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Praise for


The Key to Happily Ever After


“The Key to Happily Ever After gave me so many emotions: I loved and cheered for all three sisters, and wanted to shake each of them in turn; I swooned for all of the romance; and I got choked up about their struggles and their victories. But mostly, I loved the de la Rosa sisters so much, and I can’t wait for the whole world to love them.”


—Jasmine Guillory, New York Times bestselling author of The Proposal


“A charming, fun read. I love these sisters! Clear your calendar—once you start, you won’t be able to put down this wonderful story.”


—Susan Mallery, # 1 New York Times bestselling author of California Girls


“A beautiful story about the bonds of family and the challenges of love—I was cheering for all the de la Rosa sisters!”


—Jennifer Probst, New York Times bestselling author of All or Nothing at All


“This is the most aptly titled romance. A true gem filled with heart, laughs, and a cast of delightful characters. I read (and adored) The Key to Happily Ever After in one sitting!”


—Nina Bocci, USA Today bestselling author of On the Corner of Love and Hate


“The de la Rosa sisters are much like the flower in their name: delicate and poised but also fiercely strong. As the trio takes over the family wedding planning business, they will need all those traits and more to transform their careers for a new generation. As they forge their paths both together and separately, these three sisters discover that love—like a wedding—is all about timing. Full of wisdom, wit, and, of course, wedding gowns, Tif Marcelo’s latest charmer proves that sometimes The Key to Happily Ever After comes along when you least expect it. This endearing, deeply poignant trip down the aisle(s) is full of romance, unexpected twists, and the perfect helping of family drama.”


—Kristy Woodson Harvey, author of The Southern Side of Paradise


“Devoted sisters, swoony new loves, and wedding drama—what more could you ask for in a perfect summer read? The Key to Happily Ever After delivers it all with Tif Marcelo’s enchanting prose. By the end, you’ll want to be a de la Rosa sister, too!”


—Amy E. Reichert, author of The Coincidence of Coconut Cake
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For the women I call sisters





part one
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What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.


—William Shakespeare





one
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Mood: “At Last” by Etta James


The bronze skeleton key jingled among the other shop keys in Marisol de la Rosa’s palm, and the hopeful clinking noise brought a smile to her face. The key was multi-toned, some parts glossy, other parts dull, with one tooth notched in three places, its bottom blooming into a metal rose with six petals.


No longer a working key, it was an antique, representative of the deep roots the de la Rosas had in Old Town Alexandria, scuffed from being dragged and thrown about, stuffed in pockets and bags, jammed and twisted forcefully into keyholes. Given to Mari’s parents two decades ago as part of the deed of sale of this Burg Street business front, they’d considered the intricate rose design auspicious. And so, right then and there, in what had been a stuffy Colonial town house of dark red brick with hideous puke-green trim, drafty windows, and a nonexistent furnace, her mother had decided that the business would be named Rings & Roses, after that key and their last name.


Now in Mari’s possession, the key signified the turning of the tide, the passing of the baton. This morning, on this glorious first Saturday in March, Mari had walked into Old Town’s preeminent wedding boutique—the absolute best in the DC/Maryland/Virginia tristate area, if she said so herself—as one of its new owners.


Now if only the entire team took the transfer of power just as seriously.


“Didn’t I say nine? I explicitly texted nine a.m. meet-up,” she said to her middle sister, Janelyn. Mari hooked the carabiner of keys on a belt loop of her tapered jeans, bent down, slung a satchel on her shoulder, and loaded her arms with baskets of tulle-wrapped bubble favors and cigars. With a grunt, she stomped through the showroom and front lobby of Rings & Roses toward the front door. Weaving around eclectic flower-print upholstered chairs and a rack of wedding dresses—a select few to lure in the would-be bride—the tulle and lace fluttered as she brushed past. Jane followed behind her, lugging a box filled with seating cards, the guest list, and Mari’s event binder that contained every piece of information related to the “Jarvis”—or the Jardine-Davis—wedding. Her footsteps thumped against the restored original heart pine floors, a contrast to the clacking of Mari’s sling-back kitten heels.


“Technically? We still have five minutes,” Jane answered reliably, as the family’s mediator. She shut the door behind them, the bolt locking automatically. “Pearl should be here soon.”


Mari huffed as she stepped out onto the cobblestone sidewalk of Burg Street. She shivered in her thin white blouse. With her hair up in a bun and her neck exposed, the cold cut into her like a knife. March was known for its tricky weather. It changed with the position of the sun and the whip of the wind. Emerging from under the shop’s cherry red awning, they sidestepped pedestrians, Mari smiling brightly despite the struggle. These days, there were as many tourists as there were locals on Burg Street, where independently owned shops like Rings & Roses flourished. But one thing remained despite the changes over the years: a smile went a million miles, and in their business, the smile was paramount. It set them apart from stuffy, and lesser, wedding boutiques.


But once the sisters had jammed their supplies into their trusty hand-me-down Volvo station wagon and climbed into its leather seats, Mari continued her rant. “Should be is the key phrase. This is the first wedding since the changeover. I want it to be seamless.”


“It will be. You and I are here,” Jane said. She took out her phone and texted their youngest sister anyway, and Mari’s phone buzzed with the text in their group chat. Where are you, P? Ate Mari and I are driving out in 3 min. Otherwise, meet you at the Distillery.


Jane, thirty, was only two years younger than Mari, and both were type A. Pearl, their baby sister? She was six years younger than Mari and type B all the way.


So long as Pearl had been completing her respective job at Rings & Roses, her parents had never given a stink about her tardiness. Now that each of the sisters were one-third owners of both their business and their shared residence a half mile down on Duchess Street, Mari would have to set some ground rules, starting with the absolute requirement of on-time attendance. Especially on Saturdays—Wedding Days.


No rest for the ambitious.


Yes, she was setting the rules, because she was still the oldest, naturally the leader of the crew, with or without her voted title of CEO. Making the rules was her birthright as the eldest sister, the ate. Besides, her instincts told her that while her sisters seemed equally committed to the shop now, she was sure to be the only one left standing. Jane, now the shop’s CFO, was a single mom to a seven-year-old and had recently emerged from what she called the “baby-toddler haze.” What if she decided wedding planning wasn’t actually her dream? And Pearl . . . well, Pearl worked like she dated. Despite her request to become a full-time wedding planner—she was the shop’s social media director and in charge of day-of event coordination—she had other interests, which sometimes showed in her lack of commitment.


Mari only had one love besides her family: Rings & Roses.


She pointed across the street to the Colonial with red-orange brick and one-way privacy windows on the second floor, where a simple trifold chalkboard sign perched at its front door on the sidewalk read 8 a.m. Flow. “I bet she’s there, at Ohm, posing instead of working.”


“Stoooop.” Jane drew out the word and ran her hand through her windblown, black, chin-length bob. “Don’t get yourself riled up. Let’s get to the Distillery. She’ll be there—I’m positive. A little late, sure, but just in time.”


“That makes no sense. But fine.” Mari fired up the engine. It sputtered and whined but, after a couple of pumps of the gas, revved to life.


“Let’s discuss Pearl’s birthday gift since she’s not here. I still think the matchmaker gift certificate is the best way to go,” Jane said as they pulled onto the cobblestone road for their ten-minute drive to the Distillery. She scrolled through her phone. “Here it is. It includes a phone consult, a speed-dating event, and a couple of matched dates.”


Mari scoffed. “If there’s anyone who doesn’t need help getting dates, it’s Pearl. We should get her an old-fashioned alarm clock since she’s always late instead—”


“Ate Mari. Focus. Pearl’s birthday is next Saturday.”


“Just get whatever you think is best.” Mari sighed. Pearl and Jane were like two peas in a pod despite their four-year age difference. Their opposite personalities gelled, while Mari’s and Pearl’s often clashed and emitted a spark that sometimes turned to fire. Jane had a better hold on what Pearl should get on her twenty-sixth birthday.


Her baby sister was turning twenty-six. Damn. Mari felt old. In her beloved historical romance books, at thirty-two, Mari would’ve been considered a spinster, too far over the hill to have her own life, marry, and have children.


Thank God for the twenty-first century—Mari could be an entrepreneur and didn’t have to rely on a man. Although, sometimes with Pearl, Mari felt like she was wrangling a child.
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T-minus two hours until the ceremony start time, and the Distillery was a flurry of delicate fabrics surrounded by wood, cork, and metal. With rectangular tables covered in taupe-colored linens set up in four parallel lines to accommodate forty guests each—over a hundred and fifty were expected today—the space was the perfect reflection of Mari’s clients, Maddie Jardine and Frank Davis. The Distillery’s catering team had arranged the buffet table at the rear of the space. Patty, of Shenandoah Petals, divvied up Virginia wildflowers—field chamomile, nodding thistle, and blazing stars—in pastel-painted mason jars tied with white tulle. Twinkle lights draped across the ceiling, softening the space’s imposing wooden beams. “Boho and Boom” was Mari’s original pitch for these clients, who were the classic opposites-attract, city-meets-country couple.


Mari all but skipped to the entrance, leaving Jane to set up the reception table, when one of her trusted vendors arrived. “I’m so excited to see what you have for me!” she said to Ben from Regalia Farms, who pulled a cart of stacked log slices. She picked up a slice. Rustic, natural, and romantic, it was heavy and solid in Mari’s hands. A contrast to the fluffy and whimsical tulle and flowers, the logs were the foundation of the centerpieces. “These are absolutely, one-hundred percent perfect. Thank you for driving this all the way out here.”


“Not a problem. Anything for Rings and Roses. Where should I put them?”


Mari directed him to the back, where the rest of the day’s decorations were stacked. She stopped by her designated command center, a podium, where her binder was opened to her Full-Service Client Day-Of Event Checklist, and checked off the box next to centerpieces.


And when she looked up from her spot, at what would soon be the realization of her clients’ dream wedding, satisfaction filled her.


Mari had been ready for this. She’d studied, jumped into, and completed a master’s in business when, a couple of years ago, her mother had brought up becoming an expat and retiring. Regina de la Rosa was whip-smart, respected in the industry, and still sharp, but the workload had become overwhelming. Couples, over the years, had become more and more discriminating. Her mother had begun to don impatience like a second skin.


The next step in her parents’ chapter had been inevitable—passing down the de la Rosa legacy so they could finally enjoy the fruits of their labor. To travel and cruise and golf and whatever else their father, Fred, had up his sleeve, and spend most of the year in the Philippines. The time had come. The couple’s friends had slowly morphed into international snowbirds. Pearl was almost five years out of college and, though none of Regina’s girls were married—this had been her prayer wish at Mass every Sunday—they were all independent and successful.


The turnover had been an easy process. A few signatures, dozens of initials for the Rings & Roses building, as well as their shared family residence. One meeting with their lawyer.


And with almost seventeen years under her belt at her parent’s company, Mari took the helm like a superhero who’d worn her costume part-time and was finally free to shed her boring overgarments.


Mari’s phone buzzed on her hip, knocking her out of her thoughts. Unclipping it from her belt loop, she saw it was Pearl responding to their sister group text: I thought you meant to meet at home! I’m driving to you now.


From across the room, Mari met her sister’s eyes. Jane didn’t have to say a word, but their communication defied science and Mari understood that look: I told you she’d be here.
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It took less than ten minutes for Pearl to burst through the venue’s front door—Mari timed it—which meant she’d probably sped through Alexandria. She was dressed in their standard Rings & Roses outfit, in neutral colors to blend into the background. Her ombré-highlighted hair was unclipped, down, and wavy.


The whole room stuttered to a stop at her entrance. “Hey, everyone,” she said, wearing a guilty expression.


Mari’s first thought: Good. You should feel guilty.


The next second, she shook her head. Mari didn’t mean it. Pearl had been her charge since she was old enough to babysit. Mari had taught her how to flip off the swings, shown her how to kick a guy in the balls just in case, and actually had threatened one of her junior high boyfriends who dared to raise his voice at her.


It was only in this arena, the business, where their personalities clashed.


So, Mari didn’t yell. She didn’t nag. She swallowed her admonishments.


“I swear, I was only, like, two minutes late,” Pearl said as she approached Mari, knotting her hair into a bun then grabbing a pencil from the podium to secure it in place. “I was just in the wrong place. Mommy always had us meet at the house first, and I had that on the brain.”


Mari, distracted, pointed at Pearl’s bun. “I needed that pencil.”


“But you’ve got a pen right there.”


Mari breathed in, let it out.


Pearl scrunched her eyebrows as if it was the silliest thing, as if Mari’s ways were foreign. Everyone in the shop knew how Mari worked, though: she utilized lists with standard operating procedures, a pen for permanent notes, a pencil for updates. A highlighter for incomplete items. Post-it flags for reminders.


Pearl removed the pencil, and her hair cascaded down her back. She handed it to Mari like a peace offering. “I’m sorry I’m late.”


“It’s okay. We’re all still getting used to this.” Mari smiled, forcing the moment forward. “Besides, there’s no time to fuss about it now. If you could stay here with Jane and the rest of the crew to set up, I’m meeting the photographer at the bride’s home in about twenty minutes.”


“You’ve got it. But hey, I need to tell you something. When I got home, I found something on our sidewalk.”


“Don’t tell me.” Mari pressed her fingers against her temple with the start of a headache. The de la Rosa town house, 2404 Duchess Street, was divided into four separate apartments, with Jane across the hall from Mari on the first floor, her parents’ now-part-time apartment above Mari, and Pearl’s apartment across from it, occupying the shared side with 2402 Duchess, the single-family town house next door. From the outside, 2402 looked similar to theirs: a traditional redbrick Colonial with three floors, each marked by a set of two thick-framed windows. Gas lamps on both sides of a red door. Each had a brass plaque nailed next to the buzzer with the house number and street name, marking it as a historic building. The only differences were that 2402’s windows were framed with black shutters, and while the de la Rosas owned their building outright, 2402 was a luxury short-stay rental.


Recently sold, 2402 had become a playhouse for vacationers. Close enough to DC that its guests could be at monuments and museums within a half hour but far enough away from the stuffy suits of our nation’s capital, the town house had been occupied by a different set of strangers almost every day for the last two months.


The short-stay rental attracted tourists to the area, true, but it also brought in partiers and noise. The rental had become a nuisance. How many times had they called the police since it had changed hands? Every couple of weeks? They’d already lodged several complaints with the property manager to no avail.


“It’s our neighbors, right?” Mari asked.


“Yeah, so, the thing on our sidewalk? It was a car.”


Mari gasped. “A car?”


“A smart car, literally on our front step. And color me impressed, but the thing fit. Anyway, I knocked on their front door. I could tell someone was inside, but they refused to answer.”


“This is getting ridiculous. We can’t let this go on.” Mari slammed her book shut and gathered her things into her tote. “You know what? I’ll take care of it. Let’s kick butt with this wedding. Then, meeting, tomorrow ten a.m.”


“But tomorrow’s Sunday.” Pearl whined, then grumbled, acquiescing. “Is this a family or a business meeting?”


“Both.” Mari was too old for this crap, and now that she was in charge—okay, one-third in charge—she would not be pushed around. It was time to get everyone on the same page, sisters and neighbors alike.





two
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Mood: “Respect” by Aretha Franklin


I absolutely refuse to spend my days off like this.” Pearl de la Rosa scowled, pushing down on the plunger of Mari’s French press with the same concentration she put into one of her yoga poses. Wisps of steam billowed from the canister’s spout, the scent of java calming her despite the annoyance that had invaded her body. “We can’t live and breathe work. It’s not healthy. Neither is it sustainable, nor realistic. And worse, we’re here for a meeting but all we’re doing is watching her rant.”


“You know that this has been a problem for a while. I’m tired of the noise. Since Ate Mari’s the one willing to be confrontational, I’m all for it. Anyway, it’s good for us to touch base after yesterday. We can’t lose sync during the business transition.” Jane said, eyeing Pearl with a politician’s gaze, as she always did. Unlike Mari, this older sister had the knack of cutting through her emotions right down to the issue at hand. Hence, the reason Pearl confided in her first.


“I doubt she’ll get a positive response with the way she’s yelling at the poor guy. He can’t get a word in,” Pearl grumbled under her breath, not yet ready to concede, despite her sister’s logic.


She felt sorry for 2402’s owner, currently on Skype with Mari, who was seated at the dining room table in her open-concept apartment. For the last ten minutes, Mari’s was the only voice Pearl had heard. Not surprising, because she was an outright nag. Pearl knew this fact well; usually she took the brunt of it.


She poured coffee into three cups while Jane fetched two creamers from the stainless steel refrigerator: coconut milk for Pearl, a French vanilla creamer for Jane. Mari liked hers as black as her heart.


Jane poured creamer into their cups, picked hers up, and leaned her elbows on the white Carrara marble kitchen island. “I think you’ll be surprised. Our sister can be quite persuasive. I, frankly, am fed up with the bass thumping against my headboard.”


Meanwhile, the volume of Mari’s ranting dialed up from two to six, the pitch rising to soprano level. The man on the screen was fuzzy from Pearl’s view, but she bet he was wishing for someone to save him.


“By ‘persuasive’ you must mean ‘bossy,’ ” Pearl said, rolling her eyes, impatience burning at her chest. Mari always took over the conversation. She took over anything and everything.


Their parents had encouraged that kind of role playing. They’d perpetuated birth-order theories that Mari should take the lead, and Pearl, as the youngest, must follow. But being on this end of the equation was like getting the short end of the stick, the last slice of pie people left behind to make themselves feel better. Growing up, she’d gotten all the hand-me-downs. She’d tagged along to her sisters’ activities, from dance recitals to Tae Kwon Do practices and band concerts. Whether she was twenty-five, fifteen, or five, Pearl’s requests had been treated like a child’s pull of a mother’s arm: something to placate, a nuisance.


Through it all, Pearl had kept her mouth shut. She’d known her place in this family. As the youngest, she was doted upon, and she also had the most wiggle room. With less parental pressure, she got away with things her sisters hadn’t. She wasn’t under as much academic pressure. She partied. And despite the crises that befell every family—with an especially memorable one between her and Mari, aka the Saul incident—she had been spoiled, anyway.


But since their parents’ retirement, something new had come over Pearl: a feeling of empowerment.


Her parents awarding the sisters equal ownership meant that they had intended for Pearl to step up, to stand up for herself as a businesswoman, finally, in a tangible way that no one could protest. If they’d wanted Mari to be the boss, they’d have given her a bigger share.


So: Game. On.


Pearl had decided to ask for a high-profile client at this meeting. Her pitch had been honed; she’d practiced answering the hard questions. She’d demand the much-needed promotion that she’d been hinting at for months, from social media manager and day-of event coordinator to full-time wedding planner. Or else.


Instead, they were listening to Mari berate 2402’s owner. Sure, once, Pearl had stepped on vomit at their own front door. Another time, one of 2402’s guests had streaked through Duchess Street. Residents turned over twice a week, sometimes three times. Not quite the Old Town vibe. But Mari herself had done her share of partying, some putting 2402’s to shame, and yet here she was, acting righteous and unforgiving.


With annoyance now bursting from her, Pearl was going to stop this madness so they could get their meeting started.


Pearl circled the island and approached her sister from the right side. Now closer, the outline of the man on the screen focused, and uh-oh, he had a huge placating grin on his face.


No wonder her sister was pissed.


Mari was rattling off demands. “I’m asking you to put a no-party clause on your rental agreement. The HOA has specific quiet hours in our residential area. We live in a historic district, Mr. Quaid. Beyond that, we’re a home of professionals that need our sleep. We need to feel comfortable in our own home.”


Pearl inched forward to get into the camera’s view, and once she detected her shadow in the box on the top right corner of the screen, she raised a hand and waved. Mari flashed her a look, the kind that said that she’d do all the talking. But, oh, it was a dare. Pearl pulled up a chair next to Mari and purposely willed a relaxed voice. “Hi, I’m Pearl. I’m Mari’s sister and also a resident of 2404 Duchess Street.”


“Hello, Pearl. I’m Reid.” Humor played across his face. The man was handsome, clean-shaven, and wearing an open-collar oxford shirt. He had wrinkles around his eyes, his expression sincere. Behind him were the gray walls of what looked like a home office. “I apologize for the inconvenience my guests have caused you.”


“It’s not all your guests. We just don’t want the behavior to escalate.”


The man smiled. “Point noted. As I told your sister, um . . .” His gaze cut to Mari.


Mari’s face clamped down into a frown, no doubt perturbed that Pearl had interrupted her speech and now had gone Benedict Arnold by having a decent conversation with the man. “Ms. de la Rosa.”


It took all of Pearl’s patience for her not to roll her eyes.


“As I told Ms. de la Rosa, I was unaware of all the commotion. I’ll look at our rental process ASAP. I don’t want to upset the Old Town crowd. Or any one of you ladies.”


“Thanks, Reid. That’s good of you,” Pearl said brightly, turning to her sister. “Right, Ate Mari?”


Mari ignored Pearl, shifting away slightly. “Mr. Quaid. I hope this is the last time we have to see one another.”


“The feeling is mutual.” He pressed his lips down into a tight smile. “But, Pearl”—he turned to her on the screen—“I wish you a wonderful morning.”


Mari harrumphed at the man’s jab. After she shut down the chat, she glared at Pearl, a lecture surely at the tip of her tongue.


Great. Wonderful was going to be stretching it.
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“You know she hates to be talked over or corrected.” Pearl’s best friend, Kayla Young, said before she sipped her vodka raspberry mojito. A mischievous grin played across her mauve-stained lips. “Remember the time we were in the sixth grade and you helped her with her algebra homework and she lost her mind?”


“Yeah, I do.” Pearl matched Kayla’s smirk and licked her lips, relishing the citrus and salt of her Salty Dog. She leaned back and relaxed into the plush seating of the Coronation, a recently remodeled Euro-Asian fusion restaurant she was scoping out for Jane. Jane’s top wedding client wanted a local DC “blazer-and-jeans with a hint of bling,” as described by the client herself, venue for their reception, and so far, this place was spot-on. The restaurant had filled considerably in the last ten minutes, though it could have accommodated another hundred people. The vibe was upscale but accessible, the space furnished with black tufted leather seats, floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over CityCenterDC, crystal chandeliers, painted cement floors, and hand-scratched tables. But she digressed. “I was sorry about it, but not sorry. I love my sister but—”


Kayla held up a hand; thin rose gold bangles jingled at her wrist, a rich contrast to her dark brown skin. “Please, I’m not judging. No need for caveats. You remember I have a twin, right? Who I love dearly but has crashed with me ‘temporarily’ and is already cramping my style? You’d think that he would have let up by now since we’ve lived apart, but nope. Trenton is all in my business about having a boyfriend. He sat Calvin down to, and I quote, ‘get to know him better.’ I am too old for this.” She scrunched her nose. “By the way, I hope you don’t mind I invited T to crash girls’ night. My call schedule has been bananas, and in my lack of sleep I totally forgot to text you to make sure. This pediatric residency is kicking my ass.”


“No, I don’t mind at all!” Pearl’s answer came out louder than she’d intended. She lowered her voice despite her racing heart. “I mean, it’ll be good to catch up.”


Pearl shifted in her chair. Crap, was she sweating? At the mention of Trenton, she was catapulted back in time, her squabble with Mari all but forgotten.


The Youngs and the de la Rosas were thick as thieves; she’d known Trenton and Kayla since kindergarten. Pearl’s mother and Mrs. Young had bonded at the Filipino-American club in Alexandria, and when they’d found they lived within walking distance of each other with kids the same age, the bond was soldered. Together, the mothers had dragged the American-born Filipino de la Rosa girls and biracial Black-Filipino Young twins to Fil-Am cultural events with the intention of educating them on their Filipino roots.


There had been a period of time in middle school when Pearl had thought Trenton was “gross,” but ninth grade did something, turned him into her Prince Charming and childhood crush. Tall, dark, and handsome. A gentleman. Beautiful to watch on the lacrosse field. The right guy to study with because he’d been as serious as a heart attack when it came to school.


Pearl hadn’t seen much of Trenton since he left for the Army seven years ago. Scratch that—she’d seen pictures, of course. They were friends on several social media platforms. She’d kept up with where he’d moved and deployed. Kayla had relayed all the necessary gossip. But tonight, right now, any second would be their first face-to-face since high school.


“Speak of the devil.” Kayla broke through Pearl’s train of thought with an impatient sigh at the end of her sentence.


And when Pearl spotted Trenton in the crowd, her heart did something she had yet to accomplish at yoga: sirsasana. It flipped upside down, on its head.


Dressed in a light blue button-down and slim-fit jeans and leading with an infectious smile, Trenton screamed born and bred in DC, like he’d never left. “Sis.” He leaned down and kissed Kayla on the cheek. Then, he turned to Pearl. “And my sister from another mister.”


By God, he was going to kiss her, too. She stiffened at first, but relaxed as she took in his scent of laundry detergent and body wash, of what was undeniably him: unpretentious, silly Trenton.


You’re a grown-up. He called you his sister from another mister. If ever there was a shove to the friend zone, that was it.


“It’s so good to see you! What’s up? How are you?” Pearl recovered and took a sip of her drink to ease her parched throat. She waved their server over. She was going to need another drink. In a taller glass. With more alcohol.


“Nothing much.” He shrugged, nudging his sister. Kayla sighed dramatically and shifted to make room in the booth. He sat across from Pearl. “Old-fashioned, please,” he said when their server was at their table.


Of course an old-fashioned. Because he was exactly that: classic, chill, steady. Unlike Pearl’s brain that was ping-ponging with questions about his life. Like, did he currently have a girlfriend?


“I’ll take another mojito,” Kayla chimed in.


“Surprise me with something festive and sweet,” Pearl cooed when her turn came. Part of picking a venue was ensuring that the establishment’s bartenders could deliver a variety of crowd-pleasing cocktails. Not forgetting about Trenton, she narrowed her eyes in jest at him when the waitress left. “Um, seven years isn’t nothing.”


“You’re right. But it’s all boring stuff.” He waved the question away, as if two deployments, three moves, a full marathon, getting out of the Army, and finding a government job just like that was nothing.


Not like she was keeping track.


Not really.


Pearl’s cheeks burned.


“I wanna hear about you, Pearly-Pearl. I hear you’re moving up in the world,” he said.


Pearl dipped into the last bit of her drink, keeping her grin at bay at the nickname he’d given her in grade school. But two could play at that game. “Nothing new, Triple-Threat Trent. Still just planning the small weddings. Still the day-of coordinator. Still the social media director.”


“You did not just call me that.”


“What? You’re no longer about love, lacrosse, and the ladies?” Pearl lowered her voice to imitate his freshman year declaration that always made Kayla cackle. Which she did now.


“All right, all right. I see you both still like to pick on me.”


Pearl shrugged.


“But seriously, I hear you’re part owner of Rings and Roses now.”


“Thirty-three and a third percent.” She lifted her chin proudly.


Kayla palmed the space in front of them. “Yes, and our Pearl wants a top.”


Trenton’s eyebrow shot up nearly to his hairline. “Top?”


“Also known as a top client,” Pearl explained. “An elite and all-encompassing client. My current ones only need me for day-of celebration services. I want a client I can follow from start to finish. I want to be right there for every decision. A client with a budget to match the attitude—sky-high.” She raised her hand and Kayla slapped it from across the table.


“You tell it, P,” Kayla cheered.


“I’m ready for it.”


“Yes, you are.”


Trenton assessed this back and forth. “So what’s the problem?”


The round of drinks arrived at the table, interrupting the chatter.


“That was quick!” Pearl mused, impressed.


“We had a couple of free hands at the bar.” The server set a drink in front of Pearl. “A Jack Rose. It’s made of applejack, lime juice, and grenadine.”


“Thank you,” Pearl said. And just in time, because she was going to need the reinforcement to verbalize what she’d kept from her sisters today. After Mari’s conversation with Reid Quaid, and with little time for the rest of the meeting, the business portion was rushed. Pearl had chickened out.


She took a grateful sip, letting the liquid courage flow over her taste buds. The drink was yum—the final passed test for the Coronation as an official reception contender. “My sisters don’t think I’m up to it. And I . . . I think that if they don’t give me the chance, I might ask them to buy me out. So I can start my own business.”


“Oh. My. God.” Kayla choked on her drink. “Are you serious? You’re willing to leave Rings and Roses?”


Pearl straightened her back, though she felt shaky at her sudden burst of honesty. “I don’t know. I think so? I want more, you guys. To be autonomous is the dream, and if I can’t have it with my sisters . . . Anyway, I think I deserve it, and I have to be ready to hold my ground whenever I bring it up. The worst-case scenario would be for me to leave. You all know Mari and how stubborn she can be.”


“When are you going to tell them?”


She swallowed her fear. “Soon.”


While Kayla stared at her with a dumbfounded expression, Trenton responded with a wicked grin, bigger than she’d ever seen. His warm brown eyes reflected back understanding. He raised his drink. “To more, and not being afraid to ask for it.”


Kayla followed suit. Pearl touched her glass to the others’ glasses, this time with bravado. “To more.”
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At night’s end, Pearl helped Trenton coax a drunk Kayla out of the Uber and into the Youngs’ town house. Pearl tucked her friend under her white goose down comforter, tempted to jump in with her like they had when they were kids. For a moment she wanted to be back in the comfort of that childhood bubble, of knowing that other people would take care of your needs.


But she was a grown-up now. It was time for her to step out of that bubble fully, even if it was going to be challenging and messy.


Pearl snuck out of Kayla’s room and picked up her purse from the couch. Now in a space exponentially brighter than the Coronation, the truth of what she’d revealed rang clear in her brain.


Holy crap, she’d admitted out loud she was willing to leave the family business. She’d given voice to a thought that had been festering inside her since she graduated from college five years ago.


Was she the kind of person who’d abandon the family legacy for her own success?


Was she that selfish?


Was it right?


Panic rose inside her. A squeak of a voice left her body. “I’m gonna go.”


“You sure? I’m making coffee.” Trenton’s voice drifted from the kitchen. The bones of the Youngs’ house hadn’t changed much in two-plus decades. Mr. and Mrs. Young had preferred a closed floor plan and parquet flooring throughout, but after they’d retired closer to Virginia Beach, Kayla had changed out the superficial necessities like carpet, furniture, and lighting when she took on housemates. She’d stripped away the chintz wallpaper and repainted in light gray.


“I can’t drink coffee this late,” Pearl replied, slipping on her low boots at the front door.


“I can make decaf.” His body followed his voice with a rush. His shirt was untucked now, wrinkled at the bottom, giving off a boyish charm that made her insides skip. Pearl understood she saw Trenton with childhood-crush colored glasses—he was always going to be that guy.


“Nah.” She smiled. “I’ve got to be up early. But thank you.”


“Wait.” He scooped a beanie from a basket next to the front door and jammed it on his head. “I’ll walk you home.”


“It’s three blocks to my house.”


“Still, it’s late.” A slithery snake of a scarf materialized in his hands, and he slung it around her neck, tying it into a haphazard knot.


Pearl turned away so she could bite her lip and compose herself at this sweet, natural gesture, then followed him out the door of the town house.


The street was dark except for the soft glow of the gaslights next to front doors. She crossed her arms against the cold. “When it’s dark like this, every house looks exactly the same. A door in between two windows. Three floors. Top floor dormer windows. If you don’t pay attention, you’ll miss my house altogether.”


“It’s not a bad thing. It makes for a neat-looking street.”


“Yeah, I suppose, but there’s nothing wrong with standing out, is there? Being seen?” The thought came out in a tumble, and she winced at her own candor. This was her first solo conversation with him in the last seven years, and it wasn’t the time to bare her feelings.


His voice echoed through the quiet street. “No, you are absolutely right. Everyone—I mean, every house—should be seen for what they are. I get it, you know. It’s a fine line, being part of a neighborhood that’s supposed to look a certain way, yet be a home with its own value. Because it’s not just about the structure, it’s about what’s been improved, invested in.”


Her face heated at his answer, at his ability to understand the meaning behind her words. “Exactly. Some people never remodel.”


“Some make massive changes,” he added.


“Right,” she said. “And unless there’s a chance to show it off, no one would be the wiser.”


They’d arrived at 2404 Duchess Street. Pearl turned to Trenton for a swift goodbye. She needed to be alone, to process the information she’d revealed today. “Thanks for walking me home.”


“Anytime.” He kissed her on the cheek.


All Pearl could do was nod. Geez, it was like she was thirteen all over again. Get over it!


She turned and stuck her key in the lock.


“And Pearl,” Trenton said, now a couple of steps away. “There is absolutely nothing wrong with you wanting to stand out. I see you.”


Pearl watched him walk off without another word. Once her heart calmed and the goofy smile on her face receded, she walked into her town house to dream of something more tangible than that compliment Trenton gave her and truer than the crush she still harbored.


She was going to dream about a future to work toward.





three
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Mood: “It Had to Be You” by Frank Sinatra


The whole shop was in upheaval, at the stage of decluttering where everything had been dragged out of its nooks and crannies. Boxes were piled up in random places, papers dug out from years of storage, and with barely enough room to navigate through the shop, Mari hung signs that expressed her apologies for the mess.


In between greeting customers and tidying the shop, she eyed Pearl in the accessories area, talking up a client. With an iPad in her hand, Pearl scrolled through the screen with a finger and alternately pointed out veils hanging on a wall display behind her. The client was engaged, animated, eyes glued onto her sister’s face.


Her baby sister was so good at that, at making customers feel comfortable, at getting them to stick around the shop. She was a saleswoman, and her smile was disarming. She held people’s gazes with confidence, acknowledged their thoughts, and knew how to turn it all around into one pretty pitch. These were her strengths.


But Pearl had been late again this morning by two minutes. Not a big deal on a time clock, since Mari opened the shop daily, but it grated on her like the squeak of a metal hanger on a clothes rack. Today was Friday. Next to the usual Wedding Day, Saturday, Fridays were the most hectic with the shop’s management, as well as with prepping for events. Add their first ever inventory to the list . . .


At the sisters’ first meeting five days ago, Jane had reported that in her initial evaluation of the finances, she’d discovered cracks in the foundation: incomplete expense reports, discrepancies in the books. Her solution: a total shop inventory.


With no perfect time to close the shop, Mari agreed to undertake the task immediately.


Mari now climbed the creaky wooden steps to the third floor, the only one currently kept immaculate, into what she’d described time and again as the “area of hope”: the wedding dress, fitting room, and alterations area. Three tall mirrors reflected light from south-facing windows; no need to turn on the lights until late afternoon. A wall of exposed brick, painted an antique white, played off the bright multicolored area rugs covering hand-scraped wooden floors. Three rows of dresses hung from high racks in the middle of the room, with aisles wide enough for two people to squeeze through the fabric that billowed from the racks. It had been Mari’s idea to add rugs to this floor, to muffle the sounds of footsteps. And to aid in the intimacy of dress shopping, the de la Rosas spaced out their clients so only one roamed the stacks at a time.


On this floor, brides cried, they squealed, they bore their disappointments. It was where brides decided, officially—YES!—that they would indeed march down that aisle and take the biggest risk of their lives. And in less than an hour, Mari’s top client was arriving for her first fitting. Her dress, special-ordered from Israel, had finally arrived.


Mari took note of the condition of the room with her Third Floor Checklist in mind. Temperature comfortable? All the light bulbs working? Windows streak-free? Rugs vacuumed? Did it smell more like lavender and pine rather than fabric?


For now, it was a yes to all.


A cough and the scrape of a hanger against metal alerted Mari to where Jane and their intern, Carli Swanson, were in the rows. She found them in the furthermost row. Jane was reading SKU numbers and descriptions, while Carli looked through a white binder, acknowledging each entry with a “yep.”


Not wanting to bother them, Mari headed to the backmost office, beyond the client dressing room and behind a curtain, to where their lead seamstress, Amelia Garland, worked in her lair. The sound of Louis Armstrong’s distinct singing voice filled the air, wrapping around Mari like a ribbon.


The song tugged her into the space. Mari knew all of the greats by now, with Amelia part of the Rings & Roses family since it all began. Amelia had played Etta James and Duke Ellington and Nat King Cole on repeat Mari’s whole life. She never got tired of it.


The blond woman was alone at the moment, behind her sewing machine, hands buried in the ivory fabric of a dress for one of Jane’s clients. A pincushion was wrapped around her wrist like a bracelet of shiny studs. The needle of the industrial machine stitched against the bodice of the dress, marked with blue washable ink and clover-topped pins.


Amelia didn’t look up from her work. “How are things going out there?”


“Great.” Mari answered back brightly. She pulled her stool from the back of the room, behind a wall of ribbons and bolts of fabric. Although they didn’t make wedding dresses at the shop, they found it necessary to have extras of every type of fabric and ribbon known to humankind. Amelia was a magician at bridging the gap between the original design and what brides envisioned. The dresses on the rack were simply the beginning of the process, the blank canvas of what would eventually become a fully customized wearable work of art.


Mari had been a full-time wedding coordinator the last decade, but this space, amidst the smell of sewing-machine oil and the purr of the motors, was her place for a breather, a reset.


It was where she was least expected to perform. Mari was always cerebral. Not like Jane, with her penchant for numbers and science. Unlike Pearl, with her constant chatter that put people at ease.


Mari’s head was always full of stuff: of ways to do better, to be better. She checked her motivations and efforts against action. She was always asking herself: What else could I have done?


In Amelia’s space, Mari could shrug her shoulders down, slouch into her stool, and simply relax.


“Great? Is that it?” The sewing paused as if the machine, too, was waiting for Mari’s answer. “You’ve sat in that same spot a thousand times the last twenty years, and there’s always a reason why, Marisol.” Her cheeks wrinkled as she smiled, leathery from her visits to Bethany Beach, where she spent every available long weekend during the year. She owned a four-bedroom beachside home steps from the surf.


A quick thought came to Mari: Amelia was a short-stay rental landlord herself.


Speaking of . . .


“Darn right, there’s a reason.” Mari beamed. “I’m thrilled. We’ve all slept better because there have been zero parties next door.”


“Ah. Your ultimatum worked.” Her eyes twinkled. “But I was talking more about Rings and Roses. How did your first week fare?”


“All right. Mommy only called me twice this morning. We’re slowly adjusting to managing the shop among ourselves—not having an extra person is a blow, and we’re still scrambling to fill shifts. I’d like to hire an assistant or salesperson soon. Inventory should wrap up today. I’d say things are moving along well.” She paused, mesmerized by the needle threading through the fabric. “But it all feels too smooth.”


Amelia had gotten to the end of the stitch, and she snipped the thread from the fabric. She rose from her chair, snapping the fabric straight, and with a magician’s flair revealed a scallop-trimmed bodice adorned with beads.


As usual, it took Mari’s breath away. A dress on the rack was beautiful in its own right, but once it chose an owner, it came to life.


“What do you think? Is it lovely, or is it lovely?” Amelia held the dress up to herself and blinked flirtatiously, making Mari laugh. “Good,” she said, as she walked the dress to a rack, but not before she looked askance at Mari. “I wanted to hear that laugh. For a second there, I thought I heard doubt in your voice.”


“It’s not doubt.” Mari picked at a piece of lint on her pinstriped slacks, gaze rooted downward and inward at how Amelia could wade through the muck that Mari came in with and find the pearl. “I’m just being realistic. I did run this business next to my mother. There were good and bad times.”


“And there will always be both those times, so enjoy the moment.” She fluffed the dress in between the others on the rack. “You’re in a much better spot than when your mother and I came into this business. You have the knowledge and the experience. Not to mention the help of two other sisters who are every bit as talented as you. They are your biggest assets.”


A grumble made its way out of Mari’s throat. Amelia had meant her advice to be helpful, but at the mention of the intricate and complicated relationship she had with her sisters, especially Pearl, the truth came down like a red velvet curtain at a theater.


They might be her biggest assets, but they were also her biggest challenges. She’d felt the undercurrent at their last meeting, more so than in the many years they’d worked together. Under one boss—their parents—there had been someone to rally against.


Now, it was as if they’d been let loose after being held back by gates. Pearl with her lack of seriousness, Jane’s detachment from the business, still understandably putting her son first. Was there truly such as a thing as an equal share? From the couples she’d worked with, she’d learned equality wasn’t possible each and every day. It was a give and take, a constant negotiation.


“What’s your biggest worry?” Amelia perched on her chair. Using a small brush, she swept the lint and thread off her workspace and into her hand.


Mari inhaled, the words at the tip of her tongue. The anticipation of relief was mere seconds away. She’d finally reveal that the pressure to succeed weighed on her shoulders. The need to take Rings & Roses to the next level bore heavy on her mind twenty-four seven, and wrangling her opinionated sisters in the process seemed insurmountable.
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“I can’t wait for the whole world to love the de la Rosa sisters.”
—Jasmine Guillory, New York Times bestselling author of The Proposal
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