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      The gala had a dress code, but Olive Peale didn't get the memo.

      Inching her car down the drive, Olive lowered the window to gawk at the other guests. Women in pastel dresses and men in seersucker suits poured from their cars. Clustered on the veranda, three women in floppy straw hats sipped from flutes of champagne.

      Olive spotted the host, Aiden Hines, greeting guests on the veranda steps. Dressed in a cool white suit and donning a megawatt smile, Aiden looked like Jay Gatsby come to life.

      Braking behind a silver Porsche, Olive gazed down at her BioShock T-shirt, purchased with the help of a stellar discount code. It was electric blue and worn thinner than cheesecloth. She tried to smooth a wrinkle from Big Daddy's drill arm only to discover a tiny hole tucked in the demented crease of Little Sister's smile. Olive thumbed the hole in a vain attempt to cover her pale tummy. A whimper escaped her lips and she was once again reminded of how much she disliked parties.

      Hated them.

      Loathed them.

      At least Olive had the foresight to wear her best skirt, an above the knee number with a tangle of neon blue circuits on the hem. Normally, the sight of the circuit board made her feel flirty and was quite the icebreaker at last year's DragonCon, but Olive suspected that any small talk about transistors and traces would fly over the heads of the crème de la crème of Indigo Bay society.

      The driveway, flanked by an avenue of ancient oaks, was ten luxury cars deep. Spanish moss dangled from the yawning branches, casting a cool curtain over her windshield. She peeked over her steering wheel, gawking at the mansion with freshly painted Roman columns and bowers of purple freesias under every window.

      As the Hines House drew nearer, Olive snatched her phone from the console.

      Shock waves of anxiety reverberated through her body as she contemplated leaving her car and comingling with the rich and beautiful. Her palm left a well of sweat on the glass surface of her phone and her tongue turned into sandpaper. She tugged on the collar of her T-shirt, already dampened by perspiration, and sniffed her underarms. Fortunately, she had come prepared to sweat in the company of others and had lathered on her favorite deodorant, a special concoction for sensitive skin. She smelled of nothing, her preferred scent.

      After the fifth ring, she heard a familiar voice say, "You've made it!" Her dad sounded relieved and somewhat surprised that she'd made it to the Hines gala at all.

      Olive frowned. "How did you know?"

      "I'm tracking your phone."

      "Don't you trust me, Garrett?" She made a mental note to disable his digital leash.

      "You're a model citizen," he said. "But when it comes to socializing, I really do have to hold a gun to your head. And stop calling me Garrett. I'm your father. Have some damn respect."

      Despite her anxiety, Olive smiled. "I can't call you 'Dad' now that I work for you. It's unprofessional."

      As she inched her orange Volkswagen Beetle closer to the grassy area reserved for parking, Olive absorbed her surroundings. Within a matter of minutes, the number of guests had tripled. There were people everywhere. Chatting on the wraparound veranda. Lingering on the lawn beyond the mansion. Waving from the balcony. There was laughter and chatting and hugging. It was the stuff of nightmares.

      "On second thought, I'll happily go back to calling you 'Dad' because I quit. I'm going home."

      "Don't start panicking now," her dad said. "Take a deep breath. Count to ten."

      On the verge of hyperventilating, Olive babbled, "I can't be here. I'm not dressed like everybody else."

      "What are you wearing?" he interrupted, a note of misgiving in his voice.

      "I'm dressed to impress, just as you advised, so I've got on my best T-shirt."

      "Good Lord."

      "Dad?"

      "The BioShock one?" Her father made a strangled sound. "Why... why would you..." A heavy sigh.

      She pictured her dad ripping his hair out. Her resolution to take over the family business lasted all of two days. It was probably for the best, as she could not think of anyone more ill-suited for the wedding industry than she. Over three generations, the Peales of Indigo Bay had run Cottage on the Green, the town's most beloved venue. Cottage was the brainchild of her nana, who transformed her little slice of seaside property into a chapel. Taking advantage of the WWII wedding boom, her plucky grandma made a lucrative living marrying soldiers and their sweethearts. The business of love ran in her blood, but whereas her dad had charisma and her nana had gumption, Olive was woefully deficient in both traits.

      "I'm sorry," she said in response to her dad's silence. She knew he was disappointed in her and often wondered if he wished he had a more apt heir. A daughter with even a fraction of his charm, a son with his sense of style, anyone with the barest amount of social grace would be better suited to the wedding industry than Olive.

      "It's all right," he said at last. "You don't know any better, but there's still time. All that matters is that you go in there and do your best."

      "I wouldn't know what to say, who to talk to, what to do with my hands."

      "This is good for you. Parties are good for you. Hell, people are good for you."

      "How could it be good for me?" Another glance at the glamorous crowd and all the nerve endings in her stomach began firing. At a moment like this, she'd like nothing more than to hightail it home and do something productive with her day.

      Like take a nap.

      As if reading her mind, her dad asked, "What are you going to do instead? Nap?"

      Her thoughts drifted to the sanctuary of her tiny room, which hadn't changed in the four years since she'd moved out, and imagined crawling under the covers and curling into a pathetic ball of misery.

      "Yes, I want to nap."

      "You've been napping for two weeks."

      The driveway was stalled. She parked her car and rubbed the spot between her eyes.

      "Losing your job is hard," her dad said. "We all get it. But it's not as if somebody died."

      "Something did die, Dad. My career..."

      If her career was over, her life might as well be over too. Six months ago, Olive had founded her own start-up straight out of college. A software engineering degree usually took four-plus years; Olive did it in three. She was on track to make six figures by the time she turned twenty-three and was sort of seeing a fellow coder who was legitimately making 100K in stock options. Not that salaries mattered, but together, she and Kelvin were a power couple. Sometimes they even had sex. She leased a Tesla, ate farm-fresh organic eggs and free-range chicken at the hottest hipster bistros, and co-oped a condo in Raleigh with voice-activated lighting and ergonomic chairs. Most importantly, she had a job where she was her own boss and could work from home. Pants were optional, workplace interactions nonexistent. She could code for eight hours straight and not speak to a single soul. She was in heaven.

      "There's no use sleeping all day and gaming all night," her dad lectured her. "A depressed person needs to be around people."

      Olive squeezed her eyes shut. Her past swarmed in her head, pestering and pecking like a pack of vultures. "I'm not depressed," she said, her anxiety giving way to exhaustion. There were too many stimuli at a party. A nap never sounded more tempting.

      For a chunk of her undergrad years and a year out of her professional career, Olive was developing an app which allowed people to pay each other without cash ever exchanging hands. Before its launch, Spot Me, as it was called, garnered so much buzz that an online article on TechCrunch called it "revolutionary," lauded her as a prodigy, labeled her a software engineer to watch out for. A blogger even went so far as to call her a "tech goddess" on the observation that there was always a braid to be found in the tangled nest of her fiery red hair. And because she was riding on the high of a massive ego boost, Olive took this to mean she was considered pretty, a compliment she never received growing up in Indigo Bay where beauty was narrowly confined to poise, charm, and perfectly placed blonde hair.

      She was flying on cloud nine.

      And then...

      January 12th. The date that will live in infamy. Spot Me launched in the App Store and soared. A million plus downloads and growing by the minute. For six blissful hours, Olive was untouchable. Her ego, already inflated beyond mortal means, eclipsed the sun. But upon the seventh hour of her triumphant day, Spot Me's servers crashed. Following on the heels of disaster, a slew of one-star reviews flooded the App Store. Customers complained about money lost to the ether, security breaches, and unauthorized access to their bank accounts.

      The tech blogs who had previously championed Spot Me now called it F**k Me because if you downloaded it you would only be "screwing yourself out of a lot of money." Whereas her youth had added a certain glamor to her work, she was now a novice. An overrated engineer who couldn't even code a basic security shield, a kid who couldn't cut it in the big leagues, a girl...

      Her start-up folded. When she tried to apply to nearby tech jobs, no one would hire her. She was going to be famous, now she was coding poison. Worse, she spent the next six months narrowly dodging one lawsuit after another. Thank God for those rock-solid terms of service.

      Kelvin dumped her and took back his ergonomic chair, the bastard.

      She couldn't show her face at the farm-to-table bistros for fear of someone spitting in her kale and pine nut crusted chicken wraps.

      With her savings dwindling by the day and no prospects of employment, Olive could no longer afford to stay in her condo. She forfeited the lease on her Tesla and moved back to Indigo Bay.

      In shame.

      There was much to be ashamed about.

      Her software engineering career died before it began. She was pushing twenty-three, unemployed, and living with her dad. Her desk chair, now used solely for gaming, gave her lower back pains. She couldn't code anymore. The well of her brilliant mind hath runneth dry. Suffice to say, she lost more than her share of face.

      Dad yammered on and on about how a person is not defined by one job and how she should count her lucky stars because she'd always have Cottage on the Green to fall back on.

      Olive glanced ahead. The silver Porsche had parked. Out came a woman in a peach chiffon dress and legs that would make any Victoria Secret's supermodel envious.

      She re-scrutinized her ragamuffin ensemble. "Nope. This isn't happening."

      "Olive Marie Peale, don't you dare!"

      Hitting "End Call," she steered her car out from the line of waiting vehicles. Just as she was about to make her turn, a red blur zoomed past her peripheral vision.

      Olive slammed on the brakes.

      Her phone slipped between her legs and clattered to the floor.

      A cherry red Ferrari muscled in the tiny space in front of her car.

      "What the..."

      Shock segued into anger. Not only had that asshole almost sideswiped her, but if she hadn't braked in time, she would've plowed right into his back bumper.

      Glaring at the Ferrari's tinted windows, Olive steered her car to the grassy knoll, parking just inches behind the Ferrari. Given the tight squeeze, they were literally bumper to bumper.

      Olive slammed her door. A blast of humidity struck her in the face. Her T-shirt dampened within seconds. She considered knocking on his window and giving him a piece of her mind. While she found any and all social interactions anxiety inducing, arguing was strangely cathartic. She didn't have to worry about the other person liking her.

      Approaching the Ferrari, Olive caught sight of the driver's silhouette. He had his head braced against the wheel. His shoulders shook and it looked like he was...weeping? Her eyes shifted to the side, wondering if anyone noticed the guy in distress. Was he in need of assistance? Did he need a tissue? A hug? Maybe someone else could give him a hug since she wasn't much of a hugger.

      A jarring honk bolted the driver upright. She watched him hastily wipe his eyes. The doors swung open; the driver stepped outside.

      Olive sucked in her breath. She had taken a step back without realizing it. Her hands, curled into fists, turned limp and thumped against her thighs as she gawked at the man who cut her off.

      His cotton shirt stretched beautifully over a lean yet muscular back.

      His hair was the color of midnight, spiking lightly over his collar and falling like smoke over his eyes. It was the kind of hair that only existed in the pages of manga, always in motion, fluttering upon the wings of an imaginary breeze.

      Her heart did a series of speedy revolutions as she studied the wicked line of his jaw, the seductive point of his chin. The driver turned around, his blue-mirrored aviators catching the last of the sun's rays. He gave Olive's weathered Volkswagen a dismissive—and somewhat disdainful—glance before turning around again.

      Stripping off his driving gloves, he attempted to chuck them inside his Ferrari, but his throw was as uncoordinated as his balance. The gloves landed on the grass.

      Swaying from side to side, he stared down at the gloves, his hand poised above them, his fingers opening and closing. It occurred to Olive that she could easily swoop in and pick up the gloves for him, except his sheer male beauty rooted her to the spot. She couldn't physically move and it wasn't because she wanted to admire him, which she did. She was one hundred percent scared shitless of him. But her infatuation receded with a slam of his door. He bowed his head and vomited on his fancy hand-perforated lambskin leather gloves. In the grand scheme of vomit, his was the least offensive kind and there wasn't a lot of it, just a neat stream of clear puke. He wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his shirt and shambled toward the veranda.

      Trailing behind him, Olive wrinkled her nose. "What a trainwreck," she muttered as she watched the Ferrari driver mount the stairs and come to a dead halt in front of the host.

      Aiden's eyes widened in surprise at the sorry state of his guest. Compared to the drunk, Aiden was a model citizen: traditionally handsome and clean cut, a perfect square with a striking resemblance to Captain America. Even his hair was slicked back and parted '40s-style, no dark blond strand out of place. At only twenty-nine, Aiden was the heir to the Hines' BBQ fortune and a successful veterinarian on the side. His family was the chief supplier of Cottage on the Green's many barbeque-style receptions; growing up, Olive had thought of him as a big brother. Olive doubted Aiden had ever made a mistake in his entire life, but the other man looked like he was no stranger to bad life choices.

      "Wes." Aiden cleared his throat. "You've made it. How was the flight?"

      Olive strained to hear the driver's response. It sounded like so much drunken gibberish.

      After shaking hands, Aiden drew Wes in for a brief hug, but the other man didn't seem to want to let go, clinging on to the host like a drowning man embracing his rescuer.

      Olive marched up the steps just in time to see Aiden clasp Wes around the shoulders. "You're all right, you'll be all right." A caterer materialized beside the host. "Get him a double shot of espresso." Aiden spoke out of the side of his mouth. "And keep him away from the bar."

      The caterer and Wes disappeared inside the mansion and Aiden's attention shifted to Olive. His eyebrows arched for a second as he took in her gamer tee and circuit skirt, but ever the true gentleman, his shock was snuffed out and replaced by a genuine smile.

      "Well if it isn't little Olive!" He clasped her hand in a firm and welcoming shake. Olive didn't like to be touched, but was willing to accede to Aiden. The sight of his square jaw, so reminiscent of Bruce Wayne from Batman: The Animated Series, comforted her.

      "The last time I saw you, you were in pigtails," Aiden said, even though he was only seven years her senior. "Glad to see you've grown out of..."

      He broke off suddenly, eyes roving over her auburn braids, which she'd pinned to the top of her head. Braids were a necessity. Her hair was unruly enough during the cooler months, but if unleashed during a Southern June, the mass of red curls would morph into a frothing nimbus of frizz.

      There came a moment of silence.

      No stranger to long, drawn-out silences, Olive continued to stare. She would've been content to stay silent, but Aiden flipped the conversation around. "So Spot Me. Wow." His eyebrows leaped to his hairline. "I mean, wow. Garrett has been telling me great things about it. Wonderful things."

      Olive regarded him skeptically. "Do you know what it does?"

      "You send your friends money," he said. "Kind of like...PayPal?"

      "I suppose you're right." Olive considered this for a second, buried her face in her palm, and groaned. Now she couldn't even claim originality. She gazed up at Aiden. His brows were furrowed in concern. "You haven't downloaded it, have you?"

      "I've been so busy with the practice," he said, "but I'll..."  He whipped his phone out from his back pocket. "... do it right now."

      "It's not in the App Store anymore."

      "Pulling it to fix a bug?"

      "Something like that."

      As her head began to droop, Aiden rescued the awkward turn in conversation with a big smile. "So how long are you staying in Indigo Bay?"

      Several seconds passed without her answering. "Permanently," Olive murmured.

      Clearing his throat, Aiden glanced over her shoulder. "Is your dad with you?"

      "Nope," she said.

      Another pause.

      Olive got the feeling that Aiden was expecting her to elaborate. She didn't feel like it, so she looked him square in the eye. Her dad was always advising her not to stare at people like that. It gave them the creeps. And if she must stare, try blinking.

      Finally, she said, "He's ill."

      Aiden's brows knitted into a frown. "I'm sorry to hear that. Did he catch a summer cold?"

      "No."

      "Food poisoning?"

      "No."

      "Okay..." He tugged on his collar. "General malaise?"

      Olive thought about that for a while. "Yes."

      Aiden seemed grateful when the next wave of guests surged behind her and she was shuffled into the foyer.

      "We'll catch up later," He called over his shoulder, his hand already extended to greet the next guest.

      Remembering something of vital importance, Olive turned back around and tugged on Aiden's sleeve. "Can I have your WiFi password?"

      Aiden blinked several times. Finally, his shoulders slumped. "I don't want you on your phone the whole time."

      "I pinky swear."

      Having snagged what she wanted, Olive wandered indoors, sighing as fingers of cool air caressed her balmy skin. The grand foyer was packed with so many people it felt like a cattle drive. Swarms of Southern belles on the sweeping staircase. Couples chatting with couples, singles flirting with singles. A burst of laughter here, a snatch of conversation about hull repairs on someone's schooner there. Music from a live bluegrass band was piped through every room of the house. Diamonds glittered from the throat of a passing guest, catching the light from the chandelier and scattering like stardust over the floor.

      A caterer approached with a tray of mini pecan pies. Olive crammed three pies into her mouth. Another caterer whizzed by with shrimp and grits in martini glasses. She snatched up a glass, grateful to have something to hold in her hands.

      As she wandered the living room in search of a corner to mold herself into, Dad's voice rang in her ear, reminding her that she was here on a mission: book more brides.

      She followed the sound of laughter, stopping beneath the high vaulted ceiling of the grand foyer. Coralee Davis and Mason Cole held court at the center of a captivated semicircle. She was the major's only daughter, he was the sheriff's son, and together, they were Indigo Bay's glamour couple. Sunlight glinted off a robin's-egg-sized diamond with every wiggle of Coralee's perfectly manicured fingers, casting a kaleidoscope across the faces of their audience.

      "After our horseback ride in the surf," Coralee said, brushing a frond of blonde hair out of her eyes. Her hot pink dress hugged every curve of her body. Her legs were long and tanned, her waist tiny, her bust bountiful and overflowing. "Tell them what you said, baby." She turned to Mason, who jammed one hand into the pocket of his chinos and pointed to the ceiling.

      "Look up," Coralee continued, "and written in the sky—" she paused on every word for maximum emphasis, "—will you marry me?"

      The audience erupted in a chorus of awws. Basking in the attention, Coralee fanned the tears from her eyes, making sure her ring was on prominent display.

      Mason shrugged, his face set in a mask of permanent indifference.

      Never one to draw attention to herself, Olive waited in the periphery as Coralee's friends fawned over her ring. Her dad had briefed her weeks before the Hines party and outlined a few goals, landing the Davis-Cole account being of paramount importance. Having no desire to screw this up, Olive had a speech prepared, but as she approached the bride-to-be, her mind drew a blank.

      "Congratulations on your upcoming nuptials," Olive spoke to Coralee's back, "Have you set a date?" The last part was said louder than intended as she remembered to use inflections in her speech or risk sounding like a robot.

      "Did someone say something?" As Coralee whirled around, the chardonnay sloshed over the rim of her wineglass. Wine splashed across Olive's T-shirt.

      "Oh," Coralee said, glancing down at her half-empty glass. "My wine!"

      Olive plucked at her shirt. The thin cotton had soaked through and now molded scandalously to her bra. On the bright side, at least it wasn't red wine.

      "Octavia? Is that..." Coralee licked droplets off her finger. "Why, it's Octavia Peale!"

      "Olive." Octavia? Did Coralee really not remember her name? They went to middle school and high school together. Coralee used to copy off her algebra homework.

      "That's what I said." Her eyes traveled over Olive's auburn braids to her ruined BioShock T-shirt and down to her dusty white Keds. "Why I declare, Oct...Olive, you don't look a day over twelve."

      Mason was staring with unabashed interest at her chest. "She doesn't look twelve to me."

      Olive tugged at her shirtfront.

      Coralee took a step toward Olive. "What are you doing back in town? Sneaking up on people?" A tight-lipped smile. "In that unfortunate shirt?"

      "Well, I⁠—"

      Before she could reply, a flock of girls squealed, "Coraleeee!"

      The bride-to-be gave an answering squeal and held up her diamond ring. The girls swarmed Coralee and soon they were gathered in a screaming, jumping group hug.

      Olive was shoved aside in the stampede. She tried to smile and act like she belonged, but soon her facial muscles began to hurt. At this rate, she would never seize a chance to pitch Cottage on the Green.

      Finally, Coralee broke away from the circle. "Mason," she snapped her fingers, "I'm getting a cocktail with my sorority sisters. Be a dear and do something about Ophelia's shirt, won't you?"

      With a pivot of her stilettos, Coralee was gone and Olive found herself alone with Mason.

      "Here, let me get that for you," Mason said, grabbing a handful of napkins from a passing caterer.

      "No, don't bother."

      "No bother at all."

      It's already soaked and⁠—"

      Olive froze as Mason blotted the spill, his hands passing over her right boob.

      "There," he said, folding the wet napkin and handing it back to her. "Does your daddy still run that little ole venue?"

      Wide-eyed with shock, she nodded. "Uh-huh."

      "Then I'll talk Coralee into scheduling a tour," Mason said, shooting her a charming over-the-shoulder grin. "See you soon, Olive Peale."

      Blinking in stunned silence, she watched Mason swagger away. It happened so fast she thought she'd imagined it. There was squeezing of her boob. Definite groping. She'd just been groped by Coralee's fiancé.

      Olive let out an unsteady breath. That went as well as could be expected. On the bright side, she managed to book a venue tour without saying a word. All she had to do was present her boob.

      Feeling like she might faint, Olive cast about for a drink and spotted a caterer with a tray of champagne coming toward her. Before she could snatch up a flute, the Ferrari guy who cut her off earlier came at the caterer from the side. He grabbed her flute and two others, leaving the tray empty.

      "Hey!"

      Olive stared, openmouthed, as he downed the champagne in one gulp, then proceeded to knock back the remaining glasses. When he'd downed all three flutes, he swiped his mouth over his forearm. Only then did he notice her. His aviators slid down the high bridge of his nose and clung to his ears as if he'd just been punched. As he gave Olive's outfit a once-over, he stripped off his sunglasses and hooked them into the collar of his shirt. His face, while handsome, was pale and haggard, smothered in shadows. His eyes were an unusual color, gray with a rim of black around the irises, haunted and melancholy and transfixed on her T-shirt.

      "You're too young to drink, Little Sister."

      Olive startled at the BioShock reference, but when he swayed toward her, she had the horrible feeling that he was going to pass out right on top of her and then the two of them would topple like dominos. At the last second, he brushed past her, his shoulder knocking into hers.

      "Asshole," she murmured.

      He halted a little in his step. Glancing over his shoulder, he looked at her as if seeing her for the first time, his index and ring finger drumming a beat against his thigh. One. Two. Three. Ratta tap tap.

      Olive frowned. She wasn't certain, but she thought she saw his lips twitch in the briefest hint of a smile before his mouth turned sullen and he stumbled away in search of his next drink.
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      Having exhausted all her energy maintaining a succession of awkward conversations, Olive snuck out through the rear kitchen. Her back slammed against the screen door. She heaved a sigh of relief.

      The sheer number of people made her head swim.  

      Olive knew no good could come of parties. This party was no exception. She felt like a plastic bag let loose on the highway, an insignificant target for passing traffic. In the space of an hour, Olive had been stepped on, spilled on, molested, trampled, mocked, and nearly run over.

      "You're just going to have to live forever, Dad," she said, sucking in a deep breath of humid air. "I'm not the one."

      Find somebody more suited to the job. Someone who actually likes people, because it has become painfully obvious that I will sink Nana's legacy into the ground.

      As she contemplated the tense conversation she was going to have with her dad about the future of the Peale family business, a curse drew her attention to the back lawn. Two girls were lugging a ladder toward the grove of pecan trees, while a third girl flitted around them with a camera. All three were in their early twenties.

      "Stop taking my picture," one of the ladder girls snapped. She was tall and brunette and bore a startling resemblance to Kate Middleton. "I'm all gross and sweaty," she said, though from an outsider's perspective, she looked nothing but put together in her canary yellow skirt and white eyelet blouse, shiny curls cascading like a chocolate river down her back.

      "Buck up, Lucie, you can't take a bad picture," said the camera girl, who was wearing some sort of shapeless gray sack. Her hair was tied up in a tangled bun and dyed a pale lavender. She looked like she stepped off the set of a dystopian movie. Her camera never ceased clicking. "You don't see Viola complaining," Elyse focused on the other ladder carrier. Viola was a fairy girl in a diaphanous blue dress, her hair a fluttering wisp of snowy blonde. "Viola understands that in order to create beauty, you have to put in some elbow grease, don't you, Viola?"

      Viola, a girl of few words, gave Elyse a thumbs-up.

      "Don't encourage her, Viola." The heel of Lucie's left espadrille sank into a rut, and, with a curse that was unbefitting of her seemingly royal nature, she dropped the ladder in the grass.

      Lucie Teegarden.

      Elyse Darrow.

      Viola de Roet.

      And once upon a time, before she moved away, there was an Olive Peale who completed the circle. Their families formed the four pillars of Indigo Bay's booming wedding industry. Since the first day of kindergarten, the four of them had been inseparable friends and co-conspirators. Now, as adults, well, at least by age...

      Elyse owned a photography and mixed media studio, Once Upon a Photo Booth.

      Lucie, a budding pastry chef, was now co-owner of Confectionery Kisses. And Viola, never parted from her trusty fiddle, played in a quartet with her twin brothers and cousin: Hearts on a String. As children, their lives collided in the business of love. Watching couple after couple say "I do," stealing chocolate-dipped strawberries during cocktail hour, holding hands and sharing secrets during those midsummer ceremonies when frogs croaked into the night and the marshes glowed with fireflies.

      Descending the veranda, Olive approached them tentatively. Elyse was now perched on the ladder, her DSLR lens trained on Lucie and Viola, whom she ordered to lie in the grass. They were barefoot, their heads touching, their hair spread out. Wreaths of wildflowers were woven through the strands.

      "Don't smile, Lucie," Elyse said, clicking away.

      Lifting a hand, Lucie shielded her eyes from the glare of Elyse's lens. "But don't you think people look nicer when they smile in photographs?"

      "Not if they've been murdered." Lowering her camera, Elyse gestured to Viola, who was lying as still as a corpse. "Follow her example. Good job, Viola."

      Viola broke her dead girl persona long enough to salute.

      "Why do you always want us to look like we're dead?" Lucie propped herself up on her elbows, but sat up when she saw Olive lurking amongst their discarded shoes.  She squinted. "Olive?"

      "Hi guys." Olive scratched her calf with the toe of her shoe. Four years had gone by since Olive moved away. She'd kept in touch with them, an email here, a group text there, a Facebook "Happy Birthday" wish, an Instagram Like. Slowly but surely, the emails became fewer and far between, the group texts ceased, and all that remained of a lifelong friendship were causal online hellos. The three of them had settled into family businesses, something Olive was hell-bent on avoiding when she moved away for college.

      Now Olive didn't know what to say to them. Her four years' absence divided them like a wall. To her knowledge, they still thought she was a techie success story, and she wanted to keep it that way. She was afraid to come too close for fear they could smell the stink of failure on her.

      Olive raised her hand. "I've come home," she said, preparing to answer questions about why she had come back to Indigo Bay all of a sudden or, more poignantly, why she had been home for a month without so much as a phone call.

      Elyse stood up. Then Lucie. Then Viola.

      They ran at her, crashed into her, crushing her into their arms and the estrangement, if it ever existed, melted away. She'd never acknowledged how lonely she had been in those four years of flying high. But with Viola wrapped around her torso, Lucie's pointy chin driving a spike into her shoulder, and Elyse hanging from her back like a baby koala, Olive could admit that she'd been fairly miserable until now.

      Later, Olive broke for air. "I don't like hugs."

      "We know," Elyse said, cupping Olive's face and wiping the tears from her freckled cheeks. "And we don't care."
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        * * *

      

      For the rest of the evening, Olive huddled with her friends, their heads bent in conspiratorial whispers beneath a pecan tree canopy.

      She found out that Lucie had mastered the art of the French macaron and had recently thrown a tea party for three consisting of a sampling platter of Lavender Earl Grey, Strawberry Basil, and Rosemary Rose. The verdict: delicious.

      Viola had been hired for a part-time job at the vinyl record store on Main Street, which had been undergoing a hipster renaissance in the four years since Olive moved away.

      And that eccentric photoshoot Olive walked in on was part of Elyse's personal project, an Instagram concept series #prettydeadgirls, which consisted of Lucie and Viola, lying in streams, pools, orchards, and fields—all in pretty dresses. Elyse preferred nude models, but Lucie and Viola had to draw the line somewhere.

      Hours drifted by, yet they chatted until the guests began to trickle away and the line of cars on the lawn thinned out. The sky turned a dusty plum and the paper lanterns strewn above the eaves lit up one by one. The air tasted like saltwater taffy. June bugs hovered over the fuchsias, their bodies glowing an electric green before darting into the hedges.

      "... so after all that work," Olive said, giving them an honest recount of her Spot Me fiasco, "I forgot to write one line of code and that oversight took down the whole system."

      It was the most she'd said to anyone since that gloomy Tuesday six months ago when her app crashed and burned. She hung her head in shame until she felt Elyse's chin on her shoulder.

      "Before coming here," Elyse whispered in her ear, "I forgot to wear panties."

      Olive burst into laughter, momentarily forgetting her sorrows. "Stop it."

      "Between all my gear and the ladder, plus props for the shoot"—Elyse shrugged—"something had to give."

      "She's not kidding," Lucie said. "That's why I found lying beneath her ladder so objectionable."

      Viola seconded the opinion with a wrinkle of her nose.

      "Which reminds me..." Lucie searched her wicker tote bag.

      After rummaging through her things, Lucie poked her head up, her face pale. "My bleach wipes are gone."

      Olive frowned. "Bleach wipes? What are you planning to disinfect?"

      "Just my hands," Lucie said, extracting a tube of hand sanitizer from her tote and squeezing a generous dollop into her palm.

      Olive couldn't help noticing that Lucie's hands were reddened and laced with minor cuts.  To her memory, Lucie had always been a bit of a germ freak; she hadn't realized that Lucie's condition had worsened. "Isn't the sanitizer enough?"

      "Not nearly enough."

      Olive looked to Elyse and Viola. They each wore grim expressions, but it didn't seem like they wanted to push the matter further.

      "She never leaves home without her bleach wipes," Elyse said, taking a fallen pecan from the grass and chucking it at Lucie.

      Lucie pitched a pecan back at Elyse. "Commando here is the reason I need all the disinfecting I can get."

      "And now that I know how it feels to go commando," Elyse said, "I don't think I'm ever turning back. I find it very freeing."

      Suddenly, Olive felt a gentle hand pat her on the back. She turned and found that Viola had scooted closer to her right.

      "You're like Icarus," Viola said, so softly that all three had to lean in to hear. "And you flew too close to the sun. Only you forgot that you're a mere mortal and sometimes code slips through your fingers like—" Viola tipped her head back in a Zen-like fashion. Her features were tiny yet perfect in a subtle way, like a soft-focus photograph. "—tears in the rain."  

      "Wow." Olive blinked in amazement, in part from the Blade Runner reference and in part because that was the most she'd heard Viola speak in, well...ever. "When you put it that way, I sound like a Greek tragedy."

      Viola patted her on the head and said no more.

      "I can live with that," Olive said. "Anyway, Elyse, if you're not wearing panties tonight, I highly advise you stay away from Mason Cole."

      Elyse leaned forward, brown eyes wide with interest. "Why?"

      As she filled them in on her run-in with Mason's grabby hands, Olive looked up to see Aiden Hines striding toward them. With the mansion lit up like a chandelier behind him, Aiden cut such a dashing figure that Elyse raised her camera and snapped a picture.

      "There you are," Aiden said, taking Olive by the hand and drawing her to her feet. "I thought I told you to mingle."

      "I am mingling!"

      "With people you don't already know." He eyed the ladder. Turning to Elyse, he frowned in disapproval at her gray sack dress and lavender hair. His eyes lingered on Elyse's legs before traveling down to her Birkenstocks. "Hm."

      Elyse propped her hand on her hips. "What is it now, Hines? Is it my dress that offends you or my hair or the ladder?"

      "No, your dress, if it can be called a 'dress,' does not offend me at all. If you want to galavant around town like a Medieval serf⁠—"

      Elyse made an affronted noise. "I'll have you know that I'm a minimalist."

      "If you say so." Stiffening, Aiden squared his shoulders. His gaze returned to the ladder, his profile chiseled by the lights from his mansion. "I don't even want to ask. Just, please return my ladder when you're finished with whatever weird activities you were doing."

      "Some people are just too square to understand art," Elyse said, folding her arms.

      "Come, Olive, you shouldn't mix with this lot. Ladies," he said, nodding to Lucie and Viola. To Elyse he gave a final disapproving glance before dragging Olive toward the main house. "I have someone I want you to meet."

      "If you don't like Elyse, why did you invite her to your party?" Olive asked as she tried to keep up with his long-legged strides up the veranda steps.

      "My sister is a fan of her work."

      "Which sister? You have seven."

      "Jazz."

      Olive frowned. "Jazz is only ten. Do you really think she should be browsing Elyse's, um...portfolio?"

      "I think a ten-year-old can handle a few pictures of succulents and abstract lines." Aiden turned to her, a frown furrowing his brow. "Why? Is there something she shouldn't see?"

      "Her self-portraits," Olive said, as if the answer was obvious.

      "What about them?"

      "Most of them are nudes."

      Aiden's eyes widened. "What?"

      "But don't worry," Olive said, holding up her hands to placate him. "They're password protected for the eighteen-plus crowd on account of some...erotic yet artistic poses."

      That seemed to calm him down. He was silent for a second, his attention dashing to his backyard where Elyse was once again climbing the ladder. As she placed her foot on the top rung, the hem of her gray serf dress rode up her backside, making it apparent to all who were watching that she had indeed forgotten to wear underwear.

      Aiden tore his attention away, his cheeks turning every shade of red under the Pantone color palette. Finally, he cleared his throat and, with perfectly calibrated offhandedness, asked, "What's the password?"

      "Why do you want to know?"

      He tugged on his collar. "Just so I can make sure the portfolio is appropriate."

      Aiden was the most put-together man Olive knew. She'd never seen him look so flustered and tightly wound. Shaking her head, she whispered, "Ennui."

      "Figures." Aiden cleared his throat. "I'll make sure everything checks out."

      "I'm sure you will." Olive chewed on her inner cheek to keep from smiling.

      Aiden raised his hand. "Wes!"

      Olive froze, her amusement dissipating as rapidly as the evening light.

      It was the drunken Ferrari guy.

      "I think I'm mingled out." In a blind panic, Olive whirled on her heels and collided against Aiden's chest.

      "Get out of my way," she said, trying to sidestep him. But Aiden was just too surefooted. Peeved, she scowled. "Who made you my babysitter?"

      "Your dad."

      "Urgh."

      "Listen," Aiden wagged a finger in her face, "Garrett expressly told me to tell you that you are to socialize at my party."

      "I was socializing!"

      "Not with your weird little friends and preferably," he cleared his throat, "with a man."  There was a hint of embarrassment to his tone, and Olive wondered how much of that mortifying online manga incident her dad had told him. Two weekends ago, she'd been so engaged in the third volume of Blue Morning, a heartbreaking love story between a young viscount and his butler, that she didn't hear her dad behind her. Unfortunately for both of them, he'd walked in during the passionate encounter between the two men in the library. Startled, she'd quit all her windows, but it was too late. Dad had seen it all and had been worried about her ever since.

      Olive knew it looked bad. In Dad's eyes, she was twenty-two and never had a real boyfriend outside of a brief fling with Kelvin, whom her dad never met. He probably doubted Kelvin's existence. And now her dad probably harbored suspicions that she was some kind of pervert. She understood that he wanted her to date a real-life guy and had enlisted Aiden Hines as his accomplice to straighten her out.

      Aiden turned her around by the shoulders. "Meet Wesley Belmont. I think you'll find that you have a lot in common."

      "I don't want to meet this Wesley Belmont," Olive said.

      "What makes you think I want to meet her?" Wesley was slumped against the whitewashed balustrade as if that were the only thing holding him up. He sounded more sober but no less a prick.

      Olive glared at his back, her dislike bubbling to the surface. She had no idea why Aiden, who seemed to possess more common sense than the average man, would try to play matchmaker between them.

      "...meet her," Wesley repeated, "or any other woman?" A coil of smoke issued from his lips and swirled in the twilight. "Just leave me alone, Aiden. Okay? Leave me alone?" The last part was said in a slur and sounded like a plea.

      When he turned around, Olive noticed that he was puffing from something that looked like a cross between an auto part and a recorder. The entire thing was gold.

      Her curiosity outweighed her disgust. "What's that?" Olive blurted out.

      Wesley glanced down at the object and took another puff from the nozzle. Vanilla-scented smoke swirled around him. "My vape."

      "What's a vape?" Olive turned to Aiden for explanation.

      "What rock has she been living under?" Wesley asked Aiden.

      Aiden gave Olive an apologetic smile. "He's from Vegas." To Wesley, he said, "Olive is a vegan."  

      Really? That was the best explanation he could offer? "I'm disgusted by smokers," she said, looking Wesley up and down. "Disgusted."

      Wesley grunted in disapproval, showing her exactly what he thought of health freaks like her. He stood up, tottered, and blew a puff of smoke in her general direction.

      A shot of rage sped through her like quicksilver. She bunched her hands into fists and grumbled inwardly, wanting both to kill Wesley, then Aiden for forcing Wesley's company upon her.

      "I was forced to quit," Wesley said, "before our wedding." He paused as if struck by a vital memory, then he staggered backward and plopped down on the veranda railing as if he'd been punched. His fingers closed over the vape. With a grunt, he pitched it into the darkening lawn.

      "Well, that's quite a statement," Aiden said. An apologetic arch of his eyebrow reassured her that Wesley was not crazy.

      Suffice to say, it wasn't very reassuring.

      "Wesley's family is in the wedding industry too," Aiden continued, "so I'm sure you'll have plenty of things..." He glanced behind his shoulder, did a double take as Elyse waltzed by on the other side of the screen door, ladder tucked under her arm. "...to...talk...about."

      Turning back to her, Aiden began to wander away. "Excuse me."

      "But—"

      He was gone before she could blink.

      Left alone with Wesley, Olive shifted on her feet. He had seated himself on the wooden rail, his elbows propped on his knees, his fingers buried in his sooty hair. Despite looking like a tragic Byronic figure, he was, in Olive's opinion, a miserable man...alternating between self-pity one moment and douchebaggery the next.

      She didn't know what to say. Quite frankly, she didn't really want to talk to him, so she just stared at his Rolex as it slinked down his wrist with every scratch of his scalp.

      "That's, um," she cleared her throat, "quite a watch." She couldn't bring herself to say a "nice watch" because his was the gaudiest Rolex she'd ever seen. Gold (the metal Olive most detests) with diamonds studded around the face for added pomp.

      His shoulder lifted, then promptly slumped down. "Engagement gift from," Wesley's face crumpled, "...her."

      A fiancée! Dad was always saying "seize the opportunity" and here was a guy—well, an asshole—but an asshole with a fiancée. "Have you booked a venue yet?"

      Wesley's head shot up. His eyes were bloodshot. "We have not," he said through clenched teeth.

      "Would you like to get married at Cottage on the Green? We have rates starting at⁠—"

      "Are kidding me?"

      "No, I'm very serious. Our basic plans are competitive, but you look like you're suitable for the platinum package. I assure you, you and your fiancée will be very happy."

      "I think I'm going to throw up."

      "People usually don't throw up till after we've discussed how much it's going to cost." Olive's eyes shifted to the empty martini glasses lining the railing. She snatched one up and held it to his lips.

      "What's this?" He jerked his head away. "What are you trying to do to me?" he half-asked, half-cried.

      "You said you were going to vomit." She thrusted the martini glass at him. "Here."

      "Who are you?"

      "I'm Olive Peale," she said, matter-of-factly.

      There was a moment of silence. Why did he ask her who she was when Aiden had just introduced them? She shook her head; some people were really dense.

      Wesley took a deep breath. "I need a smoke." He patted frantically at his trouser pockets.

      "You just threw your vape away," she said.

      He stopped searching. Together, they glanced behind him at the lawn.

      Suddenly, Wesley buried his face in his hands. "That was a present from Astrid, too."

      "Okay. Take it easy." Taking a step back, Olive searched for assistance. Already, she could hear the tears in his voice and had an uncomfortable recall of Wesley ugly-crying at the wheel of his Ferrari. What would she do if he turned on the waterworks again?

      "It's encased in twenty-four carat gold," he said, referring to the vape.

      "Gold is an overrated metal."

      "Wrong! Gold is the best metal ever. Astrid and I both really—" His face crumpled up again. "Like gold."

      "How unfortunate."

      His voice broke and his shoulders began shaking. "We picked it out together at Vinny's Vapes and afterward, we went back to my penthouse where I had Marvin Gaye playing..."

      "Oh dear God." Olive clamped her hands over her ears. "Please don't say anymore."

      "She wanted me to quit before the wedding. We were going to get our teeth whitened and...and..."  

      "Oh no, don't cry. Just...um, wait here, I'll get your vape for you." Leaving him in his misery, she flew down the veranda, desperate to put as much distance between that basket case and herself as possible. She ran as fast as her short yet sturdy legs could carry her.

      Once on the lawn, Olive had to concede that Wesley, despite his inebriation, had a good arm. She couldn't find the vape anywhere, but she was determined to try. All in all, a scavenger hunt was much more enjoyable than keeping Wesley company.

      After nearly fifteen minutes of searching, she was about to give up when a flash of gold caught her eye. Olive got on her knees, dug beneath a bush, and retrieved the vape. As she turned the curious contraption in her hand, her fingers thumbed across an engraving. Olive held the vape under the moonlight and fought the urge not to gag.

      To my sexual healer,

      XOXO,

      A

      Pleased that she'd managed to find it and a little sickened by the picture the inscription painted in her mind, Olive marched across the lawn. Wesley was where she'd left him, slumped on the railing of the veranda, except Aiden had joined him. As she drew nearer, snatches of their conversation drifted through the night.

      "You need to start dating again," Aiden said. "Forget about them. Forget about her!"  

      "Forget Astrid? How can I possibly forget her?"

      "There are plenty of beautiful girls here."

      A snort. "All hags compared to my Astrid."

      Aiden gave a veritable grunt of frustration. He scooted closer to Wesley. "What do you think about Olive?"

      At the sound of her name, Olive froze. She debated turning back. Instead, she found herself sneaking closer, propelled by a dangerous curiosity.

      "The one who called me an asshole?" Wesley said with a snort. "Is she even legal?"

      "She's twenty-two."

      Wesley turned to Aiden. Even with his face swathed in shadow, she could see his eyebrow lift in a skeptical arch. "Looks like twelve, acts like six."

      Aiden elbowed Wesley in the side. "She's single. Hm?"

      "Stop that," Wesley said, scooting away.

      "Duke grad. She could add up a row of numbers faster than green grass through a goose," Aiden said, snapping his fingers for emphasis. "She used to enter all those math competitions and kick ass. No offense, man, but Astrid can't even tell time."

      "Telling time is hard for some people."

      "As for looks," Aiden continued. Olive's gut pulled tight. She held her breath, afraid of what she might hear. She fully expected Aiden to make excuses for her lack of beauty.

      Aiden's hands danced in the air, gesticulating for all he was worth. "I mean, her hair is a little...it's a lovely shade of red. And her clothes are a little..."

      Wesley shook his head.

      "That face. How about that face, huh?" Aiden swatted Wesley on the back. "Have you really looked at her face? You once told me you had a thing for freckles."

      Olive touched her cheeks.

      There was a long silence. Finally, Wesley gave Aiden a reluctant nod. "I guess she's pretty," he conceded.

      Despite her absolute dislike for Wesley Belmont, Olive smiled. Her self-esteem, which had taken a dive these past six months, had unexpectedly lifted. Thanks to a handsome stranger, granted one with a horrendous drinking and smoking habit and incredibly poor taste in precious metals. Olive was flattered.

      But then that handsome stranger added, "She's pretty enough, but too much of a loser for my taste. I can't handle another trainwreck right now."

      Olive's smile disappeared. Her blood hardened into ice. She felt like she'd been punched, her self-esteem shrinking. She clutched his vape, blinking back tears, and told herself that whatever Wesley thought didn't matter. That sticks and stones may break her bones, though she'd really like to march up there and break Wesley's bones. In fact, she was stupid for giving two shits about what came out of Wesley Belmont's mouth. He was lower than a snake's belly in a wagon rut, and she was glad he didn't like her because she sure as hell hated him.

      Aiden came to her defense, but Olive didn't hear anything after "don't be a dick."

      She marched up to the veranda. Avoiding Wesley's eye, she chucked the vape at him. "Here, suck on this." The golden vape sailed in the air and smacked against Wesley's forehead with a thud.

      And then she ran.

      "Olive!" Aiden called.

      She glanced behind her. Through tear-streaked eyes, she saw Aiden pushing guests out of his way.

      "Olive!" Elyse caught her hands, forcing her to halt. Lucie and Viola were behind her. "What's wrong? Why are you crying?"

      Shaking her head, Olive choked down a sob. She gave Aiden another glance. He was closing on her fast. "Stop him," she said, brushing past Elyse and the rest of her friends.

      "You got it," Elyse said. "Girls, the ladder."

      As she continued, she checked behind her shoulder.

      The ladder had been set up like a blockade and Aiden was on the other side of it. Aiden jumped up and down, his every attempt foiled by Elyse, who stood before him like an indomitable lavender-haired warrior.

      "Woman, I'm telling you for the last time," Olive heard him say. "Get out of my way and take this ladder out of my house."

      Slamming the door behind her, Olive ran down the front steps and toward her parked Volkswagen. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she dove into the driver's seat. She jammed her keys in the ignition and cranked the car into reverse. Still fuming over Wesley's words, she slammed her foot on the gas and⁠—

      Crunch.

      —and her life flashed before her eyes.

      "Shit." She banged her head against the steering wheel. "Shit shit shit shit shit!"

      In a daze, she parked the car and sat facing forward until she could summon up the courage to turn her head. Seconds ticked by and Olive did some heavy praying. Please. Please God, of all the cars in all the world, please don't let it be⁠—

      Olive sucked in her breath and turned around, though she already knew what she would find.

      A brand new.

      Cherry red.

      Ferrari.

    



