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​ACT ONE: THE ILLUSION
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​CHAPTER 1: THE BRIDE
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The light in the salon was doing exactly what light was supposed to do at golden hour on the Amalfi Coast—it was making everything look like it belonged in a dream that hadn't happened yet.

Casey Whitmore stood still while Marco, the hair stylist flown in from Milan specifically for this purpose, adjusted the crystal crown one final time. The crown was Cartier, borrowed from the house's vault, worth more than most people's houses. It caught the light and threw it back in fractured rainbows across the villa's travertine ceiling.

"Perfetto," Marco murmured, stepping back to assess his work. "You are like a painting."

Casey smiled. It was the right smile—warm without being too bright, confident without being arrogant. She'd practiced this smile for approximately three decades and could execute it in her sleep. She used it now.

"Thank you, Marco. That's exactly what I was going for."

Her reflection in the mirror was the kind of reflection that made people believe in fairy tales. The dress—custom couture from an Italian designer whose waitlist was typically three years long—fit her like it had been sewn specifically for this moment, which it had been. It was ivory silk with French lace overlay, modest but elegant, traditional without being dated. The kind of dress a woman wore when she had impeccable taste and unlimited resources. Which was accurate.

Her makeup was flawless. Subtle. The kind of makeup that looked like she wasn't wearing any makeup, which was a lie; it had taken ninety minutes and the skills of a professional makeup artist who specialized in wedding clients. Her dark auburn hair was swept up in an intricate style that looked effortlessly romantic and had actually required a team of three people and approximately fourteen bobby pins. Her nails were done. Her skin glowed. Her jewelry was understated but perfect.

She looked like a woman who had her entire life figured out. She looked like a woman who was about to step into the next chapter of a story that made sense. She looked like a bride.

And she was terrified.

The thought arrived without warning, the way catastrophic thoughts did. Casey felt it land in her chest like a stone dropped into still water, creating ripples that spread outward. She watched her reflection carefully, waiting to see if the panic would show on her face. It didn't. Her reflection continued smiling. Her reflection's green eyes continued looking calm and certain.

"Your sister has arrived," her mother's voice came from the doorway. Margot Whitmore entered like she was making an entrance at the Met Gala, even though she was just coming into a bridal preparation room. She was dressed in cream silk with diamond earrings that probably cost more than the average American car. She looked like the mother of the bride was supposed to look—elegant, put-together, mildly distant. "And she's brought drama, naturally."

Casey's stomach tightened. "What kind of drama?"

"The kind where she's upset about being a bridesmaid instead of maid of honor." Margot settled into a chair as if she'd specifically had it placed there to hold her. "As if you had asked her months ago and then changed your mind. Which you didn't. You asked her months ago and she said yes, and then two weeks ago she started complaining about the dress color—which is perfect, by the way—and the fact that she's not the one standing next to you."

Casey kept smiling, though the smile required slightly more effort now. "Sienna's going to be fine once the ceremony starts. She just gets anxious about events."

"Sienna gets anxious about anything that isn't about Sienna," Margot said, but not unkindly. It was just observation. "But yes, she'll be fine. She's twenty-nine years old; she should be over the need for constant validation. But there you are."

There you are. Casey had heard variations on this phrase her entire life. There you are, being responsible while your sister is being dramatic. There you are, making mature choices while your sister is making a mess. There you are, the one who actually has her life together.

And yet.

Casey turned back to her reflection and caught herself in the act of performing. She saw it clearly for just a moment—the way her shoulders had tensed, the way her jaw was clenched behind the smile, the way her green eyes held something that looked very much like doubt.

She blinked, and the moment passed. The reflection looked calm again. The reflection looked ready.

"I'm sure Sienna will be a beautiful bridesmaid," Casey said. "She always looks beautiful."

"That's very diplomatic of you." Margot's tone suggested that diplomacy was a quality Casey had learned from Margot herself, which was partly true. "Your father called. He's still at the hotel dealing with some investor crisis. He says he'll be here in time for the rehearsal."

This was not surprising. Casey's father, James Whitmore, had been dealing with investor crises since before she was born. Whitmore Global Holdings didn't run itself, and James liked to maintain the illusion that he was indispensable to its operation. He probably was. But he was also missing his daughter's wedding rehearsal, and they both pretended this was normal.

"Of course he will," Casey said.

Her mother watched her for a long moment. "Are you nervous? You look nervous."

Casey's reflection continued smiling. "Just the normal amount of nervous. It's my wedding day. Tomorrow's my wedding day. That's allowed to be nervous-making."

"Three days, technically." Margot stood up, which meant she was about to leave. "The ceremony is in three days. Which means you have three days to stop being nervous and start being present. The people who came here are here because they love you. Try to remember that."

After Margot left, Casey sat alone in the salon with the sound of the Mediterranean Sea in the distance. The villa—Giordano, it was called, a sixteenth-century estate with frescoed ceilings and a garden that descended to private cliffs overlooking the water—had been booked for two weeks. The wedding would take place in three days. There would be one hundred and fifty guests. There would be photographers and videographers and a caterer who had prepared the menu with the kind of precision usually reserved for state dinners.

Everything was perfect. Everything was planned. Everything was exactly as it was supposed to be.

So why did she feel like she was standing on the edge of a cliff?

Casey stood up, careful not to let the dress brush against anything that might leave a mark. She walked to the window and looked out at the coastline. The water was exactly the color of her eyes, which had been the inspiration for picking this setting. The light was golden. The air smelled like lemon trees and salt. It smelled like the beginning of something.

Her phone buzzed on the vanity. A text from Marcus:

Can't wait to see you tomorrow. You're going to take my breath away.

Casey read the message twice. It was the kind of message a groom was supposed to send to his bride two days before their wedding. It was perfect. It was appropriate. It meant nothing.

She knew this the way a person knows things without being able to explain how they know them. She knew it in the same way she'd known, three months ago, that the wedding invitations were the wrong shade of cream. She'd looked at them, felt a wrongness settle in her chest, and said nothing. She'd mailed them out as they were. No one had noticed the shade was wrong. Maybe the shade wasn't wrong. Maybe only Casey noticed things that didn't matter.

Marcus's message didn't matter. It was a nice message. It was the message a man sent to a woman he was about to marry, and the woman was supposed to feel excited or cherished or like her entire life was about to transform into something magical.

Casey felt none of these things.

Instead, she felt the weight of the dress, which probably weighed eight pounds and felt like it weighed eighty. She felt the weight of the crown, which was definitely under five pounds but felt significant against the intricate hairstyle. She felt the weight of the smile she'd been holding since she woke up, the smile that made her face hurt a little if she examined it too closely.

She texted back:

I can't wait either. See you tomorrow.

The message was a lie. She could wait. She had been waiting for three years, which was how long she and Marcus had been together. She'd been waiting to feel the thing she was supposed to feel—the certainty, the joy, the sense that her entire life had been leading to this moment. She was still waiting.

"Casey?" A knock on the door. Bella Reeves, Casey's best friend since college, opened it without waiting for permission. Bella was Casey's maid of honor, which meant Bella was allowed to interrupt. Bella was wearing the bridesmaid dress, which was the same pale green as the sage in the villa's garden—perfect, understated, elegant. "Your sister is having what I can only describe as a moment in the parlor. Your brother is trying to calm her down. Should I get wine? I feel like I should get wine."

"Sienna's fine," Casey said. "She just needs attention."

"She needs therapy," Bella said, which was unfair but probably accurate. "But yes, wine might help with both. Come on. Everyone's gathering for drinks. We're doing the whole 'night before the rehearsal rehearsal' thing. You need to get out of that dress before you sweat on it, and you need to let people fawn over you, which I know you hate but which is apparently your life now."

Casey looked at her reflection one more time. The bride looked perfect. The bride looked ready. The bride looked like she had never had a doubt in her entire life.

"Okay," Casey said. "Let me change."

As she was carefully removing the dress—a process that required help and precision—she heard her sister's voice from downstairs. Sienna was laughing about something, that particular laugh Sienna did when she wanted people to think she was charming and carefree. In reality, Sienna was usually thinking about how she could get the thing she didn't have.

In this case, the thing Sienna didn't have was Casey's life.

This thought arrived unbidden and made Casey uncomfortable. She pushed it away. Sisters didn't think things like that. Sisters supported each other. Sisters were happy when the other sister had good things happening.

Except.

Except Sienna had been odd around Marcus lately. Odd in a way that was probably Casey's imagination. Sienna was always odd. Sienna was an artist, which meant she was temperamental and dramatic and required more emotional labor than a person should reasonably be expected to provide. Casey had provided that labor her entire life. This was simply what being Sienna's older sister meant.

"You're thinking too much," Bella said, watching Casey's face as she helped her into a simple linen dress. "I can literally see the thinking happening. Stop it."

"I'm not thinking about anything."

"You're thinking about your life and whether it makes sense and whether you're making the right choice and whether Marcus is actually the person you think he is and whether you should be in Italy about to marry someone when you barely talk to him except about logistics."

"Wow," Casey said. "Okay."

"I'm right, though."

"You're being invasive."

"I'm being a best friend." Bella steered Casey toward the mirror and made her look at herself. Without the crown and the styling and the perfect makeup, Casey looked younger. Softer. More like the person she actually was under all the performance. "You don't have to get married, you know. Even now. Even with a hundred and fifty people here and a caterer and everything. You could say no."

"I don't want to say no."

"But do you want to say yes?"

Casey didn't answer. She was looking at her reflection, and the reflection looked uncertain. So she looked away.

"I'm fine," she said. "I'm just tired. It's been a lot. Planning this, working, keeping the family drama managed. I'm allowed to feel a little overwhelmed."

"Sure." Bella didn't sound convinced. "But Casey, if this is about feeling obligated—"

"It's not. It's not about obligation. Marcus is great. He's successful and handsome and he proposed and I said yes and now we're getting married. This is just how life works."

Bella looked like she wanted to argue with this assertion about how life worked, but she didn't. Instead, she linked her arm through Casey's and pulled her toward the door.

"Okay," Bella said. "Let's go drink wine and celebrate with your family and pretend everything is perfect."

"Everything is perfect," Casey said.

And when she said it, she believed it. The villa was perfect. The dress was perfect. The plan was perfect. She was going to marry Marcus, and they were going to have a nice life together, and she would stop feeling like she was standing on the edge of a cliff.

Everything was perfect.

The problem with perfection, Casey would later understand, was that it was almost always an illusion.

But she didn't understand that yet. So she smiled, and she walked downstairs, and she let everyone fawn over her, and she ignored the small voice in her chest that was saying: Something is wrong. Something is profoundly, irreversibly wrong.

She ignored it because the alternative was admitting that the life she'd built, the person she'd become, the choices she'd made—all of it might be unstable. And Casey Whitmore did not build unstable things.
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​CHAPTER 2: THE SETUP
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Three years earlier, Casey had met Marcus Ashford at a charity benefit for the Metropolitan Museum's Medieval Collection. She'd been there representing Whitmore Global Holdings, which was a major donor. Marcus had been there as an investor in several tech startups and a recent beneficiary of a seven-figure venture capital round.

The benefit was held in the Egyptian Wing after hours. Waiters in white gloves circulated with champagne and canapés. The kind of women who had nothing to do but look perfect circulated in designer dresses. The kind of men who had everything to do but had taken the evening off circulated in tailored suits. Casey had been doing both—looking perfect and taking the evening off, though the second was more convincing than the first.

Marcus had approached her near the Temple of Dendera. He'd had a champagne flute in one hand and a very small crab cake in the other.

"Do you know what these are?" he'd asked, indicating the crab cakes. "Aside from tiny. Because they're definitely tiny."

Casey had smiled. It was a conversational opener that was charming without being aggressive. She'd appreciated that. "I think they're supposed to be elegant. But yes, definitely tiny."

"I've been eating them for forty-five minutes, and I've only consumed what amounts to a normal appetizer. At this rate, I'll be hungry in an hour." He'd extended his hand. "Marcus Ashford. I don't know anyone here, and I'm bad at events like this, so I'm going to either bore you extensively or you can help me hide behind this very large statue of a god and judge people for an hour."

Casey had shaken his hand. His grip was firm. His smile was practiced but not insincere. "Casey Whitmore. I'm actually fairly good at events like this, so I can't hide. But I can make this less boring if you'd like."

"That would be very kind of you."

They'd spent the next three hours together. Marcus had asked her intelligent questions about Whitmore Global. She'd asked him intelligent questions about his investment portfolio. They'd talked about the museum and the terrible decision to charge admission for the Temple of Dendera and whether the Met's curators were actually talented or just had money. They'd not talked about anything personal. They'd not discussed feelings or dreams or fears or any of the things that usually indicated whether two people had actual chemistry.

But they'd looked good together. People had noticed them together. At the end of the night, Marcus had asked for her number. She'd given it to him. He'd texted her the next morning with a joke about tiny crab cakes.

They'd started dating.

The relationship had been convenient. Marcus was at a point in his life where having a girlfriend was appropriate. Casey was at a point in her life where having a boyfriend was expected. The expectations aligned. They went to events together. They looked good. They had pleasant dinners and pleasant conversations. They had pleasant sex, which was not passionate but was regular and competent.

After two years, Marcus had proposed. He'd done it at Per Se with a ring from Tiffany that was beautiful and expensive and exactly what Casey would have chosen if she'd been consulted, which she hadn't been. The surprise had been nice. The proposal itself was well-executed—romantic without being over the top, public enough to be witnessed but not so public as to be humiliating if she'd said no.

She had said yes.

"I'm in love with you," Marcus had said.

She had not said it back. She'd said: "I care about you deeply, and I want to build a life with you."

He had seemed satisfied with this.

Now, three months before the wedding, as Casey was reviewing seating charts in her apartment in the Upper East Side, she was trying to remember if she'd ever actually believed that she loved Marcus. Or if she'd made a logical decision that loving him was the next step in a life that was supposed to follow a specific trajectory.

Her apartment was perfect. It had floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Central Park. It had a kitchen that had never been cooked in (Casey didn't cook; she had restaurants for that). It had furniture that had been selected by an interior designer. It had artwork by artists who were supposedly important. It was the kind of apartment that made people assume you were successful, which she was. It looked like the apartment of a woman
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