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      “I have to go,” I tell Nicole.

      “Wait,” Nicole says. “I’m getting married Saturday. You have to come home.”

      “Nicole. This is Tuesday.”

      “I know,” she says giving me her best puppy dog expression. “I need your help putting together a wedding.”

      I count the days on my fingers. Yes. I have a minor in accounting. Don’t judge.

      “That’s four days. It’s impossible.”

      Margot calls me again.

      “You can do it,” she says and I see the rise of panic in Nicole’s eyes that I might actually not make it there to help her prepare for her wedding.

      The thing is. Nicole doesn’t have anyone else.

      “It was always us,” she says. “Through thick and thin. Remember?”

      Damn it.

      “Let me talk to my boss,” I say. Her face brightens and she tears up. “No promises.”

      “I know. Call me later. Love ‘ya. Bye.”

      “Bye.” But she already disconnected the line.

      I look at my phone. What is it with people just hanging up like that?

      “Coming,” I call back toward Margot’s office.

      As I lock my computer, grab a notepad and pencil, it hits me.

      If Nicole is going to be marrying Jack Dawson. Saturday. Benjamin will be there.

      It’s been seven years since I’ve seen Benjamin.

      The last time I saw him had been the worst day of my life.
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      McKenzie Moore

      

      “Can I get a reservation for two for tonight at 7:00?” I tap the speaker button on my phone and set it on my desk.

      “Can I get your name?” The young man on the other end of the line sounds bored.

      “It’s not for me.” Not that it matters. How would he know? “It’s for⁠—”

      “Hold please.” The phone clicks into a silent hold before I have time to respond.

      “Seriously?” You would think that one of the most upscale restaurants in New York would be a little more friendly. I’m not sure I’ll get used the commonplace abruptness accepted in this city. Not sure I want to.

      I tap my fingers on my desk. There’s absolutely nothing private about my desk. About three feet wide. Faux wood.

      I try to keep it uncluttered, with nothing but my laptop computer.

      But my boss, Editor-in-Chief Margot Caldwell, has other ideas. She delights in handing off stacks of papers to me.

      I don’t mind the work. In fact, I’m motivated to get a lot of work done quickly for the sole purpose of getting things off my desk.

      In fact, at the moment, there are three stacks of papers on my desk. One is a stack of manuscripts from agents. Another half a dozen or so that made it past the slush pile readers to my desk. And then there’s the production schedule someone printed and left on my desk for a final review.

      One of the assistant editors, James, wearing a dark blue pin-striped suit, walks by holding a fat frosted cinnamon roll in his hand. James is about five feet seven, a few pounds overweight… go figure. And yet he somehow always manages to look put together. Only in Manhattan.

      “What are you eating?” I ask. It’s the closest I can come to politely asking the more fitting question Why are you eating that?

      “Cinnamon roll,” he says. “there’s more in the breakroom.”

      “Thank you.” But no thank you. James gives me a wink and walks off.

      “Nope,” I say under my breath. “Not gonna happen.”

      The young man comes back on the phone. “Thank you for holding. Name?”

      “Caldwell, party of two.” My response is in what I hope is a close approximation to New York disinterest.

      Another call comes through on my phone. It’s Nicole, my best friend from Alpine Falls.

      The picture I have attached to her name always makes me smile. It’s a close up of her making a goofy face and she’s wearing a sparkling crown on her head. I remember taking the photo the last time I was home… two years ago.

      We’d been goofing around in the General Store on Main Street in Alpine Falls. I can’t remember having that much fun since.

      How had two years passed by so quickly?

      “I have to take another call. Are we good?”

      “All set,” he says and disconnects the line.

      “Prick.” Then Nicole comes on the line. “Hey Nicole!”

      “Hey.” She grins at me on a Face Time call.

      I glance over my shoulder. I’m not supposed to be taking personal calls at the office. I have to do Margot’s personal business on the job, but not mine.

      “You’re calling me at work,” I say. “Why do you look like you just got engaged?”

      “Because,” Nicole says looking a little suspicious. “I did just get engaged.”

      Such a kidder. I glance over my shoulder again. “I’m not supposed to talk at work. I’ll call you on my lunch break.”

      “You can call me back,” she says. “but…” She bites her lip, then holds up her left hand. And there it is. A diamond sparkling on her ring finger.

      My mouth drops open. “Wait. You aren’t dating anyone. Stop kidding around.”

      “McKenzie. I’m getting married on Saturday.”

      “Who?” No private calls on company policy can bite me.

      “Jack Dawson.” Her eyes glow with happiness.

      “Get out.”

      Margot’s door opens and her ten o’clock appointment walks out. A young author who just published her first book. Wearing a dress more suitable to a nightclub, she looks more like a polished model than an author.

      Margot calls my name.

      “I have to go,” I tell Nicole.

      “Wait,” Nicole says. “I’m getting married Saturday. You have to come home.”

      “Nicole. This is Tuesday.”

      “I know,” she says giving me her best puppy dog expression. “I need your help putting together a wedding.”

      I count the days on my fingers. Yes. I have a minor in accounting. Don’t judge.

      “That’s four days. It’s impossible.”

      Margot calls me again.

      “You can do it,” she says and I see the rise of panic in Nicole’s eyes that I might actually not make it there to help her prepare for her wedding.

      The thing is. Nicole doesn’t have anyone else.

      “It was always us,” she says. “Through thick and thin. Remember?”

      Damn it.

      “Let me talk to my boss,” I say. Her face brightens and she tears up. “No promises.”

      “I know. Call me later. Love ‘ya. Bye.”

      “Bye.” But she already disconnected the line.

      I look at my phone. What is it with people just hanging up like that?

      “Coming,” I call back toward Margot’s office.

      As I lock my computer, grab a notepad and pencil, it hits me.

      If Nicole is going to be marrying Jack Dawson. Saturday. Benjamin will be there.

      It’s been seven years since I’ve seen Benjamin.

      The last time I saw him had been the worst day of my life.
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      McKenzie

      

      I sit across from Margot as she rattles off a list of things she needs me to do.

      When she pauses to take a breath and look something up on her computer, I jump in.

      “I need to ask you about something.”

      “Did you make the reservation?” She asks, looking at me over her reading glasses.

      Margot is forty-five years old, but she doesn’t admit it to anyone.

      I’d heard her tell someone once that she identifies as a twenty-five-year-old.

      The funny thing about that is she actually looks older than she is. She looks like she’s about fifty-five. Maybe it’s the way she wears her short hair or maybe it’s the way she dresses. She wears old-fashioned boxy pants suits in light colors that do nothing for her figure. Today’s suit is powder blue.

      Someone should really help her, but it’s not going to be me.

      “Yes,” I say.

      She peers at me over her glasses again. “What do you want to ask me? Is there a problem with the scheduling?”

      “No. Nothing like that.” I take a deep breath. Remind myself that the worst thing she can do is… well… fire me. The thought does not help.

      “What then?”

      “I need the rest of the week off,” I say quickly, pushing the words out in a rush. As though that would make a difference.

      “Why?” She presses her fingers against the bridge of her nose. “Why does everyone need something?”

      I don’t think she’s talking about me anymore, but I answer her anyway.

      “My best friend is getting married.”

      “Please explain to me why you need the rest of the week off for a wedding on Saturday?”

      “It’s in Alpine Falls.”

      “Right. Montana?”

      “Colorado.”

      “Sometimes I forget you’re from out west.”

      Sometimes I forget, too. And most of the time I try to forget on purpose.

      “I haven’t had a day off since I started work here two years ago.”

      “Editors don’t get a day off,” she says.

      I try giving her my approximation of Nicole’s puppy dog face.

      Margot just tilts her own head to the side and looks at me. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “Yes. I wouldn’t ask but my friend doesn’t have any family. I’m the only person she has to help her.”

      Margot surprises me. “You’ve got the time so yes, you can go. Just be ready to hit the ground running on Monday. And take the manuscripts from the slush pile. At least get something done while you’re there and you’ll have time on the plane.”

      “Thank you Margot.” I stand up. “Thank you so much.”

      “Just go,” she says, waving me away. “But finish out the rest of the day. I need that schedule reviewed and back on my desk before you go.”

      “Of course. I’ll get that done right now.”

      But first I have to reserve a flight.

      I need to talk to Nicole. Find out why she’s suddenly getting married. Pregnant. She’s probably pregnant. And in a small town like Alpine Falls, everyone talks.

      That makes sense. Except that I hadn’t known she was back with Jack.

      Nicole used to tell me everything. But somehow she failed to tell me that she was back with Jack Dawson.

      It didn’t help that I haven’t called her lately.

      I book a flight that leaves at nine in the morning. Straight from here to Denver. I’ll have to rent a car in Denver and drive the rest of the way up into the mountains to Alpine Falls.

      At the least the weather should be nice. October is a beautiful time of year in Alpine Falls. The leaves on the trees will be changing colors splashing an array of orange and reds across the mountainsides.

      It’ll be good to go home again for a visit. To see Nicole again.

      Married. I’m finding it impossible to wrap my head around it.

      I make a reservation for a rental car, then get to work on proofing the publishing schedule.

      Scheduling is my super power and Margot knows it. As long as she doesn’t forget it, my job should be secure.

      And reading manuscripts from the slush pile isn’t exactly a hardship. I actually enjoy it.

      It’s a rush to come across a manuscript from a new author that pulls the reader in. Something I can recommend to Margot.

      I’m due for a promotion. Maybe with me gone, for three days, she’ll realize just how much she misses me.

      I take a break before I start on the schedule. It’s going to take me all afternoon. But fortunately it’s something I enjoy. It’s rare to get to do something I enjoy and that I’m good at all at the same time.

      James was right about the cinnamon rolls in the breakroom. Someone had brought a box of them from a really good designer bakery down the street.

      Maybe I will have one.

      As I dive into the sweet gooey cinnamon roll, wondering how many pounds it’s going to cost me, it occurs to me that I’m going to need a dress.

      I don’t even know if Nicole has a dress. Maybe she needs to meet me in Denver tomorrow so we can do some shopping.

      I pull out my phone and dial Nicole’s number.

      “Hey,” I say. “I’ve been thinking. Do you have a dress?”

      “Wait.” Nicole holds up a hand. I don’t actually see her hand go up, but I know her well enough to know that she holds up a hand. “You’re coming?”

      “Yes,” I say. “I fly out in the morning. But I’m gonna need something in return.”

      “Anything.”

      “Details. I need details about how this happened.”

      Nicole smiles into the phone.

      “I will give you details. Just get here.”
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      Benjamin

      

      I bring the little Lear jet with Skye Travels splashed across the fuselage in for a smooth landing at the Houston airport.

      It’s October, but it’s still hot. I miss the days of autumn in Alpine Falls.

      Houston just has two seasons. Hot and less hot.

      With wheels on the ground, I taxi toward one of the hangars as per the flight crew’s instructions communicated via waving their sticks around in a series of circles and waves.

      With the plane parked, I dig my cell phone out of the door pocket. Not much use for a phone while I’m in the sky.

      Some of the Skye Travels airplanes have Wi-Fi, but this particular jet does not.

      Noah Worthington, I heard, is considering placing Wi-Fi in all the airplanes.

      Noah is the owner and founder of Skye Travels, the most successful private airline company in the country. Since he owns a fleet of airplanes, I can’t even call it a small company. It’s a huge private airline company.

      I have eleven text messages.

      That’s a little more than usual, but not alarmingly so.

      Three of them are from the office. Scheduling updates.

      Another is from my mother reminding me of my sister’s birthday coming up. Like I would forget that. My sister would never forgive me if I forgot her birthday.

      That leaves six. All of them from my brother.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jack

      

      
        Hey. Are you flying?

      

      

      

      

      

      Obviously.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jack

      

      
        I have some news. It’s good news, so don’t worry.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Jack knows I can’t answer his messages when I’m flying. And yet he still sent me a string of texts. Very uncharacteristic of him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jack

      

      
        Okay. I’ll just tell you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m getting married. Can you be there?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Oh. And the wedding is this Saturday.

      

      

      

      

      

      I tap the phone, but there are no more messages. What the⁠—?

      I dial Jack’s phone. It goes straight to voice mail.

      Feeling a need for urgency now, to get out of the airplane and get in touch with someone, anyone in my family, I run through the post flight checklist.

      What the hell is wrong with Jack?

      Last I heard my younger brother wasn’t even dating anyone. Not seriously anyway.

      And now he’s getting married.

      I should have made a better effort to get him out of Alpine Falls. It’s hard to think straight living in a small town like Alpine Falls.

      I should know. I grew up there.

      And I’d done my share of stupid things while I’d lived there. Actually, when it came right down to it, the most stupid thing I did was after I left for college.

      It had been about this time of year when I’d really fucked everything up.

      Ever since then, this time of year has been the absolutely worst time of year to be in Alpine Falls. Maybe I can still get Jack out of there.

      A stray thought. One that I know holds no sway whatsoever.

      I’ve always heard that once two people decide to get married, there is absolutely nothing anyone can do stop them from following through with it.

      Personally I know that there is an exception to that particular rule of thumb.

      All it takes is for one of the two people to do something stupid.

      In my case, that stupid person was me.

      I dial Jack’s number again. And again it goes straight to voicemail.

      After locking up the airplane, I jump in my car and head to my apartment to start packing. Even if Jack won’t answer his phone, it’s not hard to read the tea leaves.

      I’m heading to Alpine Falls.

      The only good thing about going to Alpine Falls is that McKenzie doesn’t live there anymore. Her parents moved away years ago, so she has no need to be there. My social media search found her in New York.

      At least I won’t have to relive that particular fuck up while I’m dealing with my brother.

      I won’t have to see McKenzie.

      I’m barely out of the parking lot when my mother calls me.

      “I just got off the phone with your brother,” she says. “He’s getting married. Why didn’t you tell me?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      McKenzie

      

      Flying is every bit the hassle that I remember it being.

      By the time I’m sitting in my assigned seat, crammed up next to a teenage boy with a pair on headphones over his head, I feel like I ran a marathon.

      At least my seat mate won’t be trying to talk to me on the flight. Teenage boys wearing headphones are about as disinterested in making small talk as I am at the moment.

      The scent of jet fuel always reminds me of Benjamin. Flying always reminds me of Benjamin. We’d never flown together, but we had plans.

      I stare at my phone and debate telling my parents that I’ll be coming through Denver.

      They have a condo there now, happily doing their thing. Whatever that thing is.

      Sometimes I get an email from one of them telling me about the latest symphony they’ve been to or a marathon they’d run in. They travel, too. They might not even be home. For all I know, they’re visiting the Grand Canyon.

      I’ll call them on Sunday after the wedding. If they’re around, I’ll stop by and see them.

      I don’t resent them. Not even that they haven’t visited me once since I moved to New York. They claim it makes them too nervous. I get that.

      It’s a scary place. But I live here. By myself.

      They would have me with them so they would have no need to be nervous.

      I have some manuscripts in my tote bag to read, but I’ve got plenty of time for that.
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