussed, it was a one-time thing.”

      I press my hand into her back and usher her to the exit, glaring over my shoulder at Weggers as I do. I maneuver her outside my apartment and tell her, “I wish you all the best.” Then I shut the door tightly and lean against it.

      “How’s the hookup life working out for you?” Weggers asks.

      When I look up, he’s smirking. “Screw you.”

      He snickers.

      The real miracle of the last fifteen months is that none of us has offed Weggers in his sleep.

      “Why are you here?” I demand.

      “You know the answer to that.”

      “Why didn’t you summon me to Rush Creek?”

      “Would you have come?”

      I consider. “No.”

      “That’s why I’m here. I learned from chasing your brother Preston all over creation that it’s not worth my effort. So I came straight to you.”

      “How’d you get into my apartment?”

      “Your doorperson was very happy to let me up.”

      Shit. That’s what I get for turning down her generous offer to share her break in the maintenance room, no strings attached. Since then, she has laser-eyed every woman I bring home—only a few, but unfortunately always on her shift—and she hasn’t stopped trying to convince me to change my mind. Look, she informed me one evening, I pay attention. They’re upstairs with you for an average of two hours and forty-seven minutes, and they leave here looking dehydrated and glowing. Do you have any idea what percentage of men in Manhattan can get a woman off? Lower than the chance of being killed by a meteorite. For the love of God, Rhys, just once.

      I (gently) told that she was, literally, too close to home…but apparently that didn’t save me from her vengeful impulses.

      I point at Weggers. “It’s illegal for a process server to misrepresent⁠—”

      “Save your breath,” he says, waving his hand again. “I told her the truth. I told her I was your grandfather’s lawyer and that I was here to share your grandfather’s legacy with you. I asked if I could wait in your apartment, and I showed her proof of my identity, evidence of my lawyer-client relationship to your grandfather, and a copy of the letter, which she read. She approved of it, by the way,” he adds. “Said she thought your granddad’s plan for you would have a positive effect on your attitude toward commitment.”

      “Who cares what my doorperson thinks about my attitude toward— No, you know what? I don’t want to hear your answer to that. I don’t want to hear anything⁠—”

      “Too late!” he crows, eyes dancing. “I already read the first sentence of your letter! ‘Rhys Hott. You can’t stay cynical about love forever.’”

      I sigh. “I’m not cynical. I’m realistic.” Marriages succeed at the same rate as coins come up heads. Hardly odds to bet your life on.

      Weggers peers through his reading glasses at the letter and carries on:

      Let’s see if we can turn around your grim view of love by exposing you to a rosier view of romance. At the time of the reading of this letter, your sister is in charge of some number of weddings. A subset of these will take place within the following two months. These will become your responsibi⁠—

      “He did fucking not!”

      “I wish your brothers were here!” Weggers chortles, almost dancing with delight.

      I bury my face in my hands. I’m so fucking glad they’re not here. They’d have way too good a time with this.

      Eventually, I’ll have to confront them. But now is not yet.

      “Do you want me to keep reading?”

      I snatch the paper out of his hand and read the rest to myself.

      You will live in Rush Creek during your tenure and take over the planning of these weddings. All of them must actually culminate with the planned ceremony.

      “Technically that was my idea,” Weggers crows. “About how they had to actually happen. To make sure you didn’t infect the couples with your cynical views. Brilliant, right?”

      “I don’t have cynical views!”

      I’m aware I’ve lost the calm that’s the hallmark of my lawyerly success. I never lose my cool in court. I definitely never sound like a whiny teenager.

      My fucking grandfather.

      “You’re a divorce attorney,” Weggers points out.

      “You make it sound like I’m breaking up marriages willy nilly because it’s fun for me,” I say. “When in fact, I’m only helping people end marriages that are already disasters for them.”

      It’s why I’m a divorce lawyer. To keep women like my mother and my aunt from getting destroyed by powerful men.

      I’m good at it, too. I’ve only failed once.

      “We believe what we want to believe,” Weggers tells me primly.

      “You know this would never hold up in court.”

      He gives me a sage look. Or, more exactly, a look that he thinks is sage. In reality, it’s more constipated. “And you know you would never take this to court.”

      “Just because I haven’t yet…”

      The smirk is back. “If you’re determined to be the first Hott brother who can’t get the job done and lets Blue Mining get its hands on the family land…”

      Frustration coils in my belly—not because he’s wrong, but because he’s right. None of us have obeyed the will because we actually believe it’s legally airtight. We’ve done it because it’s a form of atonement. A way to show Hanna that we’re sorry—for not being there for her for so many years.

      And Weggers, the fucker, knows it.

      “What if the people decide they don’t want to be married? You can’t force two people who have nothing to do with this situation to get married if that’s not what they want.”

      Weggers sniffs. “In the unlikely event that any of the couples decides they don’t want to be married, and I can ascertain for sure that your actions had no bearing on the outcome, I’ll take that under advisement.”

      I know it’s the best I’m going to do, unless I want—as Weggers says—to be that Hott brother.

      Even knowing I’ve lost, I make one more stab at escape: “I can’t drop all my responsibilities in New York. I have court dates scheduled.”

      “And those are more important than helping your sister out of a fix?” he asks.

      We both know it’s not a real question. My shoulders slump.

      He holds out a hand and, mutely, obediently, I return the Asshole Granddad letter to him.

      “If I were you,” he says, folding and pocketing the letter, the smirk returning, “I’d start postponing some of those court dates.”
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          EDEN

        

      

    

    
      “I have to tell you something, and I need you to stay as calm as possible until we talk it through.”

      These are the first words my wedding planner, Hanna Wilder, says to me when I arrive at her office for our two-weeks-before appointment.

      I instantly start dredging up worst-case scenarios: The officiant has taken a last-minute ministerial sabbatical to Bali. The baker dropped the wedding cake, and there’s a worldwide shortage of ganache. Hanna accidentally double-booked the venue with one of those teen-wunderkind summer circuses, and we’ll be getting married to a backdrop of fourteen-year-olds hanging from scarves.

      “Ohhhkay,” I manage.

      “I promise everything’s going to be all right. I’ll be there every step of the way, overseeing things from the sidelines⁠—”

      “Are you okay?” I ask, gesturing in the general direction of her relatively small but definitely pregnant belly. She’d warned me that her previous pregnancy had been high risk and promised smooth sailing even if she had to go on bed rest.

      “Oh, I’m totally fine.” She waves a hand dismissively. “It’s just—” She closes her eyes. “Have a seat.”

      Warily, I do, and she closes her office door and sits behind the desk across from me. Photographs of beaming couples line the walls, and favors from weddings she’s coordinated clutter her desk. She leans forward. “Have you by any chance heard anything about my grandfather’s will?”

      “There were some rumors,” I say carefully. Now I wish I’d listened more closely.

      “Right. Here’s the thing.” She bites her lip. I realize this is the first time I’ve ever seen Hanna look nervous, and that twists my own nerves into a bundle. “My grandfather’s will requires each of my brothers to do something…out of character, or there will be…consequences. To me. Well, to all of us, really. So far, because they’re not total dicks—well, about sixty-seven-point-eight percent of the time anyway—they’ve always complied with the will. And in this case, my brother…” She shakes her head and stops. “I can’t believe this is my life,” she says and then points down at the floor.

      “You’re a real bastard, you know that?” she asks the wide planks. “I hope you’re enjoying yourself down there.” She returns her gaze to me. “I know you and Rhys have a history⁠—”

      Oh, shit.

      To be clear, Hanna’s brother Rhys and I don’t have a history history. He and I weren’t an item or anything like that.

      Almost the opposite.

      Rhys represented my asshole ex-husband in my ugly divorce when I still lived in New York City.

      Picture Heathcliff—or better yet, picture a young, short-haired Severus Snape. Tall, dark, broody, and so deeply scornful he barely acknowledged my presence. I think he made eye contact with me once, and when he did, he looked away like I was a sixty-year-old guy who’d exposed himself on the subway.

      And meanwhile, he dismantled everything that mattered to me with a ruthless precision.

      Savings: gone.

      Inheritance: gone.

      Business: nearly gone, but for a last-minute save by my lawyer.

      And my beloved Milo—my adorable, snuggly rescue pup—in half-time custody with my ex, who didn’t even want us to get the dog in the first place.

      He deprived me of six months a year with my dog.

      So whatever Hanna is about to say about Rhys, if it concerns me and my wedding, it’s definitely not good.

      Hanna’s eyes scan my face like she’s trying to read something there, and then she heaves a big sigh and says, “I’m so, so sorry, Eden, but because of my grandfather’s will, Rhys is taking over the final stages of planning your wedding.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re joking.”

      “I assure you, she’s not.”

      The voice is deep. Smooth. Commanding. It sends a ripple of sensation over my skin, like a warm breeze at the beach, and I turn. The man standing in the doorway is six foot four of scowling antihero—dark hair, dark eyes, and a slight, cruel curve to one side of his mouth.

      And two years later, he still won’t meet my eyes. Instead he pins his gaze on his sister, eyebrows slightly lifted.

      “This is my brother Rhys Hott,” Hanna says unnecessarily. “Rhys, this is⁠—”

      “I know who she is.”

      Right.

      He crosses his arms. If someone can sneer without altering the lines of their face at all, Rhys is doing that.

      Yeah, this should be fun.

      He’s wearing—as always—a suit. This one is either linen or light wool—I can’t tell for sure—in a gorgeous light brown. The jacket hugs his bulky shoulders and clings to his biceps.

      It always felt like adding insult to injury that in any other circumstance, Rhys would be hot.

      “I can take it from here,” Rhys tells Hanna in that clipped, arrogant way he has. Like he won’t waste a syllable on talking to anyone who doesn’t merit his five-hundred-dollar-an-hour time.

      (My attorney cost one hundred sixty-five dollars an hour, sliding scale. You could probably have predicted who would “win” that divorce before we ever stepped in a conference room. Not that she wasn’t amazing. She was terrific. But. One of Rhys’s suits costs more than her total bill for the entire divorce.)

      Money wins.

      “I did everything I could, Eden,” Hanna says, her voice unsteady. “I know this can’t be comfortable for you. But I’m hoping since there are only two weeks till the wedding⁠—”

      “I can take it from here, Han,” Rhys grits out.

      They engage in a prolonged glaring contest. I’m betting on Hanna, one of the toughest, most unflappable women I’ve ever met—but in the end, she looks away first.

      Even his own sister can’t win.

      “He’ll do a good job,” she tells me. “My brothers are pains in my ass, but they love me and want what’s best for me, and Rhys will absolutely do what has to be done.”

      I’ve definitely seen evidence of that. Ruthless. Relentless. Savage.

      “I’ll be in the waiting area if you need me,” she says, ducking her head.

      She leaves the door open, but as soon as she’s gone, the office feels—absurdly—smaller. How can a person leaving shrink a room? But it has. Rhys now fills all the available space and takes all the remaining air. My chest tightens.

      “Fuck my life,” I blurt.

      “You and me both,” he mutters.

      “What do you mean you and me both?” I demand. “You’re the one who took my money and my dog⁠—”

      “I didn’t take⁠—”

      “You reallocated them to my asshole ex-husband! My dog can’t even come to my wedding because it’s Teller’s turn for custody and he won’t give me visitation!”

      He doesn’t try to argue with that. “Point taken,” he says in that crisp dismissive way of his. “So let’s get through this wedding, and in two weeks we’ll never have to see each other again.”

      “Isn’t there another way?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Believe me,” he says, “if there were another way, I would not be in this room with you.”

      I wince. Even though I was well aware of his feelings toward me, the outright admission stings. I tried, even when we were adversaries, to be kind to him. But I could sense his impatience and contempt in every tight, disciplined line of his body.

      I now regret every ounce of decency I showed him.

      “I have to plan your wedding, so I’ll plan your wedding,” he says. “Anything else I do screws Hanna.”

      “The planning’s basically done,” I say. “If it weren’t, I’d have canceled the contract the instant you walked into the room.”

      He doesn’t react to that, not even a flinch. I remember how implacable he always was. Nothing seemed to ruffle his surface, to put even a tiny dent in his absolute, perfect control.

      “Today’s meeting was to nail down the last stuff, and then you just have to make sure everything runs smoothly the day of⁠—”

      “Which I’ll do,” he bites out.

      “I don’t doubt it,” I say. “I never doubted your competence. Just your soul.”

      Is that a flinch?

      I’m not sure I’ve ever been deliberately unkind to someone. But then no one has ever taken my life down to the studs with utter, ruthless efficiency while also treating me like I barely existed.

      There’s a first time for everything.
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          RHYS

        

      

    

    
      What did I think? That she’d be glad to see me again?

      Of course not. I’m not an idiot.

      The last time I was in a room with her, it was a courtroom. And a judge was delivering her a litany of bad news.

      I couldn’t look at her, at the grief and hurt and frustration on her face. If I looked, I might’ve broken all my promises to myself.

      All my obligations to my client.

      All my ethical principles, the ones keeping me from touching my client’s ex in ways I’d dreamed about. The ones that had kept me, all those weeks, from screwing over my own client so Eden came out with more.

      The ones that had mostly kept me from screwing over my own client…

      So I kept my eyes fixed on the judge’s bald spot, as I had for weeks. There was a birthmark on it in the shape of Bugs Bunny.

      Now I pin my eyes on a point on Hanna’s desk where someone has written too hard and left an impression in the wood.

      Footsteps sound in the hallway, and a tall, sandy-haired man stumbles into the doorway, classically handsome in a Connecticut country club kind of way. But there’s nothing country-club polished about him right now. He’s sweating, flustered. He looks like he ran a mile to get to us.

      “I’m so sorry I’m late,” he says.

      He addresses this to me, not to Eden. In fact, he doesn’t look at Eden at all.

      The lawyerly alarm bells go off.

      Squirrelly.

      I’ve met with a few other couples before this. Some are starry-eyed, others fight like cats and dogs. But I haven’t seen anyone who couldn’t make eye contact.

      Don’t do it, I want to tell her. Something’s wrong.

      I turn my attention to Eden. Her head’s cocked as she watches Paul: She sees it, too. But she doesn’t look worried.

      Didn’t you learn anything from the last asshole? I want to demand of her.

      But I think of the terms of the letter—all of them must actually culminate with the planned ceremony—and keep my mouth shut. Because no matter what I owe Eden, I owe Hanna and my other siblings more.

      “Paul,” Eden says. “This is Rhys, Hanna’s brother. He’s taking over the wedding for her.”

      “Ah,” Paul says. “Everything all right with the baby?”

      “Everything’s fine. Rhys is just…” She looks to me.

      “My grandfather’s will has some unusual terms, and one of them is that I have to take on some of Hanna’s weddings,” I explain.

      Obviously, I tried to talk Weggers out of giving me Eden’s wedding. Hanna even intervened on my behalf, pointing out that the arrangement would also suck for Eden. But Weggers is like a dog with a bone. And when he saw how much I didn’t want this, he doubled down.

      My grandfather could not have chosen a better proxy for his mischief.

      “Welcome to the fray,” Paul says. He seems to have settled himself. “Paul Graves.”

      His handshake is firm, but he doesn’t look me in the eye, either.

      What are you hiding, Paul Graves?

      “So,” he says. “Where do we stand?”

      “You brought the marriage license with you, yes?” I ask him. Hanna always has couples apply online, then bring the license to the last big planning meeting. She says she’s learned from past disasters.

      “I—no,” he says. “I’ll, um, pick it up tomorrow.”

      I give him a sharp look. His eyes dart, settling everywhere in the room except on mine.

      “Or I can,” Eden says brightly. “I know you’ve been super busy with work.”

      “It’s been a cluster,” Paul says—to me. “Haven’t had a minute to breathe. But the marriage license is obviously more important than any of that. I’ll grab it on my way out of here. You have plenty on your plate, darling.”

      And now he gives her a fond look. Which should fill me—as reluctant wedding planner and Hanna’s dutiful brother—with joy.

      Instead it makes me feel like my scalp is too tight.

      I turn away from them and make a show of digging for the two-week checklist I need to run through with them.

      “Let’s make sure we’ve got everything we need.” Eden’s wedding isn’t the first one I’ve taken over, and Hanna has spent so much time training me, you’d think lives were at stake.

      Seating—check, music—check, photos—check, video—check. Check, check, check.

      “Honeymoon—everything booked and confirmed?”

      Eden shifts in her seat, leaning forward. “We’re delaying the honeymoon a month. I’m curating an exhibit of art quilts at Five Rivers Arts and Crafts.”

      “It’s a big honor,” Paul says. He’s packed his voice full of pride, but I don’t believe it. I don’t believe anything about him, and there’s fuck all I can do about it. I hate that I’m back here, powerless to protect her.

      “Well done,” I say, and it comes out like a shrug, like indifference, which is exactly what I was aiming for—and now I straight-up hate myself. But I didn’t spend all those months in that conference room and that courtroom keeping an iron thumb on my self-control so I could blow it now. My job is to make sure that Paul marries Eden two weeks from Saturday, that the wedding comes off flawlessly, that Weggers can find no evidence that I haven’t done my job to the best of my ability.

      I can’t fail. Not at the expense of my family’s land and my sister’s business. No fucking way.

      Which means I can’t let myself feel one goddamned thing about Eden Becker. Not about her shoulder-length yellow-blond hair or her big green eyes or her pretty plump lips. Not about her slim form and delicate curves. And definitely not about the way her mouth tips into a smile when Paul praises her.

      I’m already good at this. I had months of practice. I’m a pro at ignoring Eden Becker.

      Two weeks, Rhys. Get through two weeks, and you never have to see her again. You can forget she exists.

      Fat fucking chance.

      I look down at my checklist. There are checkmarks next to every item except the marriage license. I’m relieved…and also disappointed.

      It’s a familiar feeling. I felt it every time we reached the end of a meeting with Teller, Eden, and her lawyer, Sally. I felt it every time I walked out of the courtroom, leaving Eden behind. Like I couldn’t get out of there fast enough and also like I wanted to run back in and say all the things I’d never be able to say because she was—for legal purposes—my enemy.

      “Then we’re good?” Paul asks.

      “We’re good,” I say. “You just need to show up for your final fittings and make sure you pick up the marriage license and be here two weeks from Saturday.”

      “We can do that,” he says. “I’d better get back to the office.”

      “Paul’s an oral surgeon,” Eden says.

      “Ah.”

      “It’s a lot of wisdom teeth,” he says. It’s self-effacing in a way that seems genuine but that I also don’t believe.

      “Rite of passage,” I say, and Paul grins. He gets to his feet and holds out his hand; I take it and we shake. “Nice to meet you,” I lie.  And then, the words getting ahead of my judgment: “Eden, actually, if you could stay behind for a minute, I’ll just have you fill out this one other form.”

      There’s no other form, but luckily no one asks what it is.

      Paul thanks me and leaves.

      Eden watches him go.

      I want to tell her There’s something wrong.

      But on top of the fact that I owe my siblings this wedding, unimpeded, she has absolutely no reason to believe a word I say. I’m Public Enemy Number One to her.

      Instead I say, “You didn’t tell him who I am.”

      “You’re the wedding planner. That’s all he needs to know.” She shrugs. “No point in making him hate you, too.” She scowls at me. “Where’s the form?”

      “No form,” I say. “I just wanted to ask you if Paul knew that you and I know each other.”

      “We don’t know each other,” she says. “You don’t know anything about me.”

      She picks up her purse and leaves.

      I lean back in Hanna’s chair and exhale for what feels like the first time in an hour.

      It’s good that Eden hates me. The worst thing in the world would be if Eden’s mouth curved in a small, pleased smile for me.

      Then I might⁠—

      I might⁠—

      I don’t know what, exactly, I would do.

      But luckily, she hates me, so there’s no danger of that.

      I want to pick up one of the pretty knickknacks on Hanna’s desk and hurl it against the wall.
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      My wedding day arrives after a night of little sleep and a morning of barely eaten breakfast.

      It’s normal to be so excited before your wedding you can’t sleep or eat, everyone assures me.

      And I am so excited. After the pain of my divorce, it’s lovely to know that by the end of today, officially and for the rest of my life, I won’t be alone again.

      For a girl who’s been left as often as I have, that’s huge.

      The space where I’m getting married is actually an enormous converted barn, and the hayloft has been split into a groom’s room and a bride’s room. The brightly lit, mostly white bride’s room has skylights and big windows that look out onto the gorgeous Hott property—a former ranch.

      The decor is ranch chic—wooden beams, a sliding barn door at the entry, cowboy hats and ropes hanging on the walls, leather touches and accents of cow-print upholstery. One wall is a continuous dressing table with mirrors.

      My gown hangs from a beautiful carved-wood stand. It’s a shimmering white mermaid dress with elaborate beading that I love as much today as I did when I first laid eyes on it.

      “You ready to put it on?” Mari asks, following my gaze. She’s not only my friend and maid of honor but also one of Hanna’s many sisters-in-law.

      I nod, feeling an unexpected sense of awe. The hairdresser and the makeup artist just left. The photographer has already snapped a thousand photos of me. It’s go time.

      Mari helps me into the dress. It has to slip on over my feet; I step into it carefully, and she shimmies it up around my body.

      “Oh my God, Eden, you look amazing!” she cries.

      She stands back, arranging the train of the dress for me as the photographer’s flash goes wild.

      “He’s going to swallow his tongue when he sees you!” Mari tells me.

      On the other side of that wall, Paul’s getting dressed, too—just without as many mirrors. He and I spent the night separately, by agreement, so I can do a big reveal this morning.

      He’s been remote these last couple weeks—busy and distracted—but I’ve chalked it up to how awful his work has been. I wish we were going on our honeymoon right away, but maybe it’s better that it’s a couple months out because by then he’ll be less stressed.

      There’s a knock at the door. “Do you think that’s him?” I gasp.

      Mari opens it a crack and peeks out. “It’s Satan,” she says over her shoulder.

      She was furious when she heard that Rhys was going to be my wedding planner, even for only a couple of weeks. She and Hanna had words over it, Mari going so far as to say that Hanna was damn lucky I hadn’t bailed out to Hanna’s number one competitor, Five Rivers Weddings, but afterward even Mari said there wasn’t any other way.

      The real mind fuck, she’d said when she finally delivered that verdict, is that out of all the small towns in America, you and Paul decided to set up shop in your nemesis’s hometown. From there, the rest feels almost fated. In a bad way.

      Rhys has barely been in evidence this morning, which is fine with me. I know he’s been around, making sure the day runs smoothly, and to his credit, it seems like he’s doing a great job. I haven’t heard a peep from anyone about problems, and everything has flowed like expensive wine at a high-end steakhouse.

      “I need to talk to Eden,” Rhys’s deep voice comes from behind the door. “Alone.”

      “Come on, Rhys, don’t be a dick,” Mari says. “It’s her wedding day.”

      “Now,” he says sharply.

      Mari gives me a WTF face and mouths, You okay with that?

      I nod, but she doesn’t open the door any wider. She’s still watching my face, and I can’t read her expression.

      Rhys’s voice comes again. “Mari, I need you to do something for Eden. ASAP.”

      “What’s going on?” she asks, shooting me another look. Now she looks nervous, which makes my lungs shrink. For some reason, I remember the last wedding meeting, when Paul arrived in a tizzy.

      Why? Why had he been so flustered?

      Why hadn’t I wondered before now?

      Instead of answering, Rhys says, “Arthur Weggers is sitting in the back row on the bride’s side, wearing a ruffled shirt and a royal-blue suit jacket. Sit down next to him and distract him with your sparkling conversation. I don’t care what you talk to him about. Anything.”

      “What the hell?” Mari asks.

      There’s a moment of silence, then: “Hanna will come find you and Arthur, and when she does, she’ll explain.”

      Mari and I exchange glances.

      “You sure you’re okay alone?” she asks.

      I nod.

      She gives me one more look—almost pleading—but steps out the door, followed by the photographer, as Rhys steps in.

      He closes the door behind himself and leans back against it, as if shutting out evil spirits. “I need to tell you something, and you need to be⁠—”

      He stops, his eyes finally settling on me. Taking me in, from my upswept hair to the dusky makeup and berry lips to my bare shoulders and exposed curves, down the flare of the dress over my hips. Back to my eyes, his a hundred times more intense now.

      I’ve been looking forward for days to the look on Paul’s face when he sees me for the first time in this dress, but I know in my heart and several other more-honest body parts that however Paul looks, it won’t be this gratifying. It won’t make my heart stutter and my core clench and my whole body flush. It won’t make it impossible for me to look away from the eyes on me, devouring me, taking in every detail and reflecting it back to me.

      All those times Rhys’s gaze flicked past me like I was beneath contempt, and now he swallows hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing almost painfully, and I feel a surge of absolute triumph.

      Then he looks away, and the moment is over. In fact, I’m pretty sure it never happened.

      “—sitting down,” he finishes.

      He pulls a cow-print upholstered chair out and arranges it behind me, and I sink into it as instructed.

      But he doesn’t have to tell me what he’s going to say. I’ve already connected the dots. Paul’s disheveled state at our meeting, his failure to bring the marriage license that day.

      Did he ever pick it up?

      I think I know the answer.

      It feels like someone has punched me in the stomach but also like a hot flush of the deepest shame. Somewhere in my body, I already know that I will never be able to face the people waiting out there in the audience again.

      “Paul isn’t going to marry me,” I say. Not a question.

      Rhys nods, not looking at me. Looking at some point off in the distance. It’s cold, his not looking, and I want the earlier moment back, before I got gut-punched, when Rhys’s gaze told me that no matter what anyone else could do or say, I was perfect.

      Except I’d imagined that, and the truth is that I’m not perfect.

      I’m jilted.

      Oh, God, I’m jilted.

      “He left a note,” Rhys says, “for his brother to give to you.”

      “So why didn’t Charlie bring me the note?”

      “Because he never showed up this morning. He’s a coward. Like his asswipe of a brother.”

      His voice is low and dark and hard, his jaw tight. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was angry on my behalf.

      “But you’re not.”

      Rhys laughs—a short, dark, unhappy laugh. “No,” he says. “I’m not.” And he hands me the envelope he’s been clutching behind his back.
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