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      The Pizzeria with its fire-roasted sauce and woodfired pizza is owned and run by a second-generation family of Italians. Their parents brought their recipes with them when they moved to America from Italy, making it a unique and popular restaurant in the heart of Uptown Houston.

      Italian music spills from hidden speakers blending with the sounds of the busy kitchen and the chatter of customers. Silverware and glasses clink against each other.

      The tables are not those of the typical pizza parlor. The heavy tables are covered with thick white cloth tablecloths, candles in chunky white vases burning on each one.

      Lush green strands of ivies wound their way up columns interspersed among the tables and over time crawled their way along the crossbeams in the ceiling, giving the indoor restaurant an almost outdoor feel.

      The scent of Italian spices blends with the rich scent of pizza and the woodsmoke from the oven.

      “One week from today,” Olivia announces with obvious fanfare, leaning forward, her chin-length blonde-streaked hair falling forward. “You’ll be married. Mrs. Theodore Smith.”

      Ignoring a reflexive wince, I smile brightly. Pretending a big part of that brightness isn’t forced, I say the first thing that pops into my head. “I’m thinking maybe I’ll keep my last name.”

      My two friends sitting on either side of me at the table look at me with horror in their eyes. Olivia and Madison.

      Olivia is the sassy one with blonde-streaked short hair to match. Sassy is a good word to describe her. I’ve heard her called mouthy by a couple of people over the years. The word doesn’t not fit her, but sassy is better.

      Madison has long straight chestnut hair, all natural. Matches her all-business way of approaching the world. Her reading glasses do nothing to hide the beauty behind them. Serious. I’d say the best word to describe Madison is serious.

      And I have shoulder-length hair in a raven-dark color, according to my stylist. If I had to sum myself up in one word, I’d have to go with complicated.

      Lifting my glass of Pinot Noir with hints of cocoa, blackberry, and dark plum, I take a little sip. The red wine feels needlessly indulgent, but we’re celebrating.

      The three of us usually come here on Saturday nights and have a cold beer with our pizza. As Olivia sort of pointed out, I won’t be here next Saturday. I’ll be on my honeymoon.

      Sort of honeymoon. Theo and I are combining his college football coaching conference with our honeymoon. In Tampa, Florida. What kind of fiancé would I be to say no to that? A honeymoon paid for by his college?

      As he put it, that’s money we can put toward a house one day. Maybe the excuse falls flat for me, but I figure it’s because I’m not really a beach kind of girl. There’s that and then there’s the fact that his days will be spent at the conference.

      I’m not for certain what I’m supposed to do all day while he’s conferencing, but I’m good at figuring things out. I’ll probably do some work of my own.

      We use the word honeymoon loosely.

      The little pizzeria in Uptown Houston is crowded as it always is. Its popularity is as much about the atmosphere as it is for the food. The food, however, is nothing to complain about. Fire roasted with handmade crust. I usually get their specialty, the margarita pizza.

      The pizzeria’s got that upbeat, urban vibe that people, young and old are drawn to. It’s also just two blocks over from the Galleria. Far enough away that the patrons are mostly locals, but close enough that being here is still part of the happening area.

      The servers may not know our names, but they recognize us. Our server tonight is John, a college student with hair too long. Claims to be a business major, but I’m not buying it. When I was a business major, and not that long ago, a guy would have been called onto the carpet for not putting forth a professional image. Maybe things are different now. Or maybe he goes to a more liberal college.

      Not my problem.

      “Here you go,” John says. “Good hot breadsticks. Fresh out of the oven.”

      “Can we get some marinara sauce?” Madison asks.

      “It’s on its way,” John says, turning just in time to see a waitress coming this way with a tray. “There it is now.”

      He snags the cup of marinara off her tray as she keeps walking. She says something we can’t hear to John.

      He just shrugs and sets the cup of marinara in front of Madison. “All good?”

      “All good.”

      With that, he disappears into the shadows.

      “I don’t think that was ours,” I say.

      “Neither do I,” Olivia agrees.

      “Oh well.” Madison dips her breadstick into the sauce and happily takes a bite.

      The bar is currently packed, as it always is on Saturday nights. There’s a line to get a table, too. And another line for takeout.

      “Why would you keep your own name?” Madison asks, taking a sip of her sparkling white wine.

      Just because. “Smith is such a common name,” I say. “And my MBA is in my maiden name.” I shrug uncomfortably. Although keeping my name has more than crossed my mind since I agreed to marry Theo, I’ve never actually said it out loud.

      Now, saying it out loud and getting such a negative reaction from my two best friends, I’m wondering if maybe something is wrong with the way I think.

      “That’s why I’m never getting married,” Olivia declares definitively.

      Now Madison and I look at her as though she’s lost all logical thought.

      “Does Dan know that?” I ask.

      “Stan. His name is Stan.” She bites into a crispy breadstick.

      “Okay. Does Stan know that?”

      “Stan doesn’t need to know it,” Olivia says with definite sass. “Because I’m never getting married.”

      Madison and I exchange a glance. That is most definitely Olivia logic at its best.

      “Moving on,” Olivia says. “Have you decided whether you’re moving into Theo’s place or if he’s moving into yours?”

      “We’re still undecided,” I say. “My place is closer to my work. His is closer to his work.” I shrug. “We’ll figure it out.”

      Madison visibly shudders. “Cutting it kind of close, don’t you think? I would have needed to know this like a year ago.”

      “We didn’t even know we were getting married a year ago.”

      “And that’s a different topic,” Madison says.

      I give her a pointed look. Madison doesn’t do anything that isn’t on her five-ten-fifteen year spreadsheet. I’ve seen that spreadsheet. There is no husband on it. And yet she dates. I don’t quite know why she dates when she seems to have no plan for marriage. Unlike Olivia, she just doesn’t come right out and state her opposition to the institution of marriage.

      The three of us had met at the Arabella, an exclusive high-rise condo building, just over three years ago. I had been a cat sitter. Olivia and Madison had been dog walkers.

      We’d somehow ended up on the same elevator at the same time. Olivia and Madison had both been walking dogs and I’d been holding a cat in a carrier that I’d had to take to the vet for a client.

      You would have thought that the three of us would have been fierce competitors. And yet we had too much in common to not become fast friends which soon, by way of Madison’s prophetic spreadsheet, somehow morphed us into business partners.

      “Are we getting the usual?” Madison asks, opening up one of the menus.

      “Yes,” Olivia says. “I’m up for some Hawaiian pizza.”

      “Hannah?”

      I set my glass down. “I’m just going to have a salad.”

      “Since when?” Olivia asks with a vexed expression. “I thought salads were your weekday thing.”

      “They are,” I say. “But I’ve got a wedding dress to fit in.”

      “You’ll be lucky if it doesn’t just drop off of you already,” Madison says. “Didn’t they already tuck it in once?”

      “Yes,” I say. “But I can’t be too careful, you know.”

      Olivia and Madison exchange a look.

      “You’re losing too much weight,” Olivia says. “Order a pizza. Otherwise your dress is just going to hang there like a feed sack.

      “Jitters,” Madison says tell Olivia. “It’s normal.”

      “Definitely the jitters,” Olivia says.

      “I don’t have the jitters,” I say, but it’s a half-hearted protest. I’ve got something. I just don’t think it’s the jitters.

      A large table nearby filled
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