

[image: Cover: The Wedding Veil, by Kristy Woodson Harvey]




New York Times Bestselling Author


Kristy Woodson Harvey


The Wedding Veil


“A knockout.”—FIONA DAVIS, New York Times bestselling author











Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.













[image: The Wedding Veil, by Kristy Woodson Harvey, Gallery Books]










To my sister-in-law Dorothy Coleman, my cousin Sidney Patton, and all the women who have worn the wedding veil.


Each of you inspired this story of what it means to be a part of something that has come before—and will remain long after.
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PROLOGUE Magic June 5, 1879
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Six-year-old Edith Dresser’s skates moved heavily, as if she were rolling through sand, across the patterned wool rug in her mother Susan’s bedroom. She lived for moments like this, when she had her vivacious, beautiful mother all to herself while her three sisters continued their skating downstairs in the dining room. Usually, her mother’s lady’s maid would have helped Susan get ready for the party she was attending this evening, but she wasn’t feeling well. So instead, Edith stood—her skates making her taller—admiring the rows of frocks for every occasion in her mother’s closet.


“Do you think the pink for tonight, darling?” Susan asked. Edith tried to focus on her mother, but her child’s eyes wandered to the back corner of the narrow closet. “I love pink, Mama,” Edith said as she clomped ungracefully to a garment she knew well. With a tentative finger, she traced the lace on the edge of her favorite piece, the one she and her sisters loved to try on most: her mother’s wedding veil.


Susan turned and smiled, watching her daughter study one of her most prized possessions. In a burst of energy, she moved behind Edith, swept the long veil off its hanger, and motioned for Edith to follow her. In the light and opulence of her bedroom, Susan placed the cherished Juliet cap on her small daughter’s head, gently touching the rows of pearls at the bottom. She smiled.


“Just look at you, my girl,” Susan said as she arranged the lace-edged tulle around her daughter’s shoulders, the contrast great against her gray wool dress. Edith stood as still as one of the statues in the yard, holding her breath so she couldn’t possibly damage the veil.


Staring into the mirror, Edith felt transformed. It was still her reflection looking back at her, in her usual outfit with her favorite roller skates. But, somehow, she was completely different.


Susan bent down until her eyes locked with her daughter’s in the mirror. “One day,” she said, “when you are quite grown up and find a man you love very much, you will wear this veil just like I did when I married Daddy.”


Edith watched her own eyes go wide, imagining. Then she scrunched her nose. “But I want to stay with you, Mama.” Edith knew that, in other houses like hers, little girls were supposed to be seen and not heard. They weren’t allowed to roller skate inside and certainly weren’t permitted to play dress-up in their mother’s elegant clothes. Why would Edith ever want to leave a mother who let her keep a dozen pet turtles in the yard?


Susan laughed, moving in front of her daughter to adjust the veil again. She wrapped her in a hug and said, “No, Edi. You are going to find a wonderful man and be the most beautiful bride. Daddy will be there to walk you down the aisle, your sisters will stand beside you as your bridesmaids, and I will sniffle into my handkerchief and wipe my eyes because I will be so proud and happy.”


Edith was confused. “If you’re happy, why would you cry?”


“Because that’s what mothers do at their daughters’ weddings.”


Edith studied her mother, trying to think if she had ever seen her cry from happiness. She couldn’t remember a time, but, then again, Mama had a whole life that didn’t involve Edith, many hours that she would never see. And she figured that Mama liked living with Daddy, along with Edith and her sisters Susan, Pauline, and Natalie. So perhaps Edith would come to like having a family of her own as well. But she had conditions. Thinking of her favorite storybook, Cinderella, she said, “If I’m going to get married, I think I’d like to be a princess.”


Susan laughed delightedly. “Yes, yes. You, most certainly, will be a princess. You will live in a castle with many acres to roam to stretch your legs and plenty of fresh air to fill your lungs. You will have your own lady’s maid and a nursery full of lovely children. You will find a husband who will love you more than the stars, who will give you the earth and everything on it.”


This gave Edith a wonderful idea. “Can I marry Daddy, Mama?”


Susan smiled indulgently. “Well, I’m married to Daddy. But you will find a man just like Daddy, who is kind and handsome and loves you very much. And he will take care of you like Daddy takes care of me.”


Edith nodded. Becoming a bride suddenly seemed very, very important. She looked back at herself in the mirror, at how beautiful the veil was and, when she was wearing it, how beautiful she became. “Is this a magic wedding veil, Mama?” Edith asked.


Susan nodded enthusiastically. “Why yes, darling,” she whispered. “You have discovered the secret. Once you wear it on your wedding day, you will be happy forever.”


Edith, looking at herself one last time, wondered if she should share this life-changing news with her sisters. But no. That would ruin it somehow. She had a secret with her beloved mother, one to call her very own: The wedding veil was magic. And once she wore it, the fairy-tale life her mother had promised would be hers.
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JULIA Follow the Rules Present Day



[image: ]


My mother had been telling me for months that an April wedding in Asheville was risky. Snow isn’t out of the question, Julia, she’d reminded me over and over again.


But as I stood awestruck at the brick pathway that led to the conservatory at Biltmore Estate, admiring a field of tens of thousands of orange and yellow tulips, their faces turned toward the sun, it felt like snow was definitely out of the question. A long table sprawled in front of the brick and glass space, with a massive garland of roses, hydrangeas, and, of course, tulips running its entire length.


“It’s perfect,” Sarah, my best friend and maid of honor, whispered in this holy quiet. I nodded, not wanting to break the silence, not wanting to disrupt the overwhelming peace.


Sarah linked her arm through mine. “Are you ready?”


I nodded automatically, but what did that even mean? Could anyone ever be ready? My wedding wasn’t until tomorrow, but this bridesmaids’ luncheon was the start of the wedding weekend. While my fiancé Hayes and his friends shot skeet and drank bourbon and did whatever else a groom and his groomsmen did before a wedding, I would be here sipping champagne and eating tea sandwiches with my mother, my bridesmaids, my aunt, and the women in Hayes’s family—including his mother. Their difficult relationship made my feelings about this event complicated. What made them simpler was the woman responsible for the splendor of this day: my grandmother Babs.


Maybe a person couldn’t be responsible for the day—after all, no one could control the weather. But Babs was the kind of woman who seemed like she could. She—along with my aunt Alice, who was my wedding planner—hadn’t just picked the brown Chiavari chairs that went around the table and had umpteen meetings with the florist and agonized over every detail of the menu for this luncheon. She had actually, somehow, made this day a perfect seventy-two degrees filled with beaming sunshine and fields of impeccable tulips because it was my day. Even if she didn’t quite approve of the groom.


Babs never came out and said she didn’t approve. But I felt it. I knew.


My mother on the other hand…


“It’s here! It’s here!” she practically sang from behind me. I turned to see Mom and her twin sister coming up the path.


“So getting here an hour early to have a glass of champagne by ourselves didn’t really pan out, did it?” Sarah said under her breath.


“On the bright side, Mom looks like a glass of champagne,” I said.


She was wearing the most perfect champagne-colored sheath with a tiny belt at the waist and chic tan pumps. Aunt Alice was clad in an eerily similar dress in pale blue, but with a wrap. I hadn’t actually seen either of these outfits on my mom or aunt, but I had heard about them for months.


“They look gorgeous,” Sarah said. “And very well coordinated.” They had perfect matching blowouts, although Mom’s hair was much lighter, verging on blond, while Alice still made the valiant attempt to keep hers dark, even though it meant that covering her grays was a constant battle.


“Did I tell you about the PowerPoint?” I asked.


Sarah furrowed her brow, which I took as a no.


“Babs took an iPad class at the senior center so she could better assist with all the wedding details. She made everyone in the family send photos of their outfits—complete with shoes, accessories, and purses—for each event. Then she made a presentation and distributed it to the entire family to serve as a packing list. Let’s just say,” I added, as Mom made her way to us, “some of the first outfits we sent to Babs didn’t make the cut.”


Sarah burst out laughing. When it came to important family events, Babs didn’t leave anything to chance.


Mom smiled and leaned over to hug and kiss Sarah and me. “No, no,” she said, picking up on what I’d just said and imitating Babs. “Don’t think of them as cuts. Think of them as edits.”


Alice wrapped her arm around me. “Well, girls, we made it. It’s here. We’re all wearing the appropriate outfits. It isn’t snowing.”


“What is so wrong with snow?” I asked.


“It’s a logistical nightmare,” Aunt Alice said.


“Where is Babs?” I asked, finally realizing she wasn’t here. We had all gotten ready at the Asheville mountain house that had been in her family for generations, and I had assumed she would ride with Mom and Aunt Alice since Sarah and I had left early.


At that same moment I heard, “Girls, come quickly! You have to see this!” from behind me. One of the conservatory doors flung open and I saw Babs, all five foot two of her, in a navy knit suit, pillbox hat, and kitten heels, looking as though this estate belonged to her. She waved us over and we hurried in.


I’d been told we were having this event outside in the gardens, another point of panic for my poor mother and her snow. But as I stepped through the door, I realized that wasn’t wholly true. Amid the palms and hydrangeas, orchids, and birds-of-paradise, and—best of all—what must have been hundreds of butterflies, a small table held a chiller bucket with an open bottle of champagne and five flutes. Quick as a wink, Babs began filling the glasses and handed one to each of us. “I thought we’d toast our girl before we went outside for lunch,” she said.


I smiled, looking around at my four favorite women. Sometimes my mom drove me batty, but I loved her dearly. She and my aunt Alice seemed to be in a world-ending spat as often as they were getting along, but they were always there for me. Sarah was my ride or die. She had been since we were five years old, when she had stood up for me after I was wrongly accused of talking in class. Her job as a public defender was no surprise to anyone. And then there was Babs, who inspired me every day with her tenacity, her spunk, and, like any wonderful grandmother, her wisdom.


Now she raised her glass and said, “To my bright, beautiful Julia, who has always been poised to take on the world. May you find your eternal happiness, my darling girl.”


Everyone raised their glasses gleefully, but as we all clinked, I felt a familiar panic welling up in my throat. Could I do this? Could I marry Hayes tomorrow? And, maybe more important, should I?


Follow the rules, I thought. Follow the rules. The other women might have been toasting to my wedding, but Babs was testing me. She was asking me why I had changed course so suddenly, why I hadn’t stepped into the life I always thought I wanted. I stood taller, straighter, convincing myself that I was doing that. Hayes and our family were my future. The rest would work itself out.


My friends began filing inside the butterfly garden as well then, a man in a black-and-white uniform appearing to serve them champagne. Seeing all these women gathering to support me, to support my marriage to the man I loved, reminded me that my uneasy feelings were silly. Every woman felt nervous before her wedding. Right?


I looked up at the dozens of panes of glass—handmade, no doubt—that formed the roof of this historic building. I wondered what it would have been like to draw the plans for the massive arched windows inset in this beautiful brick. Realizing I was jealous of the architects who lived more than a century ago, I wondered if perhaps I had done the wrong thing, walking away from my dream career. I looked down to see that a butterfly had landed on the rim of my flute. Sarah snapped a picture with her phone, startling me out of my thoughts, as Babs clinked her glass with a fork. “Ladies, we have a quick surprise before lunch is served.”


I moved over to Babs as the guests murmured excitedly. “Being inside the conservatory isn’t enough of a surprise, Babs?” I whispered, so as not to scare off the butterfly.


“In life, and especially at a party, there can never be enough surprises, Jules.” She raised her eyebrows. “It’s the surprises that direct our path.”


As if she’d heard, the monarch on my glass spread her orange and black wings and flew off into the orchids, back where she belonged.


A woman who looked to be in her midfifties, dressed in a black-and-white Biltmore guide uniform, appeared in the doorway with a stack of books. “I am delighted to introduce one of Biltmore’s finest guides,” Babs said to the group, “who is here to take us on a tour of the conservatory and gardens. And, in honor of Julia’s wedding, we have a very special treat. With the help of the Biltmore staff, we have compiled a book of photos from Cornelia Vanderbilt’s wedding day for each of you.”


I put my hand to my heart. “Babs! You didn’t!” I had visited Biltmore Estate with Babs many times while growing up, and over the years, I had developed quite a fascination with the house and maybe even more so with Cornelia Vanderbilt, the little girl—and later, woman—who grew up and lived here. I knew she had been the first bride of Biltmore, but I couldn’t recall ever seeing any photographs from that day. As the guide handed me a book, my heart swelled. Babs was so thoughtful.


“Do you remember the first time I brought you here?” Babs asked. “You were the only six-year-old in the world who was as thrilled about the architectural details of Biltmore as you were about the candy shop.”


I laughed. “And you were the best grandmother for getting me an annual pass every year for my birthday.”


“Some kids like Disney World.”


“I guess this was my Disney World.” I smiled.


Babs put her arm around my waist and squeezed me to her side. “I love that we get to have yet another memory here at Biltmore, that this place we’ve always loved so much gets to be a part of the most special weekend of your life.”


I opened my photo book to the first page and Babs clapped her hands with excitement at the photo of Cornelia Vanderbilt, standing by the grand staircase at Biltmore, exquisitely dressed in a satin gown and holding a streaming bouquet of orchids and lilies of the valley. The guide, smiling at the group, said, “If you look at the first photo in your book, you can see that Cornelia’s veil included Brussels rose point lace.” I really zeroed in on it. Babs and I leaned closer, gasping in unison.


“It is a sight to behold, isn’t it, ladies?” the guide asked.


I could feel my heart racing, but that was silly, wasn’t it? I was just so keyed up about the wedding, the excitement of this day. But then again…


Sarah glanced over my shoulder. “Whoa. That’s crazy.”


“Isn’t it?” I replied. “Is Cornelia’s wedding outfit on display somewhere?” I asked the guide.


She shook her head ruefully. “The gown has been lost to history, as has the heirloom veil worn by Cornelia Vanderbilt, her mother, Edith, and Edith’s sisters and mother. Their whereabouts are a mystery. But a team from London re-created Cornelia’s wedding outfit from photographs in painstaking detail and with some difficulty. It is part of the Fashionable Romance exhibit that will be opening here at Biltmore soon.”


“Jules! We should go!” Sarah trilled.


I locked eyes with my grandmother. She had seen it too, hadn’t she? “Babs?”


“What?” Her face was a blank canvas.


Turning away from the guide, I said in a low voice, “It’s just that… don’t you think this looks like our veil?”


“I think so,” Sarah chimed in.


Babs smiled. “Oh, Jules, I think your love of Biltmore has gotten the best of you.” She looked down at the picture. “Won’t it be great that you get to wear something that looks kind of like the Vanderbilt veil on your special day?”


I peered at her, but she just smiled.


“All right, ladies!” Aunt Alice said. “It’s time to celebrate our lovely bride!”


I laughed as my bridesmaids gathered around, champagne flutes in hand, to corral me to the table.


I looked down at the photo again. That veil just looked so similar. Then again, I was at Biltmore—the place where I had spent so many hours dreaming of finding my own happily ever after—the day before my wedding. Babs was probably right: my Vanderbilt obsession had finally gotten the best of me.
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EDITH My Solemn Vow June 2, 1898
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On her wedding day, a girl only wants her mother. It is a bit unhinged to want one’s mother when she has been dead for fifteen years, Edith Stuyvesant Dresser thought, during those last minutes before her fate was sealed and she would bear a new last name. Even still, as her sister placed the family veil—the lace point heirloom—on her head, she couldn’t help but wish that her mother was here to help her step into her high-necked satin gown, designed by her favorite French designer. It was a gown fit for a princess. A gown fit for an heiress. A gown fit for a Vanderbilt.


“You’re breathtaking,” Pauline said. “And you’re going to be so happy,” she added, squeezing her sister’s hands as the other two Dresser girls, Susan and Natalie, looked on.


Edith glanced behind her, taking in the court train trimmed in the exact lace her grandmother had worn. As the New York Journal had reported, “It is an admirable thing to have lace, and it is also an admirable thing to have ancestors, but when one can have both lace and ancestors it is most admirable.”


But everyone had ancestors. Perhaps not ancestors with influence, with power, with importance like she did. But how could something as simple as a family name carry so much authority in the eyes of the world? Edith guessed that was for the best. If it weren’t for her family name, she certainly wouldn’t be here now, effectively removing the financial stress of her last several years.


Her mother would have told her not to worry so much, that her privilege was her birthright. And, she reasoned, she’d had more than her fair share of struggles in her twenty-five years.


“Do you remember how we used to play in this veil when we were little girls?” Pauline asked, her bright eyes sparkling wistfully. She was always the romantic.


“And Mother would talk about the wonderful men—men like Daddy—that we would marry one day,” Natalie filled in for her. “That the veil would make us happy forever.”


Edith smiled. Much to her delight, she did remember her mother’s soft, pale hands affixing the veil just right on her daughters’ heads and clapping in glee.


“Those were wonderful days, weren’t they?” Edith asked. She paused. “I barely remember them now.” Pain seared through her. Her parents had, after all, left her an orphan when she was only ten.


Her sister Susan, the oldest, the most serious, was the one to reach out to take her hand. “I feel them, though. Don’t you?”


Edith nodded. She felt her parents’ influence in her life as though they were an invisible presence guiding her toward her next step. She nodded. “I do believe they would have wanted me to marry George.”


Not because she loved him; nothing as frivolous as that. Polite society was abuzz with the truth: She needed his money to continue to live in the manner to which she was accustomed; he needed her prominent family name to continue to insert his family into the right circles. That was the way of the world. Edith told herself that her parents would have approved. She hoped it was true. And her sisters, who were always her strength, had reassured her every step of the way. When their grandmother died, she left behind a letter in which she reminded her family that a house united can never fall. Through all the trials and tribulations they had faced over the past fifteen years or so, Edith and her siblings had been by each other’s sides, the anchors in each other’s lives.


And now, here, today, they would celebrate.


Edith studied her reflection in the mirror, her shoulders slumped slightly, an unfortunate habit created from years of slouching to obscure her nearly six-foot frame. Women were supposed to be petite, pocket-sized—at least that was how it seemed to Edith. She often wished she could be smaller.


“Stand up straight,” Pauline said, standing up straighter herself, pulling her sister’s shoulders back. “Be proud. George Vanderbilt chose you, in all your statuesque glory.”


Pauline’s flair for the dramatic always made things more fun. And perhaps she was right. Their set had been quick to compliment Edith on her poise, her elegance, her beauty. They couldn’t all be wrong, could they? Surely not. Edith kissed her sisters one by one as they prepared to leave for the church. Then she stood up tall, proud.


She stood up even straighter as she entered the vestibule of the American Church of the Holy Trinity in her beloved Paris. The Vanderbilts had all come from New York for the special day. And in minutes Edith would be one of them.


“You ready?” her brother LeRoy asked, breaking Edith out of her thoughts.


Edith smiled. In the wake of their parents’ deaths, LeRoy had struggled. Edith knew it must have been difficult for him, the only boy among all those sisters. But now, today, he was a strong, dapper man, about to walk his sister down the aisle. “I think I am,” she said, sounding surer than she felt.


“It isn’t too late to change your mind,” he joked.


“We both know it most certainly is,” Edith whispered. But she knew she wouldn’t have changed her mind even if she could have.


Marrying well was her only real job, her most important role in life. Today, she was fulfilling her purpose. Edith took a deep breath as she and LeRoy stepped out into the flower-covered aisle.


For months, friends, strangers, and reporters had wondered and watched to see the spectacle that would be Edith’s wedding to one of the 400, the nickname given to the wealthiest families in America. George Vanderbilt cared little about being a part of that rarefied set, one of the chosen families who would fit in Mrs. Caroline Astor’s ballroom, which, much to Edith’s delight, George had never so much as darkened the door of. George didn’t care for costumes and frivolity like his sisters or even business like his father and brothers. Instead, he chose books, scholarship, art, and design. He chose to focus his energy on building a home the likes of which the United States had never seen.


And then he picked Edith, despite the rumors that, at twenty-five, she was practically an old maid, and despite Form magazine’s proclamation that she was much less pretty than her sister Pauline. But, she reminded herself the moment she caught the eye of her brother-in-law, Pauline’s husband, the Reverend George Grenville Merrill, who would marry Edith and George, Pauline was prettier than everyone. She didn’t hold it against her.


People had said that the thirty-five-year-old all but confirmed Vanderbilt bachelor had set his sights on another society mistress. But no one could argue that now, as he stood at the end of an aisle lined with orange blossoms, on a fragrant and splendid June day. George Washington Vanderbilt undeniably had his sights set on one Miss Edith Dresser.


As she and LeRoy made their way down the aisle, and George’s twinkling eyes met hers, Edith knew for sure that he was going to be a wonderful husband. He had warmed her heart so the day before when, after the civil ceremony where they were pronounced man and wife, George had felt moved to donate to the Eighth Arrondissement on Rue d’Anjou where they had been united in matrimony. What warmed her heart more was when he had asked her, “To whom should we make the donation, my dear?”


We. He valued her opinion. He considered them one already. When George had suggested helping the orphans of the district, Edith had almost wept with happiness. Edith, herself an orphan—though, admittedly, not exactly of the sort they were helping—was touched beyond measure. It was her greatest wish to be of service to the world. She knew then that George wanted the same thing. At times, in their society, it had made them outsiders. Now, it made them the perfect fit. In the words of her grandmother, a house united.


As she reached George, Edith whispered, “I just abhor being the center of attention, all these people looking at me.”


“You look lovely, dear,” George said, taking Edith’s hand in his. “They can’t help but be dazzled. And just wait until Asheville meets my new bride.” She wondered then if perhaps she should have worn the dazzling Boucheron ruby and diamond tiara and choker that George had gifted her. But as she fingered the lace of her handmade veil, she decided her sisters had been right: her simple, elegant wedding attire was best.


As Reverend Merrill began with “Dearly beloved, we have come together in the presence of God,” Edith knew she should be focusing on the ceremony. But the thought of moving to Asheville, North Carolina, after the wedding—and to the United States’ largest, most glorious, and most glamorous home—suddenly caused butterflies to form in her stomach.


Edith had maintained a sense of composure and even, at times, true joy, despite the tragic loss of her beloved parents and the struggles that befell her family after. Edith was a fighter. She was a survivor. And, more than all that, she was a woman who knew how to make the best of any situation. No matter what her life in North Carolina held, she would make do.


No, she decided. I will thrive.


Her breath caught as her sister’s husband asked, “Will you have this man to be your husband?”


“I will.”


As George agreed to have her as well, she smiled, thinking that, after this, before moving to North Carolina, they would be off to a place much less foreign to her: Vienna. Four months traveling Europe would certainly give them time to get to know each other better, to seal their fates more permanently so that, by the time she arrived at her new home, she would have a true best friend to share it with.


I am a Dresser. Always and forever, Edith thought as she recited her wedding vows: “I, Edith, take you, George, to be my husband.” Even though today is the day I become a Vanderbilt. “To have and to hold from this day forward.” A Vanderbilt. “This is my solemn vow.”


Reverend Merrill bellowed, “Those whom God has joined together let no one put asunder!”


Edith Stuyvesant Dresser was now Edith Dresser Vanderbilt. A daughter of one of America’s founding families had married a son of one of its wealthiest.


As the congregation recited the Lord’s Prayer to conclude the service, Edith smiled at her husband. He smiled at her. And an unshakable bond took hold. Whatever the future brought, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, they were knit together for eternity.


Little did Edith know that, for her, until death do us part would only be the beginning.









[image: ]


JULIA Fractured Fairy Tale
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Before I had time to ask Babs anything else about the beautiful image of Cornelia Vanderbilt we had just seen, Mom began herding us all to our seats at the table outside the conservatory. During a wedding weekend, adhering to the schedule is the most important thing, Aunt Alice had reminded me over and over again. I had thought my marriage to a man I loved was the most important thing. I had been wrong, apparently.


I was about to protest that Hayes’s mother hadn’t yet arrived, but before I could say so, she appeared in her pencil-thin, ultra-high stilettos and a fitted navy dress that hugged her in all the right places. I didn’t see her much, so when I did, it always surprised me how stunning she was with her cascades of auburn hair. My mom and aunt were pretty, but Therese was a bombshell. And a CEO bombshell at that.


As she sashayed over to kiss my cheek, her signature scent, created by a famous perfumer in France, where she lived, lingered. She was the female version of Hayes. He had inherited her blue eyes, right down to the sparkle, along with her effortless, soft hair, her easy laugh, and her wide smile. Sometimes, in moments like this, I would forget, just for a minute, how tense things were between them. I would forget that the night I met Hayes, after a soccer game between our rival high schools, was also the day his mother left their family. Or, at least, that she left and they decided not to go with her.


“I am so thrilled this day is finally here,” she said evenly but happily. Therese had this practiced, powerful calm about her that always made me feel like a bundle of untamed energy in comparison. “You look spectacular! I am so happy that you and Hayes are finally making it official.”


“Ladies, if everyone could please find their seats,” Aunt Alice called. I could hear the stress in her voice. We were already four minutes behind schedule. Later, I knew, she would say, That Therese with those legs up to her neck thinks she’s above the schedule. She is not. No one is above the schedule.


As we all sat down, a slew of servers swept in with salads, and I noticed that the glasses on the table had already been filled with rosé. While I was chatting there had been, no doubt, a struggle ensuing around me. Babs would have given Alice the eye for having the wine poured before we sat, and Alice would have glared back, silently insisting that she knew it was improper but that it was the only way to save those precious minutes in her precise schedule, and it was, after all, almost noon. I could almost hear her saying: I have to get everyone out of here by two o’clock, for heaven’s sake, if we have any prayer of getting hair and makeup done before the rehearsal at five.


I smiled just thinking about it. A movement caught my eye then, and I popped up out of my seat. Sorry, Aunt Alice. The most handsome man I’d ever known was striding across the lawn in a green hunting vest, shotgun case strapped across his chest. His hair was adorably disheveled from wearing a hat all morning, and he was grinning at me. Even now, after all we had been through, all the times we had broken up and gotten back together, he still made my heart race. And now, I knew he made every woman there swoon when he said, “I know I’m not supposed to be here, but I just had to see my girl.” He kissed me quickly. Everyone was smiling at him, googly-eyed. Everyone except for Aunt Alice, who was glaring.


I was about to ask if he wanted to sit down when a combination of dings, beeps, buzzes, and chirps erupted at the table. Normally, I wouldn’t have looked at my phone in the middle of a luncheon, but as concerned looks passed everyone’s faces, I grabbed it by instinct. There must have been an AMBER Alert. Or a weather warning. Mom’s snowstorm!


Hayes pulled his phone out too, and I watched his face register horror as he processed whatever message it contained. I slid my finger to open my phone screen. It wasn’t a weather alert. It was a group text, from a number I didn’t know, to everyone seated around the table, plus the man I was going to walk down the aisle to the next day. I pressed play on a video. And after a few seconds, before Hayes could grab my phone from my hand, I had seen quite enough.


Babs’s proclamation from earlier flew through my mind. It’s the surprises that direct our path. I couldn’t breathe.


I looked at Therese, as panic washed over me. I thought about that first night I’d ever talked to Hayes, about the tears that stood in his eyes from more than a crushing soccer defeat. That night, as soon as I’d realized his mother had left her only son behind for a job opportunity in a different country, I felt deeply protective of him. I’d been there for him no matter what. But clearly, he didn’t feel the same way about me.


I looked up at Hayes now, humiliation engulfing me. I felt light-headed, like I might faint. My fiancé was on-screen making out with another girl on a dance floor.


All eyes around that table were on me, but it was Sarah who jumped up and put her hand on my back. That was when I came back into myself. The feel of her hand connected me to the real world again. And I ran so quickly she could scarcely keep up.


“Julia! It isn’t what you think!” Hayes called behind me, running after us.


I ignored him, racing through the gardens toward the parking lot. What had previously felt like a magical meadow of tulips now felt like a field of doom.


Once I reached the asphalt, I finally stopped, realizing I had no idea where I was going to go. I had drunk too much champagne to drive. “I can’t imagine where that video came from,” Hayes said breathlessly as he reached me, suddenly looking like a stranger. “That was from years ago. I don’t even know that person’s name.”


“Years ago?” I spat back at him. “We’ve been together for a decade, Hayes! You don’t look sixteen there.”


“Jules, you have to believe me,” he said, stepping closer, trying to take my hand, which I ripped away. “Seriously. It was ages ago. It was one mistake.”


My face felt hot, not from the activity but from the shame. I hadn’t just been humiliated. I’d been humiliated in front of all the women who meant the most to me. I wanted them to believe that I was going to have a perfect marriage and a happy life. If they couldn’t believe it, how could I?


“You don’t deserve her, and you never have,” Sarah hissed, which is when I realized she was still standing beside me.


“Could you please leave, Sarah?” Hayes asked. “This is a private matter.”


“Can I leave?” she asked sarcastically. “Um, no. I cannot leave. And once it’s in a group text it is no longer a private matter, you asshole. People we’ve never even met will be talking about this by nightfall.” I knew she was right. Videos like these spread like wildfire. And it seared through me because tomorrow was supposed to be the first day of the rest of our lives together.


Turning back to me, Hayes looked me straight in the eye. “Julesy, you are the love of my life. I can’t live without you, and I swear to you that video was from so many years ago that I couldn’t even tell you where it was from. I would never cheat on you. You’re going to be my wife. I’m going to treat you like gold.”


I wasn’t crying anymore, but he was.


“I don’t know who in the world would send a text like this, but they clearly don’t know a thing about us. Please don’t let something so stupid ruin our perfect day, Jules. You deserve this so much. We have dreamed of it for so long.” I looked into his eyes and was surprised to find that they looked the same to me as they always had. And that was what made Hayes and me work. To the outside world, he was the cool, handsome, put-together guy. But I was the one he showed all the real stuff to, the one who saw his scars.


It was Sarah who finally spoke. “We’ll consider what you’re saying,” she said as the rest of my bridesmaids started walking toward us. On the one hand, I didn’t really want to see anyone. On the other, Hayes deserved to face the firing squad.


“You can’t take her away from me,” Hayes cried. “She’s the love of my life.”


“The video could have been from one of the times you were broken up,” Ashley, one of my friends from college and ever the optimist, offered.


“What?!” Leah, the realist, practically spat. “Are you just going to stand there and pretend like we don’t all know Hayes is a cheater?”


“I’m not a cheater!” I could hear him trying to protest, but I couldn’t see him anymore from behind my friends, who had all gathered around me.


“This really concerns me, Jules,” Catherine said, as if that was helpful. Hayes finally broke through the circle, taking my hands, looking me in the eye. He showed me his phone.


“Do you see how low-quality this is? No one has a phone old enough to take such a sucky video. It’s clearly from a long time ago.”


There wasn’t a time stamp, and I couldn’t exactly place where it was. It could have been any bar in any city.


“Babe, this happened when we were broken up.” We had broken up kind of a lot. Once just a few months ago, in fact, when I’d heard a rumor about Hayes and a girl at work and called off our engagement. He had actually made her call me to disprove it, which had been pretty embarrassing for everyone. I hadn’t taken him back right away, but then… I faced a major hurdle, and Hayes was always my safe place. It seemed silly to not get back together.


“I can’t even remember which breakup it was. Everything from those awful times is just a blur. But it doesn’t matter now. I love you. We’re getting married.”


He was so beautiful when he was sad. But no. No. We’d been through this before, and I wouldn’t let him do this to me again. “We were getting married,” I choked, taking my engagement ring off and throwing it at him. He actually caught it. I did feel a little regretful then. When Hayes had slipped that ring on my finger, I’d felt like my fate had finally been sealed.


He cautiously took a step closer, still holding the ring. “Jules, I promise you, this didn’t happen when we were together. Plus, it was nothing. It was a onetime, stupid mistake. I felt awful about it after we got back together, and I never told you because it was so stupid that it didn’t matter.”


“It matters to me,” I said sulkily.


“Haven’t you ever made a single mistake in your life?” He paused and smiled down at me. “No, of course you haven’t, because you’re Julia Baxter, perfection roaming the earth.”


He pulled me to him, and I let him, mostly because, okay, yes, there was that one time I made out with a guy at a party in college after Hayes and I had a huge fight. In my mind, I’d broken up with him. Even still… I had also made a mistake once. And it meant nothing to me. So maybe we were even.


I ignored the other voice in my head that told me this was a pattern. I had ignored it for years now. I ignored it because I never had proof. I ignored it because I loved him and his beautiful face and his starched shirts and how stunning we looked in pictures together and how he always said the right thing. I ignored it because the sixteen-year-old version of myself had vowed to take care of this hurt, sad boy, to put him back together, and even after a decade, I found it impossible to break that vow. In January, I ignored it because, maybe for the first time, I needed him to put me back together. I needed somewhere to turn, and Hayes was the easiest choice. No matter how many times we had tried to walk away from each other, we always found ourselves back together. And that was love, right?


Also, it was the day before my wedding. The venue was paid for, the food was prepped, the band was almost to the hotel. There was no way to alert two hundred guests to the fact that the wedding was canceled.


And so, when Hayes slipped the ring back on my finger, I let him. “Ladies,” he said to my troop of bridesmaids, “this video is old and irrelevant, and I’m sorry that any of you had to have your day ruined by it. But please know that I am going to be the best husband to Julia that anyone could possibly be.” They smiled. Maybe a little warily. But they still smiled.


He kissed me again, and I breathed him in, let him pull me close. “Jules,” he said. “Come on. How could you even think I would hurt you? You know me better than anyone.”


I did know him better than anyone. And, as my heart raced uneasily, I realized that was precisely the problem.


Hayes was a wounded bird, my wounded bird. Mine to protect, mine to save, mine to fix. And it had taken me until right then to realize that many a fractured fairy tale began just like that.
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EDITH A Lady March 6, 1914
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Edith once again adjusted the red bedspread around her husband, George, in his bedroom on K Street in Washington, D.C.


“Red is my favorite color,” George said drowsily. “It’s a color of power, isn’t it?”


George’s room at Biltmore House and the decadent Louis XV Room where Edith had delivered their daughter, Cornelia, were also red. Some days, Edith might have agreed with George, but today, after a series of terrible nightmares, it seemed too closely related to the color of blood.


George set his book down on the bed and patted beside him.


“I can’t sit beside you,” Edith said, horrified. “I’ll hurt you.”


“Edi, darling,” George said, “it was a routine appendectomy. It went perfectly. Dr. Finney said so himself.”


Edith knew what the doctor had said better than anyone. Maybe George’s surgery was bringing back unpleasant memories of her parents’ deaths. But she couldn’t shake this unsettled feeling…


“I miss Biltmore,” she said, changing the subject.


He nodded and winced as he sat up a little more. “So do I. It will be good to get back.” He smiled and took her hand as she finally acquiesced, sitting down gingerly beside him on the bed. “Sometimes, when I’m feeling down, I think of that first day I took you there.”


She smiled. There were few days she remembered quite so vividly. Those perfect newlywed moments were burned into her memory.





October 1, 1898


Butterflies fluttered in Edith’s stomach as she sat in George’s private train car, smoothing her gray traveling dress, more because of her nerves than any perceived lines or wrinkles, and fussed with her feather collar again. A lady doesn’t fidget, she reminded herself. Edith had resided—and traveled—all over the world, and she would be fine wherever they lived. But even if she didn’t like Biltmore House, she reminded herself, they could live elsewhere. George’s Fifth Avenue mansion, maybe, or the Bar Harbor house. If she became terribly homesick for Paris, George, with his wandering nature, would surely agree to return. She would not be stuck here if she didn’t love it like her new husband did.


She looked over at him, sitting beside her in the train that was so luxurious she felt that perhaps she could live here if Biltmore proved not to be to her liking. But the closer they got to the estate, the more excited George became. “Just wait until you see the grounds. And the view,” he was saying. “Mount Pisgah is the reason I bought the land. She is the majestic warrior of the forest.”


Edith had noticed throughout the course of her honeymoon that her husband read so much sometimes it seemed as though he was speaking in the languid prose of a novel. She felt such a surge of love for him then that she reached over to take his hand.


He squeezed her hand back, winked, and said, “We’ll have to christen her, you know.”


Edith blushed. And though it wasn’t necessarily ladylike, she wasn’t all together unhappy about that fact.


“Isn’t it wonderful how fate works?” George asked, gazing at Edith as if she were a crown jewel. “Before the honeymoon, I knew you would be the perfect mistress for a home like Biltmore, a polished and well-bred society woman who was capable of handling the social affairs that I would rather not. But, after these months, I have to say, my dear, that I have grown quite fond of you.”


Maybe it had been the views of the Borromean Islands from the terrace or the ancient gardens they’d visited while on their honeymoon abroad, but after four months of travel, when Edith boarded the Augusta Victoria to return home with her new husband, she was his, body and soul. The fact that he’d insisted on making stops in Lenox, Massachusetts, and Shelburne, Vermont, to show her off to his sisters Emily and Lila made her think that George felt the same way. This confirmed it.


“And my family has certainly taken a shine to you,” he said, echoing her thoughts.


Edith beamed with pride because that was the idea. His sister had confided in Edith that they had always babied George and expected very little from him. He wasn’t a businessman like his father or brothers. He was a scholar—one who, quite frankly, his male relatives didn’t understand. Biltmore, and, specifically, its less-than-fashionable location, was just another example of his preferences differing from theirs.


“Yes, the magical inner workings of fate,” George said, contentedly.


Fate. Edith had to control her laugh at her husband’s mention of the word. But she had to ask, “Do you mean in regard to us?”


“Why, yes, of course.” He took his wife’s hand. “To think we both happened to board the St. Paul and had our paths cross in such a way that we knew we were meant for each other.”


Edith laughed. “I think everyone we’ve ever known was aboard the St. Paul,” she teased.


“Well, you were the one my meddling sisters set their sights on for me, so that has to mean something,” he teased back.


She laughed. George’s sisters had, she had later learned, known Edith would be aboard the ship and enticed George’s friend William B. Osgood Field to play matchmaker. If George wanted to call “fate” Field putting so much effort into the union that the papers had pronounced them engaged—well, then, yes, fate was wonderful indeed.


“Darling,” she said, “I do have to ask…”


His face lit up, and she sensed that he was expecting a question about Biltmore, which he would not be receiving. “Were my Christmas gifts to you unforgivably forward?”


The pair burst into laughter. After many intertwinements on the St. Paul—a few where Edith had to will herself not to be terribly seasick—and much time spent together in Paris, Edith had brazenly declared that if George Vanderbilt were the one for her, he had best decide quickly. As such, she had gifted him a copy of Quo Vadis, a love story in which George, a discerning reader, wouldn’t be able to help but see vestiges of his own love story—or potential love story, as it were—with Edith. Tucked beside it? A small book on patience. Even Susan, who was less than thrilled about her sister taking up with a Vanderbilt, had found the gesture terribly funny.


“I think they were appropriately forward, daughter of the Gods.”


“A genuine daughter of the Gods” was one of the many, many titles—some flattering, some less so—that the papers and magazines had pronounced her. George had found this particular proclamation from the Washington Times so appropriate that he had taken it for Edith’s nickname. It was, Edith had to admit, quite a bit more flattering than, say, the publication that mentioned she had America’s bluest blood but no actual money. After months of the papers talking perhaps as much about the Vanderbilt wedding plans as the Spanish-American War, Edith had had quite enough of everyone’s comments about her personal attributes, including but not limited to her height, proportions, facial features, hair, breeding, and intelligence.


It had reached the point that, one day, George had exclaimed to Edith, “You are my fiancée, not livestock!”


The papers had been slightly kinder to George—but only slightly. Speculation as to why he had never married ran wild and it seemed that all were in disbelief that the thirty-five-year-old confirmed bachelor was settling down.


“Particularly swarthy,” Edith replied, using her favorite nickname the papers had given her new husband, “I’m just glad I was able to catch your eye.”


“You caught it and it is yours.” George smiled warmly as the train car pulled into the station.


Edith’s nerves returned.


There was no doubt, as she exited the car, smile pinned to her face, that all eyes were on the new Mrs. Vanderbilt. She couldn’t blame people, really. For years, George—and Biltmore, for that matter—had been theirs. And now, at least in part, they were hers. She would simply have to convince the people of Asheville that she was worthy of their love. Her warm smile would be a better start than she could have ever imagined.


For three glorious, breathtaking miles, Edith tried to keep her mounting anticipation at bay as George explained that Mr. Frederick Law Olmsted, the famed landscape architect who had also created Central Park, had designed the approach to create that anticipation in all who traveled it. George had fretted about his bride not being introduced to Biltmore in the summer. But this October day seemed, to her, just right.


“Aren’t the leaves spectacular?” her husband asked, interrupting her thoughts.


“How could you not fall in love?” she asked, truly spellbound by the burnt orange, vibrant yellow, and deep amber hues that surrounded her; the fall burst into a firestorm of color as though it was as happy to welcome Mrs. Vanderbilt as the staff who lined the road to greet them.


Looking at her pointedly, George replied, “How could I not?”


Edith looked away to avoid the blush creeping up her cheeks. Roses and carnations filled the air along with cheers from the seemingly endless estate workers they passed. She waved and smiled at all of them, gasping with delight at the sight of the adorable Jersey calves brought in by dairy workers to greet their new mistress. “I will learn each of the estate workers’ names,” she said confidently.


George raised his eyebrows. “There are three hundred of them, Edi. I think simply learning the names of the dozens of house staff members will be task enough.”


She shook her head and smiled at him. “I am a part of Biltmore now. We’re in this together. I want them to know that they are important to us.”


George squeezed her knee and kept his eyes fixed on her face, as if waiting for something.


Edith gasped as they reached their destination. She had never seen anything like it, the way that, suddenly and without warning, Biltmore House sprang into view in all its glory. Just like that, something she had all but forgotten—her mother’s voice—flooded her mind: You will live in a castle with many acres to roam. Edith could practically feel that veil atop her head, smell her mother’s flowery scent. Perhaps Edith had become a princess after all.


The leaves, the cheers, and the view of America’s largest, most spectacular home all collided in a mere moment underneath the horseshoe made of flowers that read, almost unbelievably, “Welcome home.”


Welcome home, Edith thought. Home.


“Is it to your liking, Edi?” George asked, without a hint of irony.


Edith only laughed.


After years of being an orphan, of then losing her grandmother, of scrimping and saving and moving from one fashionable yet inexpensive locale to the next, what she thought she found most to her liking was the idea of really, truly, being home.


Edith turned to George and said, “Does it offend you if I say that wherever you are is to my liking now?”


What shocked Edith most is that she truly meant it.





Now, almost sixteen years later, in a very different house in a very different place, Edith still felt most at home wherever she was with George. She hadn’t meant to fall in love with him so handily, but he had made it impossible not to.


“That was a magical day, George. One of the best of my life.”


“You know, my dearest, I think the entire time I was building Biltmore, I was creating it for you. I was thinking of you, and maybe even our Cornelia too. I didn’t even know you yet, but I wanted you to have everything.”


Edith controlled her sigh. Biltmore had, over the last few years, become more and more of an albatross. They had nearly lost it on more than one occasion. She was certainly made of strong stuff, but the stress of its upkeep had taken its toll. But when she closed her eyes, when she imagined their daughter playing in the fresh mountain air, the beauty of the cool limestone walls, and the sprawling sitting rooms—and, maybe most of all, George’s beloved library—she knew it was a place worth fighting for.


“And I think if we continue its full transformation into a working estate—”


Edith looked at George’s pale, tired face and decided this was a conversation that could wait. Instead, she finished, “When I think of Biltmore, I think of you. Biltmore is the essence of you, the essence of Cornelia, the representation of all I love most in this life.” In rare moments like these, Edith could put away the worry and simply feel grateful for her family, both her biological one and the one she had made in Asheville, the people from all walks of life and every station.


George smiled at Edith and took her hand. “Second only to our daughter, Biltmore is my life’s greatest work. It makes me so happy to know that no matter what happens, I have created a legacy that future generations of Vanderbilts can look on with pride.”


A warmth crept over Edith, thinking of her part in that legacy. She knew, in fact, that it might not continue without her. George was a kind, caring man, but perhaps he hadn’t known enough strife and hard work in his life. They could agree on what would make Biltmore sustainable—the dairy, Biltmore Industries, selling some of the forest land, among other things—but Edith had learned quickly that when it came to matters of their business, she couldn’t wait for him to lead her. George had a bit of a tendency toward distraction and wanderlust and could hardly be pinned down long enough to transform an idea into action. It was how he was raised, the precious baby of the family, the apple of his doting mother’s eye until the day she died.


In contrast, Edith already had Cornelia out on the land, learning how the dairy operated, the ins and outs of Biltmore Industries—the thriving weaving and woodworking business they had created—committing to memory the names of every family member that lived on the vast estate, learning their specific role in the running of America’s largest home. No, George wasn’t one for hard work. But Edith was, and Cornelia would be. Edith would see to that.


“Edi, could you fetch me the papers please?” George asked. “They should be here by now. And where is that lovely daughter of ours? I’d like to talk to her.”


Edith smiled warmly, putting aside her worries about the estate. “I will find her. The newspapers too. But please, for me, close your eyes and rest for just a moment.”


George sighed. “I’m so tired of resting. Resting, as you know, doesn’t come easily.”


She leaned over and kissed her husband lightly on the lips. “I know, George. I know.”


She stood up and he grabbed her hand. “I love you, Edith,” he said. “I truly do. You and Cornelia are the best thing I’ve ever done with my life.”


“And Biltmore,” she joked. “Now quit procrastinating on that nap.”


He smiled.


As Edith walked down the steps, she touched her lips. When she was younger, she used to worry that marriage devolved over the years, that the person she was when she married George would barely resemble who she became inside her marriage. It was true—Edith had changed. But she had become a woman she was proud to be.


She grabbed George’s papers from the kitchen and fixed him a glass of water. She could have asked one of the servants, but she liked taking care of him. When Cornelia entered the room, Edith looked up. “Oh, good. You’re here. Make sure you say goodbye to Daddy before you go out with Bunchy.” Rachel Strong—or “Bunchy,” as everyone called her—and Cornelia had become fast friends at Miss Madeira’s, where they went to school. Both American heiresses—Bunchy because of a string of Cleveland department stores; Cornelia because of the railroad—they had quite a lot in common.


Cornelia smiled. “He seems almost like his old self, doesn’t he?”


Edith nodded, a tremendous weight lifted off her shoulders. He was going to be okay. Her George was going to be fine.


It struck Edith in moments like this, when her daughter was relaxed and casual, bathed in morning light, how lovely she truly was. And the days Cornelia would be Edith’s were fleeting. She would find a proper man. She would marry. It would happen before Edith could turn around, she knew. While she had friends who were endlessly fascinated already with making the perfect match for their daughters, Edith was most interested in keeping Cornelia young as long as she could. “When Daddy gets well, you should take him for a swim in the fountain. He always gets a kick out of that.”


Cornelia smiled brightly. “Or maybe the swimming pool.” After all these years, Cornelia had never given up the idea that her father would learn to swim. But she didn’t know that George had nearly drowned in Rhode Island as a child and, had a teenage girl not come to his rescue, neither of them would be standing in this kitchen right now. Edith found the fountain, where he could comfortably stand, more of a realistic prospect.


Edith looped her arm around her daughter’s as they made their way back up the stairs. Cornelia was George’s greatest work. Well her, and Biltmore, she thought, chuckling to herself. George loved Biltmore and she loved him. And that was why she was working so hard—had already worked so hard—to save his dream.
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JULIA Getaway Car
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After being blown out, airbrushed, and Spanxed into my fitted lace wedding gown, even I had to admit that I looked amazing. I didn’t really look like me per se. But the woman in front of the mirror looked like she belonged on Hayes’s arm.


Last night, at our rehearsal dinner, I had been that woman. I had laughed at our friends’ toasts, cried at my father’s, and sobbed as Hayes made a speech in my honor so beautiful that I felt as though he didn’t even need to say his wedding vows. I knew he loved me. I was sure of it. And wasn’t that what really mattered?


Now, Sarah, in her maid of honor dress, caught my eye in the mirror. “You look too good in that,” I said. “You aren’t letting me shine.”


She rolled her eyes. “You are practically the cover of Marie Claire Weddings.”


I bit my lip.


“What?” she whispered.


“Do you think he’s telling the truth?”


She held up her phone again and, for what had to have been the fiftieth time, we played that grainy video. I’d watched it so many times I could now pinpoint the exact moment Hayes would lean down to the girl he was dancing with—a girl who wasn’t me—and start making out with her like she was his last meal. Oh my God, I thought. She was his last meal.


I started to feel nauseous, the horror of the day before washing over me again. In the mauve and green back room of the church I whispered to Sarah, “Am I an idiot? Do you think he’s lying to me?”


Sarah sighed. “You know, Jules, it’s hard for me because I’ve known Hayes almost as long as I’ve known you. I can’t even imagine a world where you two aren’t together.” She paused. “When you used to walk into parties holding hands, it was like time stopped. The way he would skip class to get you peanut butter M&M’s…”


I smiled and bit my lip. “And remember when he had flowers delivered to AP Bio?”


Sarah smiled. “Oh, I remember. Everyone remembers. He worshipped you, Jules, even then.”


Before I could say anything else, Aunt Alice, in a breathtaking navy gown, burst through the door with Mom and Babs on her heels. “All right!” Aunt Alice trilled. Evidently, the MOB, GOB, and AOB hair and makeup portion of the day was over. I had, in the interest of pretending to be a low-maintenance bride, told my bridesmaids not to come to the church until an hour before the ceremony. But really, I just couldn’t face my friends after yesterday. I knew they were all talking about this, debating whether I was making a mistake. And I knew it came from a good place. Mostly. But I couldn’t handle it.


“It’s time for the first look!” Alice said excitedly.


With their pinned-on fake smiles and particularly high-pitched voices this morning, the effort Alice and Babs were putting into pretending they weren’t horrified I was still going through with this was truly heroic.
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