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For Matt

Lucky #3






PROLOGUE

The bride was crystal clear on one thing: she would have the most unique, the most elaborate, the most decadent chandelier money could buy as the centerpiece for her wedding. Chandeliers being the wedding trend of the season, and she being the most famous engaged socialite on the East Coast—though the engagement was a secret at the moment—this did not seem like an unreasonable ask. Yes, it was a last-minute wedding, but if she couldn’t have everything her heart desired on her wedding day, well, then she’d been lied to her entire life.

The chandelier arrived encased in a large wooden crate secured to a flatbed truck and required a full-sized forklift to convey it to the wedding tent. Three prize-winning hydrangeas were removed by the landscapers to allow the forklift access to the lawn, which it summarily destroyed, requiring new sod to be put in later that evening. The wedding planners kept to the edges of the dance floor while the chandelier expert they’d hired directed his two assistants and the six movers in meticulously extracting the giant light fixture from its protective wrapping.

The piece, there was no denying it, was a work of art. Made of thousands upon thousands of handcrafted bronze leaves, twisted and soldered along delicate, metal vines to mimic lush strands of ivy, the chandelier contained four tapering tiers and one hundred and fifty bulbs. It had movement, it had life—it weighed over three hundred pounds. It was so beautiful that the wedding planners and their team members gasped in awe at the sight of it. One of them even applauded, but only for a moment, before she remembered she was a professional and clasped her hands behind her back.

The piece had been made in India by a family of craftspeople known for generations to be experts in fine metalwork. They toiled on the chandelier for over a year and were so proud of their creation, they took a family photo with it that still hangs in their workshop in a place of honor. Upon completion, the matriarch of the family barely had the heart to let it go. It was a point of pride. It was one of a kind.

It was never intended to be a murder weapon.






CATHERINE

Peter Frank was sitting in the lobby of her beachfront hotel. What did it mean? Had he come here for her? How did he know where she was staying? And why did she have to be just emerging from an intense workout with her Lululemon capris full of ass sweat?

Catherine was about to say his name, to get his attention, but paused. The sun streamed through the wall of French doors off the high-ceilinged lobby, and a light ocean breeze swept the delicate curtains across the gleaming parquet floor. In the restaurant of the lobby, silverware clinked gently against china plates, the scents of freshly brewed coffee and maple syrup permeating the air. Outside, seagulls cawed, and in the distance were gleeful shouts of children playing in the sand.

Watching him from across the room, Catherine could almost imagine that she and Peter were here on vacation together. Down the shore for a weekend getaway from their two kids, who were back in the city with their nanny. If they had never broken up, would this be true? They could have had two kids by now. Could have been married all this time. Could have been happy.

“Catherine!” He stood up from the deep armchair in which he’d been tapping away on his cell phone and smiled the smile that had broken her heart a thousand times. His dark brown hair had been recently cut, and his skin had a just-off-the-beach sort of tan. Though she knew from his Instagram he’d spent the last few weeks in the UK, not the south of France. “Look at you!”

She smiled back, grateful that she had, at least, smoothed her hair back into a sleek ponytail in the bathroom and reapplied deodorant. Her brand-new lash extensions were intact, having been applied just yesterday by Damon DeAngelo, extension-master to the stars. She also happened to know she looked fit as hell in this particular outfit.

“Peter! What are you doing here?”

“Lucking out, it seems.” He leaned in to kiss her cheek and she closed her eyes, inhaling his clean, spicy scent, which still stirred things within her—just as it had done since she was nineteen years old.

“I can’t believe you’re seeing me like this,” she said, hoping to God her deodorant was working.

“Come on, Cat. I’ve seen you every which way,” he said, making her blush. “I’d heard you’d RSVP’d yes, but I wasn’t sure you’d make it. I know how busy your weekends are.”

So, he wasn’t here looking for her. She tried not to let the disappointment show on her face.

“They are, usually. But this is why I have a staff, so that I can also have a life—occasionally. You know how much I always loved your mother’s clambakes.” Some sarcasm in the word clambake because Camilla Talbot-Frank’s midsummer soiree was much more formal than its title suggested. “Although, I was surprised to be invited. It’s been a while.” She hadn’t been invited to one of these, in fact, since she and Peter had officially broken up twelve years ago, when they were twenty-two, but who was counting? “I was starting to think I was blackballed.”

She laughed and sipped her water.

“Never,” he replied, but his easy smile dimmed a bit. “I’m actually really glad you’re here,” he said. “And bumping into you like this…” He paused and glanced at the floor for half a second, clearing his throat. “I’m just really glad you’re here.”

“Hey,” she took a step closer and touched his wrist. “Is everything all right?”

The smile returned full force. “Yes, of course! Just having a nostalgic moment.”

He looked into her eyes and her heart all but stopped. When he looked at her like that, she forgot who she was, where she was. She forgot how much time had passed since she’d last seen him. Who she’d been with since. Who he’d been with. When he looked at her like that, they were college freshmen again, standing in the middle of a disco-themed mixer, palms sweaty and hearts pounding, about to share their first kiss. They were twentysomethings indulging in a quickie in a forgotten closet. They were celebrating her thirtieth birthday with one night in Barbados, which to this day, she’d never told a soul about.

“Babe! Hey, babe! I ordered room service. I say we go try out that massive shower before they bring it up.”

Cash Blakely, Catherine’s insatiable boyfriend of the last three months, slid up next to her and wrapped his arms around her hips, pulling her into him. He had just worked out too, but somehow wasn’t sweaty at all, and Catherine saw Peter take a small step back as he took Cash in. Was that jealousy she saw in his eyes?

It was a fight to bite back her grin.

She turned to kiss Cash full on the lips, then shifted in his arms so that he was behind her, arms still clasped around her.

“Cash, this is Peter Frank. Peter, this is my boyfriend, Cash Blakely.”

“The famous Peter Frank,” said Cash, releasing her and offering his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, man.”

Peter shook hands with Cash. “Likewise. And I think you’re the famous one,” he said smoothly. “My mom is a big fan of your low-impact series.”

“Oh, thanks,” Cash said. “That’s definitely one of my more popular rides, especially with ladies of a certain age. You want me to autograph something for her?”

“No, no. That’s all right. Nice of you to offer, though.”

Peter gave Catherine a look that was at once quizzical and wry and… disappointed. She knew he must be thinking that Cash was a little too eager, a little too simple, and he was being generous. But he also seemed thrown by the embodiment of perfection that was her fitness celebrity boyfriend, and her heart didn’t know what to do with itself. She had to wonder, if Cash hadn’t been here, where might that nostalgic moment have led?

She was a horrible person. Only Catherine Farr could be standing wrapped in the arms of the perfect man and be fantasizing about another. But this was Peter. She was always slightly less than sane around him.

Besides, she and Cash hadn’t been dating that long. It wasn’t like it was serious or anything.

Peter’s phone beeped and he checked it. “I should go,” he said. “But I’ll see you both later, yes?”

“You bet,” said Cash.

“Looking forward to it,” Catherine added.

Peter gave her a nod. “It really is good to see you, Cat.”

Then he turned and walked through the airy lobby and out onto the patio, slipping his sunglasses on against the bright summer sun.

“I thought no one got to call you Cat,” Cash said, kissing her cheek.

“They don’t,” she said. “Peter Frank does what Peter Frank wants.” She took his hand and tugged him toward the grand staircase. “Let’s go test that shower.”

Cash gave her a wolfish smile and she tried not to feel guilty over the fact that her current state of excitement had more to do with the surprise encounter with Peter than with him. They were halfway up the stairs when her phone vibrated. She checked the text. It was from Peter.



Meet me in my room after the announcement.





Apparently, their meeting had the same effect on him.






MAYA



Meet me in my room after the announcement.





When she got the text, Maya Romero was sitting in the back of the town car her agency had paid for. It was the first communication she’d had from Peter in a week. Her hands hadn’t trembled when she’d saved three match points in her first ever grand slam final at Wimbledon just over a week ago, but they trembled now. She texted back, mistyping every fourth letter.



What does that mean? Where have you been?

I’ve called you a hundred times! Are you ok???





No response. Not even the three scrolling dots.

“Is there any way you can go faster?” she asked Tatiana, her driver. They had only met a few hours ago but had since been through the gauntlet of Jersey Shore traffic together and were now bonded for life. After Tatiana had bailed on the parking lot that was the Garden State Parkway around exit 129, Maya had gotten so carsick from all the twists and turns and stops and starts that they’d had to pit-stop at a Wawa for ginger ale and fresh air, where Maya had ended up signing half a dozen autographs before she finally felt well enough to get back in the car.

“Not unless you want me to commit vehicular manslaughter,” joked Tatiana.

Maya looked around. It was a hot July day in Cape Crest, New Jersey, and dozens of families and couples traversed the streets, toting boogie boards, pulling beach carts, or concentrating all their attention on melting ice cream cones. Tatiana inched the car forward toward the end of the tree-lined shopping district, and Maya’s fingernails curled into the leather armrest.

Her phone buzzed, but it wasn’t Peter. It was her agent, Bobby Fury.



Adidas countered. 5 years 100 mill to stay. I say we take it.





Maya’s throat tightened. It was a ridiculous sum of money. Of course she should take it. But she’d always wanted Nike, and they’d come in with a strong offer. Normally she would use Peter as a sounding board on a decision like this, but until five seconds ago, Peter had been ghosting her. He hadn’t called her after her Tonight Show appearance on Monday, hadn’t shown up for their planned lunch with the Babolat people on Wednesday, hadn’t even texted a smiley face when she’d made Jenna Bush Hager laugh so hard she’d spit Pimm’s on the desk at the Today show yesterday morning. When he left London for his flight back last Sunday, she’d been sure he would be waiting at his apartment with the ring they had chosen. A pink, five-carat diamond, cushion cut, surrounded by smaller diamonds in an intricate white-gold setting. Wasn’t that what they had talked about? No distractions until after Wimbledon. And if she did well, they’d get engaged. (Because if she did poorly, she’d be in no mood.)

But she’d done more than well. She’d won the whole bloody thing, as the Brits said, and beaten two top-ten players in the process. As of Monday, she was ranked number four in the world. She had the replica Venus Rosewater Dish for her mantel and a one-hundred-million-dollar offer from Adidas to keep Nike from poaching her.

All she needed now was Peter. But he hadn’t been at his apartment when she’d arrived. Hadn’t answered her calls or texts that night or the next morning, when she’d had to go on The View with more under-eye makeup than she’d ever worn in her life. The doormen didn’t know where he was, and after two days she’d felt uncomfortable staying in his apartment and had moved over to the Plaza. (Her own five-bedroom villa was in Boca, and she was barely ever there anyway.) Maya had tried getting in touch with his brother, Jensen, but Jensen had notifications turned off, and there were no other mutual friends to turn to. She had his mother’s phone number, but that did not seem appropriate.

Maya and Peter moved in different circles when they weren’t together, and when they were together, mostly remained in the bubble of her tennis life. This whole debacle had made her realize that in the last year he’d become completely ingrained in her world, while she knew next to nothing about his. She’d always appreciated the fact that he seemed willing to assimilate into her crazy lifestyle and hadn’t expected her to reciprocate, but now…



Yes. Let’s accept. Thanks Bobby.





He marked her text with a thumbs-up. And just like that, she was one-hundred-million-dollars richer. She sat back and waited to feel a thrill of accomplishment, but all she felt was anxiety.



When can we announce?







Once we’re signed. You know the drill.





She did know the drill. But she also loved announcing things. Nothing felt official until it was announced. Until people could read about it on ESPN.com or tennis.com. Until her father could read about it.

Her father.

It wasn’t possible, was it? That he had somehow gotten to Peter?

It wasn’t the first time the sickening thought had occurred to her over the past few days. She imagined her handsome, chisel-jawed boyfriend beaten and bloodied in an alley somewhere, one leg broken, a wrist snapped. Normally her father didn’t send his men after a person unless said person had crossed him, but one never knew. Perhaps Daddy Dearest imagined that simply dating his daughter amounted to a punishable offense.

But no. Of course, nothing had happened to Peter. At least nothing catastrophic. If it had, it would be all over the news. Although, that didn’t mean her father hadn’t gotten to him in some more subtle way. Her stomach burned just imagining it.

Peter had been acting a little strangely during his last week in the UK—leaving the room to take calls at random times, staring off into space distractedly. She had asked him once what was wrong, and he’d told her she was imagining things, or maybe projecting her stress about the final onto him. He’d kissed her and told her to concentrate on her tennis. So that’s what she’d done, because that was what she was supposed to be doing. But what if…

Her fingertips curled into the leather seat at her sides. Peter wouldn’t leave her. Not for a bribe. Not because of some random threat. He was stronger than that. He’d promised her that her family’s history, their reputation, didn’t matter. She’d left that behind. All of it. She was Maya Romero, tennis champion. A world-class athlete with a clean life. Her father couldn’t touch her.

Her phone rang. She almost answered it without checking the screen, but then stopped herself.

UNKNOWN

Shit.

A very small part of her wanted to pick it up, just in case. Just in case it was Peter. But she knew better. This was the third one this week. That was her limit. She declined the call, then texted her assistant, Bekka London.



Time for a new phone.





The reply came instantly.



On it.





“Pulling up to the house now,” Tatiana said.

Maya sat forward. There were broad-shouldered guards in well-cut tuxedoes at the imposing, wrought iron–and-gold gate. Tatiana rolled down the window and the hot air poured in, invading Maya’s space. She could hear strains of music on the wind, the sound of crashing waves in the background.

“Good evening,” said the deep-voiced guard. “Who do we have?”

“Maya Romero.”

Tatiana handed over the invitation. The guard leaned in and gave an impressed frown at the sight of Maya in the back seat.

“Congratulations on Wimbledon,” he said.

“Thanks,” she replied, praying he wouldn’t request a selfie. She wanted to ask him if he’d seen Peter. If he knew what this announcement he’d referenced was all about. People didn’t normally make her feel off-kilter like this. Nothing made her feel off-kilter like this. Maya was a competitor. She was a champion. She was in control, always. It was how she had survived on her own all these years. It was all she knew.

The guard clicked something on his iPad, handed the invite back, and waved Tatiana through. “Enjoy the evening.”

The gates couldn’t have opened slower. The car moved forward and up the long, winding hill until the sprawling Frank estate came into view at the top of the bluffs. Built in the Victorian style favored in Cape Crest, it was all turrets and spires and gingerbread trim, the siding a deep red that made the stark white scrolling stand out against the lush grass. Beyond the home, built into the bluffs, were levels of decks and patios, all leading down to the private beach below. Maya saw waiters and waitresses in white jackets, expertly balancing trays of hors d’oeuvres and champagne.

“I thought you said this was a clambake,” said Tatiana.

“The Franks don’t do anything without champagne,” Maya replied.

She wished this could have been a casual affair. Coolers of beer, buckets full of crab legs, wedges of lemon and corn fritters and mac and cheese. She’d literally kill for some mac and cheese. But though she’d only met Peter’s mother twice in the last twelve months, Maya was aware that the way Camilla Talbot-Frank threw a party, any clams would be delivered to a white-clothed table on fine bone china. And if there was any beer on the premises, it would be poured into glasses, thank you very much.

At least Peter didn’t need everything to be first class all the time. The two of them had been known to hit a dive bar in Melbourne or a corner tapas joint in Mallorca. It was what she loved most about him. For someone who could have been so spoiled and privileged, he definitely was not.

But then, could she really trust that? Seven days ago she would have said she knew Peter better than anyone else in the world. But where had he been all week? Why was he ignoring her? He hadn’t even posted on Instagram once since leaving London. The last post on his feed was an artsy photo of her on the evening of her win, standing on the balcony at the little house they’d rented in Wimbledon Village, the sun setting behind her. He’d captioned it My girl the Champion.



My car is just pulling up. Come meet me.





She stared at her phone. Nothing. Her breath was beginning to grow shallow.

“Here we are,” Tatiana said, easing the car to a stop at the top of the circular drive. A valet immediately popped open the door. “Have fun, Maya.”

Maya smoothed the full skirt of her light-pink, two-piece dress and took a few deep breaths. Peter was here somewhere. And when she found him, she had a sinking feeling that what happened next was going to be anything but fun.






LEANNE



Meet me in my room after the announcement.





“The fuck?” Leanne Gladstone said.

“Lee!” her nephew, Hudson, scolded, rolling his eyes. “You kiss your mother with that mouth?”

She shoved her phone away and smirked at his borrowing of her mother’s favorite admonishment. “Sorry. Don’t tell Nonna.”

“Is everything okay?” He eyed her bag worriedly, his blue eyes full of concern. She ran a palm over his dark hair, which sprang right back into place, sticking up straight from his forehead. He ducked away from her touch, but halfheartedly, like he knew that’s what kids his age were supposed to do, but he wasn’t fully irritated by her yet. Hudson could sometimes behave very young for his age. His therapist said it was a case of arrested development, something that often happened to kids who lost a parent at a young age. But they were working on it. He’d finally stopped waking up in the middle of the night, but he did still have a bed full of stuffed animals and a Winnie the Pooh nightlight. Leanne didn’t mind either of these things, though. No need to rush him into growing up too fast.

“Yes, everything’s fine,” she lied.

“Can I go play Spike Ball with the cousins?”

“On the beach?”

“I’ll be careful, I swear.”

She was about to say no—because he’d ruin his new pants, because he’d definitely end up fully submerged, because he might get sucked out to sea by a random rip current—but he so seldom saw his cousins, little assholes that they were, that she couldn’t deny him some bonding time.

“Okay, but.” She snapped her fingers at him repeatedly, because he was already running off, and he froze. “Do not. I repeat, do not. Go in the water. Do I make myself clear?”

He rolled his eyes again but smiled. “Yes, Lee.”

She narrowed her own eyes to keep from smiling back. He looked so much like her sister when he did that. “Go.”

As soon as Hudson was gone, Leanne plucked a flute of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter and downed half of it before fishing her phone out again. Peter Frank was ordering her to his bedroom? Was he kidding? And what announcement? This was a clambake, not a board meeting. She tossed back the rest of the champagne and shoved the flute under her arm to text back.



WTF???





No response. Shocking.

Leanne glanced around for someone to talk to, but the only people she knew at this party were waiting on the actual guests, so they were a bit busy. She spent a few minutes scrolling through food porn on Instagram—an activity that always calmed her—and then her phone rang. It was Jordan Troy, her attorney. Turning her back to the party, she answered. “Jordan? What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Hello, Leanne. How are you this fine evening?”

Leanne closed her eyes, her brown curls dancing in the ocean-side breeze and itching her cheeks. She took a deep breath for patience. “I’m fine, Jordan. And you?”

“Doing well, thanks. Doing well.”

“You can’t be doing that well if you’re calling me on a Saturday after six.”

“Fair point.” He chuckled. “Well, I heard from Mr. Blythe and you’re not going to like it, I’m afraid.”

She spoke though clenched teeth now. “What?”

“Peter still hasn’t signed the papers.”

“Oh, come on!” she snapped. “We’ve already extended the deadline twice.”

“I know, I know. But he cited a family emergency.”

“Oh my God.” Leanne rubbed her forehead. “I’m literally standing under a tent at the family’s estate in the middle of a party with three hundred other people. Unless the family emergency is that they’ve run out of toilet paper, there is no family emergency.”

“Well, we can file a court order. Compel him to respond.”

“Yes. Do that.” She pushed her red-framed glasses up on her nose with her middle finger. It was something she used to do as a kid for fun—just to see if anyone would notice—but it had since become an unfortunate habit. “That’s what I want to do.”

It was what she’d wanted to do the first time Peter had toyed with her, but her lawyers had convinced her to give the extension instead. They’d said that the Frank family wasn’t a family you wanted to piss off. Though they hadn’t used those exact words. And she’d agreed. Because she wasn’t an idiot. The Franks basically owned this town and everyone in it, plus half of the Upper East Side and—from what she’d heard—a chunk of southern France. But this was getting ridiculous. Hudson was about to start school—his first year in junior high. He deserved to have a stable home. He deserved to feel secure and grounded with people who loved him, who would check his homework, who would make sure he ate right and went to bed at a reasonable hour and didn’t have too much screen time. He needed to live with her and Tony, full-time. He needed to know he was officially theirs.

It was what Monica would have wanted.

“All right, but just to remind you—”

“You don’t have to remind me. File the court order.”

“But, Leanne, I—”

“Am I paying you, or are they? File the fucking order.”

She hung up the phone and dropped it on the rock wall behind her just as another waitress walked by with a tray. The woman paused. “You look like you could use one.”

Leanne took two. “Thanks.”

The woman winked and kept walking. Across the tent, Leanne spotted Camilla—Peter’s mother and Hudson’s grandmother—and for half a second she wanted to go over there and tell her where she could stick her family emergency. No doubt she had something to do with this latest delay. But then she noticed that Camilla was locked in an intense conversation with a man she’d never seen before—tall and muscular, with a shaved head, his suit a bit too tight for his taut body. He looked like a bodyguard or a bouncer. They were just outside a corner opening, and she seemed to be admonishing him for something. His thick neck was bowed, and she slapped the back of one hand against the palm of the other repeatedly. That was Camilla for you, always busting balls. Leanne slugged the first glass, and half of it dribbled down the front of her striped sundress.

“Fuck!” she snapped, earning disturbed looks from the nearest group of rich bitches.

Just then, Hudson reemerged from the crowd, pants soaked up to his knees, a spray of wet sand across his face and more embedded in his curls.

“Don’t be mad.”

Yes, it was definitely going to be a shit night.






CATHERINE

Catherine hadn’t seen Peter since she’d arrived at the party. It was as if he was purposefully staying hidden, keeping her in suspense. That text… she hadn’t stopped thinking about it all day. Did he really think she was going to meet up for a booty call in the middle of his mother’s beloved clambake? She had a boyfriend. Whom he’d just met. And he had a girlfriend. One with a notoriously ruthless father. Although, he hadn’t posted about her in over a week. Maybe something had changed?

God. What was wrong with her? No. No. He had to be out of his mind if he thought she would even consider it.

“Babe! Babe! Smile!”

Cash lifted his phone and threw his arm around Catherine, leaning them both back so that he could get a selfie with the gorgeous ocean view in the background. Catherine tilted her head, showing her good side, and flashed a wide smile, displaying her newly whitened teeth. Photo accomplished, Cash leaned her back even farther and kissed her.

She had not shown Peter’s text to Cash.

“This is a great party,” he said as she stood up again. “Thanks for bringing me.”

Catherine pulled out her lip oil for a touch-up and glanced around. They were still in the hushed mingling stage of the evening, a band of former beach bums—dressed in expensive linen garb—playing quiet yacht rock in the background. She knew from experience that as the night grew older, things would get a bit rowdier, especially down on the beach where some hot DJ Peter had hired would turn it up. But for now, it reminded her of that chiropractor’s convention she’d helped coordinate in the first year of her party-planning career. Total snoozefest.

That was the thing about Cash, though. He could find the fun in anything.

“See that woman over there? She’s SpinMeRightRound. In the flesh!” Cash’s green eyes were wide with excitement as he pointed out a tall, impossibly toned sixty-something in a gold minidress.

“You’re kidding,” she said. SpinMeRightRound was Cash’s biggest fan. She took every one of his strength classes live and was always the first person to comment on his Instagram posts and TikTok updates.

“Nope! She showed me her profile on her phone and everything. She’s taken my classes five thousand times.”

“Dang. I hope I look half as good at her age.”

Catherine eyed the woman, who was obviously salivating after Cash like he was a carb. As the number one instructor on the number two fitness app in the country, he got this look a lot. Even if he weren’t famous, he would get this look. The man was six foot four with the body of Adonis and the chiseled good looks of a classic movie star. Square chin, bright eyes, dark hair, not to mention a voice that could melt butter. She looped her arm through Cash’s and turned him in the other direction.

“Let’s do a lap,” she said. “I want to see if I can find their staging area. I’m dying to know how they’re keeping all these oysters chilled to perfection.”

“Always working,” Cash said, and kissed the top of her head. He was almost a foot taller than her, even though she was wearing these ridiculous heels. “That’s my girl.”

Catherine smiled. Cash was the perfect boyfriend. They were equally ambitious and equally connected, and as such he completely understood her drive, her work schedule, and the fact that she was not going to be available one hundred percent of the time. They had met at the engagement party of two of his colleagues, Bea Lively and Antonio Morrow, which she had planned—she was now in the finishing stages of planning their wedding—and had hardly been apart since. And yet, this very morning, she’d been fantasizing about what a life with Peter would have looked like. Truth be told, she fantasized about this more often than she’d ever care to admit.

Peter was her college boyfriend, for God’s sake. Her first love, yes, but still. Shouldn’t she be over it by now? Shouldn’t she be completely unaffected by random mysterious texts?

Maybe if she hadn’t kept hooking up with him on and off for years. Honestly, sometimes she felt like an addict. She’d try to quit him cold turkey and then he’d somehow tempt her back. By texting her a photo when he found a store selling white chocolate KitKats (her favorite) or sending her flowers on her mom’s death day or calling her after inking some deal his dad didn’t think he could close because it wouldn’t feel real until she knew about it.

But she was done with that now. Done. She was thirty-four years old. This was ridiculous. She pulled Cash to her and kissed all her internal frustration into him.

“Damn,” Cash said under his breath. “Want to get out of here?”

Maybe they should. The farther away she was from Peter the better.

The band broke into a loud flourish—the sort that preceded a change in tone or… an announcement? Catherine’s breath caught.

“This is it,” she said.

“This is what?” asked Cash.

Catherine moved to the edge of the patio. There were half a dozen such patios arranged in a semicircle around the backyard overlooking the ocean, connected by a series of flower-lined stairways. The patio on which she and Cash stood, overlooked the band, and Catherine trailed her gaze from the stage to the immediate surrounding area, looking for Peter.

“It’s just… Camilla,” she improvised. “She makes a speech every year.”

When Catherine was in college, she was obsessed with Camilla Talbot-Frank. The woman was so elegant, so at ease speaking in front of a crowd. She looked everyone in the eye and really listened when they spoke. If Catherine had never met Camilla, she wouldn’t be the person she was today. Camilla had inspired her. Watching her had taught Catherine everything she knew about poise and elegance and grace under pressure. Being among the Franks had taught her how important it was to be well-connected. To follow up with people when they offered to meet for a drink or introduce her to one of their friends or colleagues. One never knew who was going to help them get what they wanted. Even though she and Peter hadn’t worked out in the end, at least she’d gotten something out of the relationship.

This was part of the reason she and Cash worked so well—a natural reciprocity. Both their social media followings had exploded once they’d started posting and tagging each other. After their weekend in Aruba with his friends back in May, her voice mail had been so full of requests for meetings it had maxed out. And Cash, who had always had a following among the older set, had seen his roster of twentysomething followers swell.

Finally, there was movement down below, but it wasn’t Camilla stepping out onto the dais. It was Peter. Her chest caught at the sight of him. He wore a light-pink shirt, open at the collar, a pair of dark gray slacks, and dress shoes. His dark hair was tousled by the wind, but that only added to his laid-back charm. He smiled as he approached the microphone at the center of the stage.

This was definitely it. The “announcement.” Catherine’s pulse picked up. Maybe he was going to declare his undying love for her and ask her to run away to the Maldives with him so they could finally be married and live happily ever after. She wondered what she’d do if that happened. What Cash would do.

Then, someone else stepped out onto the dais.

“Is that—Tilly Dansforth?” Cash said.

Something turned inside Catherine’s stomach. It was Tilly Dansforth. The devil herself. Golden-blond hair gleaming, skin perfectly tanned, set off by her white lace cocktail dress. She could not look at Tilly without vividly recalling that night, junior year, when Tilly had flown out to visit Peter. Catherine had gone to a lecture, then come back to find them both drunk, Tilly straddling Peter in the middle of their dorm hallway, railing about how he could do so much better than Catherine. The only saving grace was that they’d both been fully clothed.

Tilly was one of the more famous socialites on the Upper East Side, and not just because she threw the most notorious parties and had been photographed with every celebrity that had ever lived. Her parents, Cookie and Daniel Dansforth, had recently died in a plane crash when their pilot had lost consciousness on a quick flight from Teterboro to Martha’s Vineyard. It had been all over the news—Cookie having given more money to women-led charities than God, and Daniel having amassed more wealth than anyone in his generation. Wealth Tilly and her younger brother, Brandt, had inherited upon their parents’ deaths.

“How do you know Tilly Dansforth?” she asked.

“Everyone knows Tilly Dansforth,” Cash said. “Me and Misty did a private for her a couple years ago. That woman is a beast with the core work. I couldn’t even keep up.”

Catherine gritted her teeth. “You hate core work.”

“Truth.” He punctuated the statement by clinking glasses with her, then downing the rest of his drink.

Peter and Tilly stepped up to the microphone. Together. He reached for Tilly’s hand. She leaned into his arm. They both smiled.

No.

It was then that she noticed there were others walking onto the stage. Camilla and her husband, Tate. Peter’s older brother Jensen and his wife and kids. And was that… Brandt? She hadn’t seen him in the flesh in years, but she recognized the floppy hairstyle and the clipped blond beard from the press coverage of his parents’ funeral.

“Hello, everyone! If I could have your attention, please?” Peter’s voice washed over the crowd and into Catherine’s chest.

A hush fell over the backyard as anyone who hadn’t already noticed something was happening tuned in. The sound of the crashing waves down below intensified.

“I believe you all know Tilly Dansforth.”

The crowd applauded politely, and Tilly offered an elegant wave.

“My mother has asked the two of us to do the honor of welcoming you all to the annual Frank Family Clambake!”

“Here! Here!” someone shouted, and glasses went up around the grounds.

“And we’d like to make a little announcement, if you’ll indulge us!” said Tilly.

Peter leaned in to whisper something in her ear, and Tilly smiled and shook her head, pushing him playfully. Catherine thought she might actually die. Then Tilly turned toward the microphone again.

“The announcement is that this isn’t just the Frank family clambake, this is also my wedding. Our wedding. Peter and I are pleased to invite you all to join us as we take our vows under the gazebo at seven thirty this evening, where he’ll make me the happiest woman on earth.”

A scream cut the stunned silence. Catherine’s hand flew up to cover her mouth. It was only after she took a breath that she realized the scream hadn’t come from her.






MAYA

It took a moment for Maya to recover.

Okay. Several moments.

Shaking like a tiny dog on the Fourth of July, she found the nearest bathroom. Tears leaked from her eyes. This had to be a nightmare. Peter wouldn’t do this to her. He couldn’t. He loved her. She knew he loved her. They had made plans. Said things to each other that they had never said to anyone else. She had never even heard of this Tilly person.

She wrestled her phone out of the stupid, pointless, tiny purse she’d bought in London to match her dress and dropped it on the bathroom floor with a clatter. Shit. When was she going to wake up? Now? Now? Now?

“Okay. You’re okay,” she said to herself, scrabbling the phone off the floor. “Everything’s okay.”

Except it so very much wasn’t. She sat on the closed toilet and called Peter. It went straight to voice mail. She released a string of expletives she’d never said before—at least not in that order—and called Shawn Groff. If ever Shawn was going to earn his paycheck, this was it. The love of her life, the man she’d picked out an engagement ring with less than two months ago, was marrying someone else. This was the reason the occupation of “life coach” had been invented.

Shawn was in his forties, gay, an avid golfer, and had degrees in psychology, ancient history, and library science. He was the most well-read person Maya had ever met or likely would meet, and he was basically her best friend. He was also paid a ridiculous salary.

“Hi Maya,” Shawn said into the phone. “Have you seen Peter? Did he explain why he went dark?”

“Shawn. OhmyGod.” She bent forward at the waist, her free arm clamped across her stomach. “Peter just announced his wedding.”

“Congratulations!”

“Not our wedding!” She dug her teeth into her bottom lip. “His wedding. To someone named Tilly Dansforth.”

“The canola oil heiress?”

“Is that what she is?”

“Wait. No. Maybe it’s plastics…”

“Shawn!”

“I don’t understand.”

“Exactly! I don’t understand! He… well, she just announced to the entire party that we’re all here for their surprise wedding!” Maya kept her voice down, glancing at the locked door. There were voices in the hallway. “And even better, he texted me telling me to meet him in his room after the announcement. Like I’m going to come running? When he didn’t even bother to dump me before proposing to someone else? How could he do this to me? He said he loved me. He said… he said…”

“Maya, I’m so sorry. But honey, you need to breathe.”

“I am breathing!” she shrieked.

“No, I don’t think you are.”

He talked her through a few breathing exercises, counting for her as she inhaled and exhaled. She did as she was told, closing her eyes, breathing deeply, listening to the soothing sound of Shawn’s voice. Gradually, her pulse began to calm. She leaned hard into the porcelain sink, the coolness a relief.

“Listen to me,” Shawn said. “Are you listening?”

Maya took a breath. “Yes. I’m listening.”

“Good. What do you want?”

“To murder someone,” she said.

“What do you actually want? Out of Peter? Out of this situation?”

I want this situation to not be happening.

“I want an explanation,” she said evenly, opening her eyes. “I want him to tell me this is all a joke. And if it’s not, I want… I want the opportunity to get his head examined. Or at least to talk him out of it. He loves me, Shawn. I know he does. You know he does.”

“I know,” he said softly.

“So what happened?”

“I don’t know.”

An image of Peter, under the white sheets at the apartment in Wimbledon, smiling wolfishly after going down on her. It was just over a week ago. That look in his eye. Like he could spend the rest of his life in that bed just making her happy. He was her person. The only living soul outside of her team whom she trusted. Literally the only person she trusted in the world who wasn’t on her payroll.

“Listen, if you go to his room, as he requested—”

“As he ordered.”

“If you go to his room, will you get what you want?”

Maya considered. She hated the idea of doing what he’d told her to do. Especially in this moment. Of being at his beck and call. He’d just humiliated her in front of hundreds of people. He’d broken her heart. He’d treated her like she didn’t even exist.

But yes, if she went to his room, there was a possibility she would get what she wanted. Once he saw her, he’d set this right. He’d have to.

She stood up straight in front of the mirror, looking herself in the eye. She could do this. She could. She was in control. “I’ll let you know how it goes.”

“That’s my girl.”

Maya hung up the phone. Her skin was flushed hot, even with the air-conditioning in this place set at subzero temperatures, so she raised her arms over her head, closed her eyes and brought them together down to heart center. She breathed in and out, repeating her prematch mantra to herself—the one Shawn had taught her. What would she do without him?

Calm around me. Calm within me. Calm around me. Calm within me.

She did this until her internal temperature cooled and her temples ceased their throbbing. Then she went to find Peter.

The house was huge and lofty, with four floors and a zillion bedrooms decorated in beachy tones of blue and beige, and by the time she located Peter’s bedroom, she had second-guessed herself a dozen times. She was also not the first to arrive, and Peter was not even there. When she opened the door, she found two women facing off with Tilly Dansforth, who, close-up, reminded Maya of Anya Tabakova, that psycho bitch from Belarus who had once tried to take Maya’s head off with a crosscourt forehand after the point had been called dead. She was toned, tan, sinewy, and her teeth were too big for her face. She was blond, like Maya. But unlike Maya’s natural, sun-kissed blond, Tilly’s was clearly salon-enhanced.

The women were sniping at one another, but stopped when Maya walked in.

“Ah. Here she is.”

The look on Tilly’s face told Maya that she expected her to react the same way these other two had—whoever the hell they were—and freak out. So she did the exact opposite.

“Hello, I’m Maya Romero,” she said, turning to the two other women and extending her hand with a confident smile.

“Catherine Farr,” said the first, who had impeccably smooth, long dark hair and wore an expensive, sleeveless trapeze dress with a high collar and tons of crystals in an intricate pattern. Too much makeup, false eyelashes, possibly Botox. But she had a good, firm handshake.

“We know who you are,” said the other woman, ignoring the offered hand. She had a slight Jersey accent, wild curls, and rage emanating from her eyeballs. “What we don’t know is what the fuck is going on. Where’s Peter?”

“He’ll be along in a minute,” Tilly said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “I’m the one who invited you here.”

“Wait, that text was from you?” said Catherine.

“What text?” Maya asked.

The woman with the curly hair took out her phone and showed the screen to Maya.



Meet me in my room after the announcement.





Maya suddenly felt very, very played. She had never attended a traditional high school and she wondered if this was what it was like. Fake texts sent by the bitchy queen bee from your boyfriend’s phone. She’d always been glad she missed it and it made her even angrier that she was experiencing it now. And at the hands of this woman who had to be at least a decade older than her. So much for maturity coming with age.

“Yes, it was from me. Apologies for the theatrics, but I wanted to get this all over with at one time.” Tilly clasped her hands lightly in front of her.

“Get what over with?” Maya asked.

Just then, a door at the far end of the room opened, and Peter stepped in. Maya felt a physical pull toward him that was practically impossible to resist. He was here. In the flesh. After all these days of ignoring her. It was almost as if she was watching a fictional character come to life. He was wearing a perfectly cut tuxedo now, pressed and pristine, and he tugged down on the shirt cuffs as he entered. His shave, after growing an attractive scruff while in the UK, was sharp as a knife. He looked completely at ease until he glanced up and saw Maya. Then all the color drained from his face.

It was somehow extremely gratifying.

“Peter,” Maya said calmly, though her heart fluttered around like a drunken bird. “What is going on?”

His Adam’s apple bobbed as he took in the other two women. He cleared his throat, stepping over to stand next to Tilly. “That’s what I’d like to know.”

Every inch of Maya ached. Her fight or flight instinct was all fight. She wanted to launch herself at Tilly, to rip her throat out with her bare hands, but she remained still.

“What’s going on is, Peter and I are getting married. And we intend our marriage to be a partnership in every sense of the word. So, I’ve called you all here to tell you the following.”

Peter reached for Tilly’s hand. “Tilly—”

“Shh!” she said, batting his fingers away. “I need to do this.”

Maya’s vision went hazy and she blinked until she could refocus. She watched Peter as Tilly spoke. He kept his eyes trained on the floor, his jaw working.

Look at me, she pleaded silently. Look at me!

“Catherine, Peter will no longer be investing in your little party planning venture,” Tilly said. The air quotes around party planning venture were visible from space.

Catherine snorted and started to speak, but Tilly cut her off.

“And Leanne, I’ll be adopting Hudson as my son, so your bid to steal him away from his father is officially done.”

“Steal him. Steal him? Who the fuck do you think you are? Peter! You can’t—”

“And Maya. Sweetie.”

Maya’s gaze flicked to Tilly. Forget her throat. She wanted to rip this woman’s face off with her fingernails.

“Your relationship with Peter is now over.”

She looked so smug. She was clearly waiting for Maya to run from the room in tears. Obviously Tilly knew nothing about her. Maya was not one for public histrionics or outbursts of any kind. At least none that anyone knew about. Her last name was Romero, yes, but she was nothing like her father, who had singlehandedly made that name so infamous. That scream earlier? That was an anomaly. And no one had seen her do it anyway.

“I think it’s up to Peter whether or not our relationship is over.”

She returned her attention to her boyfriend, her partner, her would-be fiancé, until he finally, finally looked at her. There was a flash of something in his eyes—the briefest hint of emotion.

“Peter?” she said. It’s me. Remember me? The person who held a cold washcloth to your neck when you were throwing up from food poisoning in Monte Carlo? The one you baked a birthday cake for from scratch in your previously untouched oven? The one you were cuddled up in bed with just a few days ago, sipping champagne and watching the movie Wimbledon at Wimbledon because it felt so ironic it was almost unironic? “Say something.”

He swallowed. “I’m in love with Tilly. Our families are very old friends. I’m making the wise decision for once in my life.” He cleared his throat and put his arm around Tilly’s waist. “I’m sorry to have led you on, Maya.”

“Led me on?”

Maya looked into his eyes, searching for something, anything, to cling to. A little spark, a touch of irony, a glimmer that said he was still Peter—still hers. There was nothing.

“Yes. I really am sorry.”

Tilly grinned at her. “But congratulations on winning Wimbledon!”
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