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Chapter 1
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Boston, Massachusetts

“This came for you at the house, Doctor Useless.”

Jumping at her sister’s harsh voice, Marie Frye bumped her eye on the microscope. “Ouch!”

“It’s a letter.” Rita ignored Marie’s outburst and dropped something onto the countertop amid Marie’s papers before continuing on to the next station. “What did you do, shrimp, give some intern the home address?”

Marie tried looking in the scope with her uninjured eye. She frowned. “I lost count.”

“Speak up, Marie! You’re such a mouse. No wonder your interns never think you’re in charge; they can barely hear you.”

“They hear me just fine.”

“Not when I’m around.”

“Exactly,” Marie murmured.

“What was that?”

Like a test tube of formaldehyde, it never took Rita long to reach her boiling point. Marie turned away, walking across the room to check her eye in a tiny mirror hanging beside the laboratory sink.

“I said, I’ll work on it,” she called over her shoulder in a clear voice. Her reflection showed a red mark circling most of her eye. Oh well, no one would see her in the lab. She pulled her thick, black glasses down from where they were perched on top of her head. “What do you mean, I’ve been giving the address out?”

“Something came in the mail for you. At the house.”

“Really?” Marie asked. “I wonder why. I always have my correspondence sent here to the college.”

Rita rummaged through a storage drawer at one of the stations, making a mess. “Why wouldn’t you have your mail sent here?” Rita said. “You barely live at the house. If Francesca didn’t occasionally screw up and put your clean laundry in my room, I wouldn’t know you ever came home at all. I know you’re never there when someone needs something from you.”

Marie went back to see what Rita was doing. “If you mean hosting fundraisers, I’m never needed. You know that. What are you looking for?” It was a deep drawer, and Marie was dismayed to see the contents had indeed been badly jumbled.

“A new box of spatulas,” Rita said. “That blond intern of mine said you had some in here.”

“In this drawer?”

Rita slammed the drawer shut, the contents rattling. She glared down at her younger sister. “In your part of the lab! How am I supposed to know where?”

Marie walked to the supply closet and took out a small box. Handing it to her sister, she asked, “Who’s it from?”

“What? The letter? How am I supposed to know?” Rita snatched up the box and headed for the door leading into the main research lab. She sneered back at Marie before leaving. “Probably junk mail.”

Marie watched her leave in relief. Rita was tall, like their father, and intimidating in both stature and attitude. She usually stayed in the larger, newer lab she shared with their father and left Marie to her own work. The two of them didn’t bother her much, and Marie preferred it that way.

She retrieved the letter. Rita’s messy delivery had unsettled two stacks of papers next to Marie’s microscope. She smoothed them back into place with a gentle brush of her fingers before picking up the cream-colored envelope. It was made of expensive paper and embossed with shiny, coral-colored ink. It smelled of fresh flowers, something exotic.

Definitely not junk mail.

Miss Marie Frye

Whoever had sent it wasn’t a colleague or it would have been addressed to Dr. Marie C. Frye. Not to be confused with Dr. Rita L.M. Frye, or their father, Dean Charles D. Frye, all of the same Cambridge, Massachusetts, address where they had lived Marie’s entire life.

No, this had a personal feel to it, and it had been a long time since Marie had received mail of a personal nature. She sat down and looked at the envelope for a moment before opening it. The image of her face in the mirror a moment before caught in her mind, and she felt old.

She knew before looking inside the envelope that someone from her younger days was reaching out. That’s all it could be. She didn’t maintain friendships anymore, except those made at the university and the lab, her home away from home. Actually, the lab was more than that, as Rita had indicated. In the past few years, she practically lived on campus.

The letter in her hand felt heavy. Whatever the reason, whatever this was an announcement or invitation to, she wasn’t sure she wanted to open that door to the past. So much about it made her sad.

Well, one thing made her sad, and it was enough.

Marie was still looking at the envelope when a slender, red-headed woman walked quickly into the lab carrying a large box.

“Hi, Marie. How’s your day going? I just passed Dr. Frye in the hall. She’s in a mood today, isn’t she?”

Marie smiled up at Stacey, her favorite intern. Stacey came in every afternoon when her classes were done and stayed late with Marie in the lab. If she had a friend these days, this young woman was it.

“Pretty much like every day, I suppose,” Marie said mildly.

“No kidding. What’s that you’re holding? Is it a card? It’s not your birthday, is it?” Stacey put the box down and came to look over Marie’s shoulder.

“No, not my birthday. I think it’s probably an invitation.”

“Nice! You don’t go out enough. Where to?”

“I can’t imagine.” Well, she could. Her cousin’s daughter was expecting a baby, and this could be a shower invitation. A bit fancy, but maybe. It made sense it would be addressed to Marie alone. Rita wouldn’t be invited, as she notoriously disliked babies.

“Better open it,” Stacey said, and remained to see what was inside.

Marie didn’t mind. Her life wasn’t interesting enough for secrets, and Stacey was probably curious what Marie’s first non-work invitation in a long time could be about. Marie pasted on something like a smile and opened the heavy envelope, followed by a lighter inner one.

It took her a moment for the words on the card to sink in.

Please join us in celebrating the engagement of Clarissa Stamey and Stuart Brooks.

“Clarissa and Stuart,” Stacey read over her shoulder. “Are they friends of yours?”

“Well ...” Marie shook her head, confused. It was like she’d slipped back in time ten years. “They were friends. I mean ... It’s complicated.”

“How so?”

“Clarissa was my college roommate.”

“Fun! That’s nice that you keep in touch.”

“She sends Christmas cards,” Marie said. But I don’t respond. What would I say? Another year’s passed, mostly spent in my lab?

“And now she’s getting married to someone named Stuart?”

“That’s what’s so confusing,” Marie answered. “Clarissa and Stuart Brooks are already married. Or, they were already married.”

“So, this is maybe a renewal of vows? Strange to call it an engagement.”

“No, they aren’t married anymore. They were only married for a short while right after college. They’ve been divorced for ... years.”

Stacey stepped out in front of Marie. “A remarriage? How romantic! They discovered once again the passion of their youth. I love it.”

A pang shot through Marie, sharp and fresh as if it were new. It caught her off guard, and she winced, surprised. Where did that come from? The sadness was always there, but it usually hovered over her heart like a dull ache. It had been years since she’d felt it so strongly.

Stacey didn’t notice. “I wonder how they reconnected. Do you have any idea?”

“I ...” Marie slowly inhaled and smiled up at her intern. “I can guess. They have a son together.”

“Cool! Like a Parent Trap thing, maybe. He helped bring them together, reminded them of when they were in love years ago.”

Marie shrugged. “Could be. He was just a baby when they separated.”

“When’s the wedding?”

Marie looked more carefully at the announcement. “It’s not the wedding, just the engagement party. And it’s ...” She looked from the card to the wall calendar. “Oh, dear. It’s tonight.”

“Tonight?” Stacey asked. “Well, that’s not much notice.”

Marie turned the envelope over and read the postmark aloud. “Looks like something slowed down delivery.” Or someone, she thought. Like Rita.

“Is it nearby? Do you have time to get there?”

“Oh ... I’m not going.” Marie shook her head and put the invitation back on the countertop. “It’s been too many years.”

“What does that matter?”

“We wouldn’t have anything in common anymore. She’s a mom and an interior decorator. I’m ... me.”

“And what’s wrong with that?”

What’s wrong with that? Marie thought. What’s wrong is that I’d have nothing to say. I don’t even know what a normal conversation outside of science is anymore.

But all she said was, “It’s really not my kind of thing. I’m sure she just sent the announcement to be nice and because I was a bridesmaid the first time.”

Stacey went quiet, but when Marie turned to see why, she could see the wheels turning in Stacey’s pretty head. Marie couldn’t help but laugh.

“How did such a romantic get to be such a gifted scientist?” she asked the younger girl.

“Marie, you have to go.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yes, you do. Can’t you see?” Stacey continued, apparently not noticing the horror her mentor suddenly felt. “Your friends want to celebrate with the same people they started their lives with before. They need you there to make it complete. You can’t let them down.”

“The same people ...? They won’t even notice—”

“Here, let’s see.” Stacey picked up the invitation and read. “Starts at ... Yes, you’ll have time to make it. We just need to get you ready.”

“I’m not going.” Marie knew she couldn’t go and was preparing to pull rank and be firm with her intern if she had to, when an authoritative male voice sounded in the doorway.

“Not going where?” Charles Frye, Marie’s father, his long head and wispy white hair almost reaching the top of the doorway, cast a heavy eye on his younger daughter. “Rita said you had a letter. Is that what you’re discussing?”

Rita stood behind their father, looking over his shoulder with a wicked gleam in her eye. To Marie, she looked like a shoulder devil.

“Nowhere important.”

“If you don’t tell me, I’ll just ask your intern.”

Marie tried to keep her eyes from rolling at the threat. It was unlikely that her father, dean of the private university’s biochemistry research department, would ask Stacey. She’d worked in their lab three years, and he didn’t even know her name.

“It’s nothing. One of my college roommates is getting married, and there’s an engagement party tonight downtown. That’s all. Nothing I’m interested in attending.”

“Which roommate?” Rita asked, feigning interest. Again, Marie tried not to roll her eyes. Neither her father nor her sister ever spent time around her friends, when she had them.

“Clarissa Stamey.”

The Dean flinched, and Rita’s response was close behind. “Stamey?” her father asked. “Would that be Denzel Stamey’s daughter?”

Whoops. “I ... don’t remember.”

“I don’t remember you being friends with Denzel Stamey’s daughter,” Rita said.

“He wasn’t Denzel Stamey then,” the Dean said more quietly to her, making Marie wonder if he realized that she and Stacey could still hear. “At least, he wasn’t rich back then.” Louder, he asked, “What time is the party?”

Marie rubbed her eyes, feeling a headache starting. “Not for a few hours.”

“Well, you’ll have to go,” the Dean said. “If it is Denzel Stamey, you’ll want to renew the acquaintance.”

“They’re loaded,” Rita said, her voice dripping with the same greedy tones that kept Marie away from her sister and father’s constant fundraising efforts.

“Make sure you talk to him,” the Dean said. “Remind him of his alma mater and your friendship with Melissa.”

“Clarissa,” Marie corrected. “And I’m pretty certain her father won’t be at the party to—”

Dean Frye was already turning to leave. “Just go. Try to find something appropriate to wear. Don’t embarrass the department.”

He was gone before she could reply. Rita remained long enough to say, “Wear the black dress. It looks terrible on you, but it’s the only decent thing you’ve got.”

Rita shut the lab door behind her. Marie’s heart sank. Swiveling her chair the opposite direction, she rubbed her eyes again. “Great.”

“I don’t know why you let them talk to you like that,” Stacey said. Marie had forgotten the intern was still there. “I mean, you’re all professors. You all have the same degree, I’ve read them on the wall a thousand times. But he’s ‘Dean Frye,’ she’s ‘Dr. Frye,’ and you’re ... ‘Marie.’ Why do you let them treat you that way?”

Marie looked up at her young friend with affection. If Stacey spoke to Rita this way, Rita would fire her. But Marie didn’t mind being called by her first name at work; it felt more like Stacey and the other interns were her friends that way.

“It’s just easier. They’re used to it, and ... I really don’t care. This way, they don’t bother me, usually. I get more work done when they don’t feel like I’m ...”

“A threat?”

A tired smile crossed Marie’s face. “I was going to say competition, but that works, too.”

“Marie, you’re a better scientist than both of them combined. You have to know that.”

Sudden unease brought Marie up from her chair. She glanced to make sure the lab door was still closed before returning to her microscope. “That kind of talk could ruffle some feathers, and we don’t need the distraction. Also, you know the strategy, Stacey. We work as a team; we take credit as a team. No prima donnas here.”

Stacey took the hint to return to work and began unpacking supplies from the box she’d brought into the lab. To Marie’s continued discomfort, though, she didn’t give up her point.

“As long as they remember that when the new findings are published,” she said mildly. “Once your name is listed first, as author of the journal article and lead researcher for the team, people are going to have to start recognizing your contributions here for what they are.”

“Let’s not worry about that now,” Marie said. She tried focusing on the protein specimen on her slide again. “I think it’s time to change the subject. What are you and Ron doing this weekend? Anything fun?”

“Just staying home and watching a movie, I think. And homework, of course.”

Marie eyes moved up from the microscope, blankly looking at the wall ahead of her. Stacey and her husband were a puzzle to Marie. They’d married young, which was definitely not the trend at their university. Professors routinely discouraged young marriage, calling it a distraction to the main purpose of gaining an education, making a mark on the world. And yet, Stacey and Ron’s pursuit of education hadn’t diminished with their marriage. They were well on the way to making a positive mark on the world together and remained the happiest people Marie knew.

“A movie at home sounds nice.”

“Not as nice as going to an engagement party. Can I help you get ready?”

Marie frowned. She couldn’t attend that party, it was too risky. If Clarissa and Stuart were really inviting all their old friends, it would be too awkward. Too painful. She tried to forget that part of her life. In fact, it was so long ago, and her life was so different now, sometimes it seemed like a dream. No, she couldn’t go.

But did she dare ignore her father’s direct order? She wished she could, but probably shouldn’t. She usually succumbed to his bullying. It was easier and made it possible for her to get things done that were important to her. If she didn’t go, she would never hear the end of it.

“No,” she finally told Stacey, a knot forming in her stomach. “I think I’ve got it.”

“Then you’d better head home, get all gussied up. I want to hear all about it tomorrow.”

Marie looked at Stacey, surprised. “You’re coming into the lab on a Saturday?”

“And have to wait until Monday for a report on your reunion?” Stacey grinned. “Not a chance.”
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Marie would have waited outside the hotel all night before going in if it wasn’t close to freezing. Besides, to be fashionable, she’d left her winter coat in the car. Now, standing just inside the main doors, which opened every few seconds to let hotel guests come and go, she was regretting her lack of a warm covering.

Rita was wrong about Marie’s black dress being the only suitable option for a party at a posh hotel. Her closet was also home to a knee-length silk dress that started a deep indigo at the waist, and then radiated to gradually lighter purples toward the top and bottom of the dress. It was a size too big, and like the black dress, it looked terrible on Marie.  She chose it over the black for two reasons: because it had belonged to her mother and to avoid following Rita’s command to wear the black.

A tall, elegant woman entered the main doors. On her way to the lobby, her bag swung out and hit Marie.

“Ouch!” Marie cried out for the second time that day.

The woman stopped and looked at her, confused. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t see you.”

She gave a shake of her head before walking off, like she’d just found herself apologizing to a houseplant, Marie thought. She growled at herself for being such a wimp, hovering in the doorway instead of joining the party.

“Might as well get this over with,” she muttered, and slowly followed the woman inside.

It really was a nice hotel. Granted, Marie hadn’t been to a fancy social engagement in years, but this was something special. Fabulously detailed ceilings, yet a simple palette of neutral colors. She breathed in slowly and straightened her glasses.

I can do this.

The event was held in the ballroom. Marie’s high heels—which were uncomfortable and kept her feeling off balanced—made her self-conscious, click-clicking on the marble floors as she made her way down the hallway. No one else was headed that way, but then, she had arrived late. Her footsteps and the lobby noise behind her soon dimmed as she got closer to the music coming from the engagement party.

As Marie passed through the ballroom doors, she felt like she’d stepped into another world. How could such a place exist just fifteen minutes from her stark black-and-white laboratory? Glittering chandeliers; dark wood; and crisp, cream-colored walls; gold-accented furnishings. It all seemed the perfect setting for the woman who stood at the center of it all, her bright pink dress setting her apart from her guests and her full mane of blond hair perfect, even from Marie’s view in the doorway.

Marie took a quick, terrified glance at the crowd. Would all the people who attended Clarissa and Stuart’s first wedding really show up, as Stacey had suggested? Maybe, but Marie didn’t see any familiar faces in this group.

And no, she didn’t see the person foremost on her mind, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t here. Or that he’d want to see her. She stood a little taller and straightened her glasses again. She just needed to put in an appearance, and then she could go home to the lab.

Clarissa and Stuart circulated, beaming as they spoke to their guests. They didn’t look to be in their early-thirties, as she knew they were, but neither did they exactly resemble the idealistic dream couple they’d been ten years ago. When Stuart reached behind him and took Clarissa’s hand, Marie smiled a sad smile, both for the years her old friends had lost together and for this sweet reunion.

Clarissa’s gaze happened toward the door just then, and her expressive features lit with delight. “Marie!”

Marie suddenly felt as if a spotlight had turned to her, and she wanted to run. The bride-to-be left her fiancé and other guests and hurried to meet her former roommate with a fierce hug. Marie hugged her back, pushing away the uncomfortable self-consciousness the greeting gave her.

“You came! Stuart said you would, but we hadn’t heard, and I worried ...”

“I know. I’m so sorry about that. I only received the invitation this afternoon.”

“No worries, I’m just glad you’re here.” Clarissa held Marie away from her for an inspection. “Pale, but beautiful, as always.”

“You are the one who’s beautiful, Clarissa. I’d say you haven’t changed a bit, but you’re even lovelier. And you’re clearly happy; you’re just radiating.”

Clarissa’s eyes shone. “I am, Marie. I’m so happy.” She glanced briefly back at Stuart. “Isn’t he adorable? I didn’t think we could ever get back to the way we were, but here we are ... and it’s even better.”

Marie squeezed her friend’s arm. “I’m glad for you. Sometime, I’d love to hear the story of how this all came about.”

“Of course! Not tonight, but I’ll catch you up at the wedding.”

Marie laughed. “I think you’ll be a bit too busy on your wedding day for a catch-up. When is it?”

Clarissa’s expression dropped. “You got the engagement invitation but not the wedding letter?”

Marie shook her head. “No, I guess not. I haven’t been at the house much, so—”

Stuart was suddenly by their side. “Marie Frye!” He kissed Marie on the cheek. “Wow! So good to see you. I told Clarissa you’d be here. But what’s this? I see a frown on my lady’s face. What’s wrong?”

“I’m not sure ...” Marie started, also trying to understand the bride-to-be’s expression.

“She didn’t get the letter,” Clarissa said.

Stuart’s eyebrows went up. “About the wedding?”

“About the wedding.”

“Uh-oh.”

“I know.”

Marie’s heart gave a soft, melting lurch. She’d forgotten what it was like to watch these two together. Whatever had broken them up to begin with, she was delighted they’d found each other again.

“All right, then,” Marie said. “Someone tell me about your wedding and this letter.”

“We’re getting married in Turks and Caicos,” Stuart said.

“I don’t know what that is,” Marie said, “but it sounds fun and fancy. Something about turkeys? And ... cakes?”

Clarissa’s signature laugh bubbled up. “I keep telling Stuart no one will know where that is. Turks and Caicos are islands in the Caribbean.”

“Turks and Cay-cos,” Stuart added, emphasizing the pronunciation. “It’s in the Caribbean, near the Bahamas.”

“They must be pretty,” Marie said.

“Gorgeous,” her friend replied with a twinkle in her eyes. “But you’ll get to see for yourself.”

“Really? Are you going to live-stream it or something over the internet?”

“No, silly,” Clarissa said, clasping Marie’s hands. “We want all the people who are important to us to be there, and that includes the people who stood by our sides the first time.”

Marie blinked several times, trying to keep up. “I’m sorry; what are you saying?”

“I’m saying—” Clarissa was interrupted by someone calling her name. Marie looked up to see Clarissa’s mother, Cynthia—older but still just as pretty as her daughter—waving Clarissa over toward the food tables. Since no one ignored a summons from Cynthia, Clarissa released Marie and turned to go. “You tell her, Stuart. I need to see what Mom wants.”

She winked at a bewildered Marie, then hurried off. Stuart took the hand his fiancée had released.

“You see,” he said, “we want you to come to Turks and Caicos with us.”

“Come with you? How could I possibly ...?”

“We’ve reserved this resort for a week, and—”

“A week? That’s imposs—”

“—we have rooms for everyone. Clarissa wasn’t sure you were coming—”

“A week!”

“—but I went ahead and planned on a spot for you. How could we possibly get married without our favorite egghead to cheer us on?”

“Stuart.”

“It would be bad luck to not have you there. You’re needed, Marie.”

“Stuart.” Marie gently let go of her old friend’s hand.

His eyes stopped dancing, and he looked searchingly into hers. “What?”

She took a breath before she spoke. Stuart Brooks, ten years older than when she’d last laid eyes on him, didn’t mean to melt her resolve with his puppy eyes. Well, maybe he did. He was so hopeful, and it sunk in while he waited for her to turn him down how important it really was to these friends who she hadn’t seen for so many years that she, steady and dull Marie Frye, help usher in their second wedding as she had their first.

Of course it would be important, she realized. They failed the first go around; they’d want all the good omens and wishes they could get to buoy them up, share confidence that this time they will have their happily ever after.

Ignoring the warning voice in her head, the fears and improbability of this being a good idea or even a good time for her to be away, her answer went straight from her heart to her lips. “Of course, I’ll be there.”

Stuart grinned and pulled Marie close for a hug and a peck on the cheek, oblivious of how uncomfortably her answer was already seeping into her bones. “You’re an angel! You know, if you hadn’t come tonight, I was going to hunt you down. It means the world to Clarissa, to both of us.”

Misgivings were already pulling at Marie as Stuart took her arm and led her in toward the crowd. A large, indefinable blob of anxiety had appeared in the pit of her stomach. A trip to an island resort? She couldn’t even begin to think about the planning she’d have to do to make it happen. There was more to the anxiety than that, though, and she knew it. Who else would be attending the wedding? Stuart said everyone who’d been part of their last wedding. Did that really include ... everyone?

From the ballroom door, the party had looked well-attended. From the spot Stuart led her to at the center of the room, it felt utterly claustrophobic. So many people; such a din of noise. Even the clothes and hairstyles intimidated Marie. She self-consciously touched the stark, tight bun that she typically corralled her long, dark hair into.

“I think you’ll know a lot of people who are going to the wedding,” Stuart said. “Of course, our families will be there and some of our newer friends. But all the old crowd is coming. Dinah, Burt, the Bratt twins, Tagg—”

Marie’s knees suddenly couldn’t hold her up. If Stuart hadn’t been there, she would have been on the floor.

“Whoa, there! Are you all right?”

Marie willed herself to stand strong. She managed a wobbly pose. “Yes ... fine. Just not used to heels anymore. You were saying ... Dinah? And ... and,” she finished breathlessly, “Tagg?”

“Yes, do you remember Tagg? Tagg Berger. You must have met him back in the day, at least at the wedding. He’s hard to forget. We were friends growing up, but then he went to M.I.T., the traitor. He was my best man.”

“I think I do remember.” Marie’s blinking started again. “Tall? Brown hair?”

“That’s him. He’s here tonight, too. Somewhere.”

Here! Her knees threatened to go again. She tried to concentrate on some kind of normal, not call attention to herself, but her legs were like jelly, and she felt naked in the too-loose purple dress. She’d known there was a chance he’d be here, but now ... Where was he? Had he seen her?

She had to get away, make a run for it. If she saw Tagg, what would she say? She wasn’t even sure she’d be able to talk. Thinking only of immediate self-preservation, her gaze darted involuntarily back and forth. How soon was too soon to leave the party?

Stuart was still talking. “Clarissa’s little sister’s here. You wouldn’t recognize her now.”

“Um ... oh, Angie? Angie was, what, twelve when you got married?”

“Something like that, but she’s all grown up now, smart and beautiful. Just graduated from college. And you wouldn’t believe it, but she’s gone all gaga over—oh, here they are now. Hey, Angie! Come over and see who’s here! Tagg, you too.”

Panic physically rolled over Marie like a tidal wave, and she very nearly gave way to it. It had been years since she’d been a devoted Trekkie, but now she prayed for a transporter beam to carry her away. She hadn’t been at the party five minutes and was about to face the one thing in her life that she truly regretted; the one person she’d connected with in a way she’d never felt since and had come to believe she never would again.

Would he be angry with her? Would she be able to read self-congratulations in his face, that he’d dodged a bullet when things ended with them? What else could he think? She wasn’t twenty-two anymore. He would see that she’d aged. He’d think her ordinary, and he wouldn’t be wrong.

In a move that required more courage than teaching a lecture hall full of college freshmen, she lifted her eyes in the direction Stuart had turned. For the first time in ten years and four months, she looked up into the face of Tagg Berger.

Her mouth dropped open in surprise. How could he possibly look more handsome than he had in his twenties? He had gotten better with age, unbelievably better. His arms were around two beautiful young women, one blond and voluptuous, the other darker and in a dress that screamed sexy. The darker girl was whispering something in Tagg’s ear as they approached, and he laughed loudly at whatever it was.

“Angie,” Stuart spoke to the blond, “do you remember Marie Frye? She was a bridesmaid at our wedding.”

Angie Stamey, blond and beautiful like Clarissa and their mother, was definitely no longer the awkward prepubescent girl Marie remembered. Angie’s perfect young brow creased a bit in concentration. “Marie? Of course I remember you!” She moved away from Tagg’s embrace to give her sister’s old friend a hug. “I wouldn’t have recognized you. And what about me? I bet you don’t recognize me.”

“I ...” Marie’s tongue felt stiff and dumb. “I wouldn’t have. You’re not a little girl anymore.”

Angie tilted her head, a knowing smile on her face. “Nope, all grown up. I definitely remember you. You vacationed with us a lot back when I was a kid. And some Christmases, right? You were always so nice to me, even though I was the tag-a-long little sister.”

Marie was starting to sweat and had to push her glasses back into place. “We did have fun. Your family was always so kind to include me.”

“The wedding’s going to be a serious party! You’re coming, aren’t you?”

Marie tried not to look over Angie’s shoulder at Tagg. He was preoccupied by the other girl. He hasn’t even looked at me.

“I ...” Darn! Why did I already agree to go to the wedding? “Yes,” she said, trying to sound happy, “it sounds like I am.”

Tagg Berger suddenly stepped closer, pulling the dark-haired girl with him. His free arm slipped back around Angie, and Marie’s heart lurched at his nearness at the same time it ached with a sick, hollow sadness. He’d definitely moved on, that was clear.

“Hey, Stu.” Tagg’s voice, deep but warm and full of fun, sent a single, powerful beat vibrating through Marie’s veins. “Great party, man. You guys should get engaged more often.”

“Yeah, no way on that, bro. Twice is enough. Maybe on our fifty-year anniversary ...”

“Too long!” Tagg teased, but his eyes finally dropped down to Marie’s. Unsurprised, but otherwise unreadable. “Too long.”

Somebody beam me up.

“Tagg,” Stuart said, turning his attention back to her. “You remember Marie, Clarissa’s roommate? She was one of the bridesmaids.”
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