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      Bree

      

      Did Olivia just say cock-cuterie?

      "You can even get it engraved with your name on it. Wait. I'm going to send you a picture."

      My phone dings beside me. I open the text from my best friend and see the picture she sent. She did, indeed, say cock-cuterie.

      "Is that made out of bamboo?" I ask, bringing the phone closer to my face to get a better look.

      My best friend nods on the video call pulled up on my laptop where it's sitting on my coffee table.

      "It has to be wood," she says, emphasizing the “wood” part.

      "Of course, it is." I roll my eyes at her cleverness.

      Olivia cackles with laughter, tossing her head back so her blonde curls tumble over her shoulders. "I love it," she says. "You have to have one for your bachelorette weekend."

      "It seems like a lot of commitment. What am I supposed to do with a penis-shaped charcuterie board after my bachelorette party?" I ask.

      "What can't you do with it? That thing deserves a place of honor in your kitchen. Maybe even your china cabinet. Right next to your Thanksgiving gravy boat," Olivia says. "I will require a cheese assortment every time I visit."

      "I'm sure Trevor will be thrilled with that." I laugh at the thought of my future husband's reaction. "Wait, why don't you have one?"

      "I just discovered it. I expect one for my bachelorette party. I prefer a script font for my name," she says.

      "Nothing says class like your name in script across the balls of a cock-shaped cheese board," I tell her.

      "If I don't have elegance, who am I?"

      "And speaking of elegance, the napkin samples came in today.” I smile, knowing she’ll be excited.

      "That was fast."

      "I know." I reach over to the box sitting on the edge of the table and pull out the stack of samples. "I'm really glad I ordered the full range of greens and pinks. It's amazing how different the shades are when you see them in person. I wish you were here to compare them with me."

      "I do, too. You'll have to bring all your planning stuff with you when you come for the party in a couple weeks."

      "I don't want to steal your thunder." I exhale loudly.

      Giggling, she says, "Just don't stand up on the table and do a slideshow presentation about the proposal and show off your planning binders while people are toasting us, and we're good."

      "Damn. That was exactly what I was hoping to do." I laugh, too.

      Changing the subject, Olivia asks, "What are you wearing tonight?"

      "Oh! I wanted to run that by you. I have a couple of ideas, but I'm not sure which one I want to go with." I pick up the computer and start toward my bedroom. "Come with me."

      I set the computer on my dresser and gesture to the three dresses I have laid out across my bed. Coordinating shoes sit on the floor beneath each.

      "I can't really see them. You're going to have to actually put them on," she says.

      With a sigh, I tug off my T-shirt and yoga pants, grabbing the first dress and dropping it down over my head. The shimmery black fabric skims over my hips and stops a few inches above my knee. I pick up one of the shoes I chose to go with it and hold it up so Olivia can see it. "Maybe?" I ask. "I'm just not sure about the black."

      "A little black dress is classic," Olivia reminds me. "But you have to think about the pictures."

      "Exactly," I say. "I don't know if that's really the look that I want immortalized from tonight. Let me show you this one." The second dress is longer than the first and the pale pink color feels airy and romantic.

      "I love that one." Olivia lets out a romantic sigh. "And it's longer so it won't look like Trevor is trying to peek up your skirt when he's down on one knee. Show me the third one."

      "This one is kind of the wild card," I tell her. "It might take me a second to get into it. Hold please."

      I take off the pink dress and pick up what looks like a scrap of gauzy lavender fabric.

      "Oh, no. You got one of those infinity things, didn't you?" Olivia asks.

      "They look amazing when you tie them right," I tell her, wrestling with the long pieces of fabric meant to create the top of the dress.

      "When you tie them right being the operative concept here," she says mockingly. "I don't know if the best choice is a dress that requires supervision and an online instructional video to get into."

      "Just give me a second."

      I manage to twist the straps a few times and get them looped around the back of my neck then tied around my waist. Olivia's flat expression judges me from the computer screen. "Your boob is going to come out," she warns.

      I look down and notice I am about an inch and a sneeze away from displaying my nipple. "We'll go with the second one."

      Getting back into my regular clothes, I carry the computer into the living room, plop down onto the couch, and pick up my binder and flip it open.

      "What are you doing?" she asks.

      "I just thought of a question I want to ask when I start touring venues," I say. "I've been trying to write everything down so I don't forget when I'm actually there."

      "You're not thinking about anywhere other than Maple Valley, are you?" She tilts her head to the side with that judgy look on her face again.

      "Of course, not." I roll my eyes.

      It's been a few years since I moved away from my hometown where I grew up with Olivia, but I haven't even considered having my wedding anywhere but Maple Valley. I finish jotting down the note and see her glance at the time on her screen.

      "All right, I've got to run. A couple of Brandon's coworkers are coming over for dinner, and I still have to get to the grocery store to buy the cake I'm going to put in his grandmother's glass stand and shamelessly claim as my own. You better call me with every single detail." She gives me a pointed look.

      "I will. Love you."

      "Love you more."

      I look down at the picture of the penis board on my phone one more time and shake my head, laughing as I close the screen. I'm still grinning as I close my planning notebook and head for the bathroom for a long bath to get ready for my date tonight. My cheeks ache from how much I've been smiling the last few days. I can't help myself. Olivia and I have been dreaming of being engaged together since we were little girls. We used to plan out elaborate joint weddings with matching dresses and towering cakes covered in pink roses and sugar pearls. Now as adults, we've given up the thought of actually sharing our ceremony, but getting to plan together has already been the happiest time of my life.

      And let's be honest. I would totally still have a joint ceremony with her. I could probably forgo the matching wedding dresses.

      I fill the tub and pour in far more bubble bath than the measly single cap the bottle instructs me to use. Stripping out of my clothes again, I sink down into a mountain of frothy bubbles that make me feel like I'm floating around in whipped cream. The thought makes my body tingle. I reach for my pouf and catch sight of my left hand and its bare ring finger. I dip it into the water to wash away the bubbles and hold my hand up to look at it, envisioning a diamond sparkling there.

      All right. So, here's the thing. I'm not actually engaged.

      But I'm also not the star of one of those women's network movies where the woman concocts her perfect man to impress people and then gets caught; my lack of a ring is just a technicality. Trevor and I have been talking about our future for months. Just a few weeks ago, we went to a jewelry store under the guise of looking for a birthday gift for his mother, but he ended up browsing the rings and even asking me which style I liked. Tonight is our three-year anniversary, and I know in my bones he is going to propose.

      I don't know where he's bringing me or what he's planned, just that he's going to pick me up in a couple of hours. I haven't heard from him today, which tells me he's busy putting together something really special. Olivia is convinced he's going to spring for a photographer to capture the moment, so I have to look perfect. These are going to be the pictures we look back on for the rest of our lives.

      Just the thought makes me let out a little squeal and sink beneath the bubbles Pretty Woman-style.

      After a long soak, I switch to a shower. I'm blow drying my hair when I hear my phone chirp to let me know I have a text. It's from Trevor, making my heart leap a little bit.

      Be there about half an hour early.

      If I wasn't already most of the way ready, I would probably be aggravated, but I'm too excited. Finishing my hair, I start my makeup, smiling into the mirror as I resist the urge to try the elaborate sculpting techniques from the online tutorial I watched earlier. I tell myself I'd like to be one of those women who can transform themselves into looking like they were just peeled off a magazine page, but the truth is I just don't have that kind of skill. I still look pretty good sticking to the basics.

      Twenty minutes later, I've just managed to get the tiny clasp on my favorite necklace to close behind my neck when I hear Trevor knocking. A lot of our friends think it's strange that after three years we don't live together, but I like it this way. There's something romantic about him coming to the door to get me for date nights, and I like not sharing my bathroom. I'm going to have to get used to it soon, though.

      I open the door with a wide grin and throw my arms around Trevor's neck.

      "Happy anniversary!” I say happily.

      "What?" He takes me by my hips and guides me a step back away from him.

      He's wearing jeans and a T-shirt from his college that I've tried to throw away on multiple sleepovers. My head tilts to the side as I take it in.

      "Did you bring clothes to change into?" I ask. I look down at my dress. "Or should I change? You didn't tell me what we're doing tonight, and I just thought maybe I should look special." I give him a coy smile, but Trevor's expression doesn't soften. He hasn't moved from the doorway, and my heart starts to beat faster in my chest.

      "I didn't realize tonight was our anniversary," he admits.

      "What do you mean? You said you made plans for us," I remind him.

      "I know I did, but it wasn't ---" He lets out a sigh and shakes his head. "This isn't going the way I wanted it to."

      "What isn't?" I glance behind him at my neighbor who has just come out of her door across the hall. I take Trevor by the arm and tug him the rest of the way into the apartment, closing the door behind us. "Come in. What's going on?"

      "I wanted to see you tonight because we need to talk." A sharp V forms between his eyebrows.

      Little lights start flashing at the edges of my vision. He didn't just say that. He did not just say we need to talk.

      "What do we need to talk about?" I ask.

      But I know what's coming. He didn't know it's our anniversary. He isn't here to whisk me away and propose. He's here to break up with me.

      "I think we need to call it quits."

      My mouth falls open slightly. "Call it quits? We've been together for three years. This isn't a pickup basketball game. What’s going on?"

      "We don't want the same things, Bree. We're at different places in our lives, and I just don't see us getting on the same page. It's better to go our separate ways now than keep on dragging this on."

      I blink a couple of times, trying to get the words to make sense. "When did you decide this?"

      "A few weeks ago," he admits.

      "A few weeks ago, we were looking at engagement rings," I point out.

      "And that's what started it," he says. "I saw how you were looking at those rings, and I knew I should be feeling something, but I wasn't. Then it started sinking in that people are expecting us to get married and settle down, have kids, be adults."

      "We are adults." I fold my arms beneath my chest.

      "But I'm not ready for any of that. Not with you."

      Holy shit. There it is.

      "Get out," I say, fighting my tears. I don't want to give him the satisfaction of seeing my mascara run.

      "Bree, I want–"

      "I don't care what you want. Not anymore. Get out." I walk around him to open the door and point out into the corridor. "Now."

      Trevor looks at me for another second, then walks out, leaving me alone in my perfect engagement photo dress, completely humiliated. I close the door behind him just as the tears start.

      Happy fucking anniversary.
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      Malcolm

      

      "Shit," Preston mutters, watching the golf ball he just hit follow an arc through the sky and then land far closer to us than I think he anticipated. "I swear they gave us a defective bucket." Preston is a good friend and someone I do business with quite often. Most of the time, our business is handled on the golf course or the driving range.

      "A bucket of defective balls?" I ask. "That sounds like my company’s executives meeting."

      Preston cringes and searches through the bucket like he's looking for a ball that somehow looks or feels different from the pile of others that are exactly alike. "Speaking of which, how is all that going?"

      "The defective balls? I'd have to get a doctor's note to answer that." I chuckle.

      "The meeting," Preston says. "The issues with the hotels."

      Letting out a sigh, I twirl the club I'm holding. "It's just the same bullshit. Reservations are down. Loyalty isn't like it used to be. Guest satisfaction has dropped. Staff is leaving for other companies so retention rates are lower. But isn't that everything, everywhere? How many business owners have you heard recently complaining that their numbers aren't good, and customers aren't loyal anymore? And that keeping staff is impossible?"

      "I mean, yeah." Preston sets his selected ball down and takes aim. "I've heard that from some people. But didn't your biggest competitor just open up ten new hotels in the last year?"

      "They still don't have as many as I do," I point out.

      I'm immensely proud of the collection of hotels I inherited from my grandparents and have grown into a hospitality empire. Most people don't know I am at the helm of the entire enterprise. I'd rather people not be aware of the extent of my wealth and power. Even the people in my company who do know that I'm fully in charge were required to sign an NDA restricting them from revealing my identity. It makes my life easier that way.

      "No. But that might tell you something. They're obviously not dealing with declining popularity and have more than enough staff to go around." He takes another swing at the ball, and it goes barely further than the first.

      I'm not entirely sure why he insists on us coming out to the driving range so frequently. Neither one of us is great at it, and I quickly grow bored of standing in the bay smacking balls out onto the artificial grass. It's marginally better when we actually go out to a course. At least then I get to ride around in a golf cart and see something different at each hole.

      "I've been offering the best in luxury hotels and resorts for years," I remind him.

      "But maybe that's just it. You haven't changed."

      "Why should I change something that's always been the peak of the industry?" I adjust my grip on the handle, wishing he’d let me have a turn.

      "Because everything around you is changing," Preston says. "Have you ever stopped to consider that some of it might be about the company culture itself?"

      "What do you mean?" I ask. Since when is he such an expert on my company?

      "You know you're one of my closest friends. I don't say this as an insult. But you have to admit you're pretty disconnected from everybody around you."

      Irritated, I turn to look at him as he’s digging in the ball bucket again. "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "You have no idea what it's like to not have the entire world at your feet. You don't really understand your employees or the people who stay at your hotels, so maybe you don't really understand what it is that they really want. Or need. You're the one running the company, but you don't really get what matters to them. That might make it hard for you to see what could be changed to make things better." Preston shrugs, trying to soften the blow.

      My eyebrows arch as I try to digest what he’s just said. He’s always had an insight I’ve lacked, especially when it comes to reading other people. "You think I'm disconnected?"

      "You have private suites in your hotels in every major city in the country and several around the world. They were made to your exact standards. And if you don't have a hotel somewhere you want to go, you just rent out a house."

      "And?" I ask.

      Preston chuckles and goes back to his bucket of dysfunctional balls.

      "Just something to think about, buddy." He settles on another one, hits it, and cringes when it lands about forty feet from us. Not what he was aiming for.

      Later, when I get to the restaurant where I have reservations with my best friend and his fiancée for dinner, I'm still feeling kind of pissed off about the conversation with Preston. The hostess at the podium smiles at me when I walk through the door. I'm here often enough that she knows my face.

      "Hi, Mr. Barrett," she says. "How are you this evening?"

      "I'm well, thank you, Ruby. How has your day been?" I flash a genuine smile at her and watch her face light up.

      "I can't complain," she says in a flirty tone.

      I've always hated that phrase. It seems like it should mean that everything is fine, and the person has nothing to complain about, but it comes across like there's something stopping them from actually telling the truth.

      "Good to hear," I say anyway. "I have a reservation."

      "Of course." She picks up three menus. "I have your regular table ready for you."

      "Have my friends gotten here yet?" I ask.

      "Not yet. You're the first."

      She steps out from behind the podium and gestures for me to follow her. We weave through the restaurant to my preferred table in an alcove toward the back. It gives me privacy I appreciate whether I'm here with other people or just don't want to be watched eating alone. I thank Ruby and slide into the booth, looking at the day's menu she handed to me.

      The waiter shows up with my regular drink, and I order a few appetizers for the table. I'm browsing the entree options when I hear Brandon's voice.

      "Already getting started without us?" He chuckles and nudges me in the shoulder.

      I grin and stand up to give him a hug, pounding him on the back.

      "You should have gotten here sooner." I step around him and open my arms to Olivia.

      "Hey, Malcolm." She steps into my embrace. "Sorry we're late. Brandon was primping."

      He fluffs his hair and gives a half shrug. "Coming to a swanky place like this, I had to make sure I looked good."

      "Looking fantastic as always." I guide them into the booth. "I ordered some appetizers, but check out the menu. It sounds great tonight."

      The waiter appears back at the side of the table to get their drink orders and then the plates of appetizers arrive. I select a few bites from each of the platters and put them on my own plate. Brandon and Olivia follow suit.

      "How is the wedding planning coming?" I ask.

      They glance at each other and smile like just the mention of the wedding makes them giddy. In the decades I've known Brandon, I've never seen him as happy as he has been with Olivia. I've never been one to look for my own happily ever after, but seeing the two of them together could make anybody believe in it.

      "It's going," Olivia says. "There're still a lot of details to get in place, and some of the big stuff still needs to be decided. Brandon is dragging his feet on the catering."

      "It's the one thing about the reception I really care about." He shrugs and finishes sliding an appetizer into his mouth.

      Olivia doesn't even pretend to be offended. "It is," she says. "He can't decide which menu he wants."

      "I will get it figured out." Brandon gives her a reassuring look. "We still have some time."

      "Please don't let that become your mantra during planning." Olivia narrows her eyes at him.

      "It will be fine." He looks at me. "How was golfing this morning?"

      "It was golfing," I say. "But you know, Preston really pissed me off. We were talking about how the hotels aren't all performing as well as they used to, and some of the employees are leaving for other companies. I told him most of the chains are having similar problems, and he pointed out that the Creative Hospitality Group has been expanding and not having those issues. Then he said he thinks it's down to the company culture and that I'm disconnected from my employees and guests."

      I wait for their reaction, expecting some sympathy or outrage. Instead, they both just stare back at me.

      Brandon slowly chews a bruschetta. "Oh," he finally says. "Is that it?"

      "What do you mean, ‘Is that it?’" My eyebrows knit together as I stare at him.

      "I mean, you are kind of disconnected," he says. "I thought you knew that."

      Tipping my head to the side, I study him for a long moment to see if he’s serious. "No, I didn't know that," I finally say. "What do you mean I'm disconnected?"

      "You have no idea how normal people live their lives." Brandon shrugs. "You don't even know how moderately wealthy people live. You can't wrap your head around it."

      Shaking my head, I scoff. "So I'm disconnected from the two of you, too?"

      "That's different. I've known you since I was a little kid. We didn't know we were all that different. It didn't occur to you that my family worked for yours and that's why I was hanging out at the hotel all the time. We know each other too well for either of us to care about any of that. But the truth is, you don't have any concept of what other people's lives are like or why certain things would matter to them," he says. "You would have no idea how to live the same way your workers do.”

      "Yes, I would!" Offended, I wipe my hands on my napkin, done with the appetizers.

      "I think I feel a challenge coming on." Olivia giggles, trying to break the tension. She glances over at Brandon.

      He gives her a little grin back. "What are you thinking?"

      Looking at me, she says, "I challenge you to live on the wage of your lowest-paid employee and with only the benefits your company provides them." Her lips curving up in a smile.

      "For how long?" I ask.

      With a shrug, Brandon says, "Six months."

      They both look at me with mischief dancing in their eyes.

      "Starting when?" I fold my arms across my chest.

      "We'll give you a couple days to get ready." Another chuckle slips from Brandon’s mouth.

      Olivia rests her elbow on the table, propping her chin on her hand and lifting her eyebrows. "What do you think?"

      These are two of my favorite people in the world. Who are actively trying to screw me over.

      I could just say no. I could tell them that I'm perfectly happy with the way I live, and I don't need to prove anything to anybody. But I'm not going to. I've never been one to back down from a challenge, and Brandon knows it. Picking up my glass, I hold it up toward them. "You're on."
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      Bree

      I am now convinced that whoever decided to start putting Halloween candy out on grocery store shelves at the beginning of August was going through a breakup. Nobody needs enormous bags of tiny chocolate bars sitting around their house two months before any trick-or-treaters will be coming to the door except somebody who has just had their heart ripped out and stomped on. It really is the ultimate marketing ploy.

      I don’t even bother taking out the pumpkin bowl I fill for the children who live in the building every year so I could at least look like I was preparing for the holiday. Nobody can see me walking around my apartment in my baggy clothes, the candy bag tucked under my arm like a security blanket. No one has been here in the last two weeks and probably no one ever will come here again. Because I'm going to die alone.

      And when I do, the pink dress will probably still be balled up in the corner of my bedroom where I threw it after Trevor left. I hate seeing it there, but I also haven't been able to bring myself to pick it up and hang it back in my closet. It's just a reminder of what it felt like to look at the door slammed closed behind him and try to wrap my head around what had just happened. I went from comparing shades of pink for wedding reception napkins and discussing the finer points of phallic servingware with Olivia to wondering if I could put my phone through a shredder so I didn't have to go through the humiliation of deleting a gallery full of pictures of us together.

      It completely knocked me on my ass, and I haven't been able to get out of my funk. I tell myself that two weeks isn't enough time to mourn three years of the relationship I thought was going to be it for me. After all that time of thinking of Trevor as The One, with the capital letters and everything, I couldn't just expect to hop out of bed the next morning, Disney Princess style, and forge ahead. But at this point, it’ll take a friendly woodland creature doing an interpretive dance to snap me out of this. And maybe to help me clean up my apartment, too.

      Where are the mice with the brooms when a girl needs them?

      Dropping down onto the couch in my living room, I stare at my computer sitting judgmentally on my coffee table. I need to get some work done. I haven't been able to concentrate on it, and deadlines are rapidly approaching. At least the notes that are piling up have taken up the space in the corner where my wedding planning binder used to sit. That got unceremoniously tossed into the dumpster in the middle of the night so I didn't have to look at it anymore.

      I know at least one neighbor saw me make my trek to the trash, and I can't help but wonder what she was thinking as I stomped across the parking lot in my pajamas to fling a binder and box of napkins samples into the dumpster. But honestly, I don't care. Go ahead and make my moonlight meltdown your Tuesday evening ladies' wine-and-whine gossip fodder, Barbara. I did what I needed to do.

      I’ve poked a couple of letters on the keyboard, and I’m willing the rest of the article to just appear, when my phone rings. I pick it up and sift through the candy bag next to me in search of something with caramel.

      "Hey," I answer.

      "You sound perky," Olivia says.

      "That's me," I say, finding the elusive candy bar and unwrapping it. "Just bubbling over with enthusiasm for life over here."

      "Well, you should be," she says. "I can't wait to see you this weekend."

      And then it hits me. This weekend. Her freaking engagement party. Since this isn't a video call, I have the luxury of making a face and doing an undignified little flail in response to remembering the party looming at the end of the week. I managed to completely block it out of my thoughts, but now I not only have to deal with it, I have to get ready for it in just a couple of days.

      "I can't wait to see you, either," I say.

      That's the truth. It's been months since I've seen my best friend in person, and I could really use a hug and some quality time. I just wish I didn't have to face all the wedding stuff and be right up close and personal with the world's happiest couple. But it's not like I can miss her engagement party. The maid of honor skipping out on something like that is generally considered bad form. I really don't have any other choice but to pick myself up and be there for Olivia.

      "When are you getting into town? You're coming early to help me get everything ready and keep me from losing my ever loving mind with all the family around, right?" she asks.

      "Of course, I am," I tell her. "I'll probably hit the road Thursday late morning or early afternoon so I can get there, and we'll have all of Friday before the party."

      "Hit the road?" she asks. "You're going to drive?"

      "Why not?" I ask.

      In my mind, the road trip is the perfect opportunity for me to roll down the windows and blast some self-indulgent angst music while justifying a constant stream of salty junk food.

      "It just seems like a lot of hours on the road for you to only be here for a couple of days. I bet you could get a really cheap flight that will get you here faster," she says.

      There is a little hint of pleading in her voice, and if I know my best friend, which I do, she is already on every travel site she can think of looking for a last minute ticket.

      Ten minutes later, my flight is booked, and I'm staring at my confirmation number, dreading the trip. It's been a long time since I was back in Maple Valley, and I thought this time I would return with my shit together and a fiancé to introduce to everybody I left behind. Instead, I'm showing up alone and miserable. Fan-fucking-tastic.

      I might not care what Barbara and her gaggle of grown-up mean girls are saying behind my back as they chardonnay themselves into oblivion while brandishing hot glue guns in the name of pursuing Internet craft hack stardom, but the same can't be said for the people back home. Not only are their DIY skills on point out of necessity, but they've known me my whole life. They watched me pack up and leave, eager to see what else the world had to offer beyond the tiny town I grew up in. And I know for a fact they've all been following my relationship with Trevor since we went social media-official.

      I cringe. Cyrus McGuire probably already told everybody I called him to set up an appointment to tour the wedding pavilion he built on the edge of his apple orchard. Damn it.

      

      No matter how many times people tell me I don't need to be at the airport so far in advance of my flight, I can't bring myself to cut it any closer than breezing through the terminal three hours before takeoff. Getting caught up in a crowd and witnessing somebody completely losing it on the TSA agents that once resulted in a frantic sprint toward my flight that was nowhere near as cute as it is in the movies was enough to scare me straight. I'd much rather be that person who shows up at the gate before the gate agent does and sits alone watching the planes come in than deal with the stress of barely making it or risking missing a flight.

      So when I wake up Wednesday morning to rain pounding down and visibility at what I think meteorologists technically refer to as jack-shit, my travel day is not off to a great start. I already did most of my packing yesterday, but I still have to take a shower and get ready before packing up my toiletries and makeup. I'm in the middle of trying to get my cosmetic bag to fit into my carryon when Olivia calls me. I put the call on speaker so I can leave the phone sitting on the bed.

      "Hey," I say.

      "So there's a slight change of plans," she says in a perky voice that says she knows I'm not going to love hearing that.

      "What's going on?" I ask.

      "We're not going to be able to pick you up at the airport," she says. "It's Brandon's boss's birthday, and everybody at the office just decided that they need to go out for drinks. All of the wives and husbands and everybody are going to be there. It's a big thing, and it's kind of understood that nobody can skip it. Are you mad?"

      "No," I tell her. "I get it. Have to keep the boss happy. Especially since Brandon is after that promotion this year. I'll just get a rental car. It's no big deal."

      "No," she says. "You don't need to do that. I'll have a ride waiting for you."

      "It's really fine," I tell her. "I can just book a car."

      "It's already taken care of," she says. "This little hiccup is on me, and I am not going to put more stress and expense on you. Just get here, and I'll see you at dinner tonight. Have a great flight."

      Thunder crashes overhead, and I close my eyes, taking a deep breath. Perfect.

      Getting to the airport isn't too bad, but as soon as I approach the main terminal, it's like everybody around me has forgotten how to drive. Sitting up as high in my seat as I can and leaned close to the windshield, I try to navigate cars shifting in and out of lanes, following far too closely, or drifting back until it looks like they are making space for an eighteen-wheeler to cut in. By the time I almost miss the entrance to the parking garage, I'm already too close to the time of my flight for comfort.

      The seemingly never ending line of cars parking means I have to circle around through several floors before I finally see the elusive little green light that promises an empty parking spot. I make my way directly to it, only for somebody to swing in from the other side, nearly causing me to smash into them. The sound of the rain lessens the volume of the string of expletives that streams out of my mouth, but I would not be surprised if at least a few of the other drivers hear it. Pulling away from the stolen spot, I continue the climb up the levels until I finally find another spot and manage to make it in.

      I'm not going to remember where I parked when I get back, so I snap a picture of the nearest marker, grab my bags, and head for the terminal. The storm that followed me from my house hasn't had any impact on the flights, miraculously, so mine still says on time when I speed walk past the board on my way to the boarding pass kiosk. Apparently, everyone who is flying on the same airline as me has gone to the kiosks at the same time, and it is another twenty minutes before I have my pass in my hand and make a beeline for security.

      "Boarding pass and ID?" the agent at the podium asks when I finally make it through the line.

      I hand him them over, and he narrows his eyes as he scrutinizes my ID.

      "Did you know that your ID is expired?" he asks.

      "I know it expired a couple of weeks ago, but I got a replacement…" My heart sinks. "That I left in the envelope on my kitchen counter."

      Mother fu---I hate Trevor. I'm blaming him for all of this.

      "Weren't you aware that you need a valid ID in order to board an airplane?" the agent asks.

      My teeth grit together so hard I think they might crack. I force a smile so I don't scream.

      "I am aware of that," I tell him. "It was a mistake. But I really need to catch this flight. What can I do?"

      He lets out a sigh that sounds like I have just burdened him far beyond his job description and walks away, carrying my boarding pass and invalid ID with him. He talks to another agent, who looks over at me with an equally withering look, and I can feel the line of people behind me starting to plan a revolt. The second agent takes my documents from the first and makes eye contact with me, giving me a "come here" gesture with one hand.

      I step out of the line and meet the agent on the other side of the podium.

      "You're going to have to go through an enhanced security screening," she tells me.

      That sounds ominous, but I don't really have a choice in the matter. I've got to get on the plane. I agree, and she brings me to the center of the screening area. Reaching for my bags, she looks me up and down.

      "Anything in your pockets?"

      I am wearing a pair of yoga pants and a tank top with flip-flops.

      "What you see is what you get," I tell her.

      She is not amused.

      "Shoes off," she says, putting my bags on the conveyor belt.

      I put them into the bucket she offers me and send them through the machine along with my bags. It seems like I'm just going through the same steps I would if I was in regular security until I go through the full body scan and come out the other side to see another agent unpacking my carryon. Beside her, another is doing the same to my backpack. Everything from my cosmetic bag to my neon green lace thong panties ends up spread across the counter for the world to see.

      "What's this?" one asks, holding up my cylindrical plastic toothbrush holder.

      I really want to tell her it's a vibrator. Just for the hell of it. But I highly doubt it would be the most shocking thing she's ever discovered in a bag, so I don't bother.

      "My toothbrush," I explain.

      She puts it through another scanner that shows everything up on a giant monitor beside her. My cosmetic bag is next. Then my toiletries. As the rest of the passengers who were behind me in line slide past, I watch the agents take every second they possibly can to go through my bags. Finally, they determine I am not attempting to smuggle anything dangerous onto the flight and usher me to the end of the row to repack everything. When I'm finished, the first agent meets me to ask me a series of questions I'm sure are intended to confirm my identity. All I can think as I rattle off my social security number, address, birthdate, and another rendition of why I don't have a valid ID is that it seems if I was really trying to game the system with fake identification, I would at least make sure it had a valid expiration date.

      At last, the agent decides I am safe to fly, and I have my boarding pass back in my hand for another sprint to the gate. This time, I’m hauling ass with purpose. The pre-boarding I paid extra for has already started, and I get to the gate just in time to join the line. I flop down into my window seat with exactly zero sense of calm and relaxation.

      This is for Olivia. This is for Olivia. This is for Olivia.

      My mantra gets me through the rest of boarding. As it turns out, the woman seated next to me has chosen today as the day to confront her lifelong fear of flying by hitting the skies solo. As we taxi down the runway, I'm afraid she's going to pass out right beside me.

      "That wasn't so bad," she says when we've finally touched down.

      She smiles at me as if she hasn't just spent the entire flight repeatedly clenching her claw-like fingers around my arm, sure we were going down. Grabbing her bag from the overhead compartment, she shuffles down the aisle and out of the plane. I follow behind her and soon learn the friendship we forged miles above the earth has continued beyond landing.

      "What brings you to Richmond?" she asks, falling into step beside me as we make our way through the terminal.

      "I'm actually on my way to Maple Valley," I tell her.

      "I've been in that area. It's beautiful," she says. "On vacation?"

      "I'm here for my best friend's engagement party." I force a smile.

      "That's wonderful!" she gushes. "How about you? Are you married?"

      "No.” My smile fades.

      "Engaged?" she asks.

      "No." I try to walk a little faster in hopes that I'll lose her in the crowd.

      "Seeing someone special, then?" she asks.

      "Nope. It's just me."

      "Oh," she says, sounding distinctly pitying. "Well, that's all right, honey. You just keep your chin up. You'll find him."

      I make a face toward her that I hope looks like another smile and not the snarl I'm feeling and bolt for the doors leading outside. A small sense of relief hits me as soon as I see a man standing a few yards down the sidewalk holding a sign with my name on it. At least I can finally see Olivia and this day from hell can end. Somehow, it doesn't help that the driver she sent is gorgeous. I walk up to him and point at the piece of white poster board he's holding, trying to ignore his startling blue eyes.

      "Bree Connor," I say. "That's me."

      "Nice to meet you," he says. "I'm--"

      "Is this your car?" I ask, cutting off the small talk and pointing to a tan four-door a few feet away from him.

      "Yeah," he says.

      "Great." The trunk isn't open, so I go stand beside it.

      "Let me get that for you." He walks around to the driver's side.

      The trunk pops open, and I put my bags in. He doesn't make a move to come and close it, so I shut it and walk around to the back door.

      "You can hop in the passenger seat," he says.

      I am so not in the mood to have this guy try to bump up his tip by flirting with me.

      "Thanks, but I'll just sit back here," I say, pulling out my phone to text Olivia and let her know I've landed.

      He gets behind the wheel and glances around at the jam of cars trying to get away from the airport. "Looks like we might be here for a bit. How was your flight?"

      "I'm sorry, I'm sure my friend didn't specify a quiet ride when she ordered it, but it would be great," I say.

      I notice a hint of a smile come to his lips, but he holds his hands up like he's surrendering and sits back.

      "Got here," I message Olivia. "Wait until I tell you that horror story."

      "Oh no! I hope it wasn't too bad. Did you find Malcolm all right?"

      Malcolm? How often is she using rideshares that she knows this guy by name?

      "Malcolm?"

      "Yeah. Brandon's best friend. I've told you about him. I asked him to come pick you up."

      You've got to be fucking kidding me.

      My eyes snap to the rearview mirror where I see him staring around, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel as if he's listening to music in his own head. Letting out an exasperated sound, I wrench off my seatbelt and get out.

      "You could have told me you aren't a rideshare driver," I say, getting into the passenger seat with embarrassment burning my cheeks.

      Malcolm shrugs. "You didn't seem like you were too open for conversation."

      The cars ahead of us finally thin out, and he pulls into line.

      "Who holds a sign with a person's name on it if they aren't a driver?" I ask.

      "Someone who has never met the person they are giving a ride to," Malcolm reminds me. "And when was the last time you had a rideshare driver put your name on a sign?"

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I turn to look out the window, not looking forward to the rest of the drive to Maple Valley.
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