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            A QUICK NOTE FROM LIBBY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Welcome to the world of the Never a Brides!

      

        

      
        Kate Treanor’s life is about to change, only she doesn’t know it yet. Oliver Mercier is about to attend the most important wedding of his life. I hope you love their story of fate, feelings, and finding a new future.

      

        

      
        Keep reading after the story for a special bonus!

      

        

      
        xoxo,

        Libby

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

          KATE’S INBOX

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From: Nicole Winesap <nicole@winesap.design>

        To: Rosie Snyder <r_snyder@venturahospital.org>; Kate Treanor <kate@treanorpod.com>; Lani Kalama <lani@winesap.design>; Ophelia Winesap o.winesap@clintonelemen.edu

      

        

      
        Subject: Three weeks out!!!

      

      

      
        
        Hey you Beautiful Badass Bridesmaids!

      

        

      
        Crunch time, ladies. Three weeks until the big day. You should have received communication from René about your final dress fittings. If you haven’t, let me know ASAP.

      

        

      
        Honestly, almost everything is set, so I just need you to hang in there a little longer. Also, it’s not too late if you want to bring a plus-one. Lani? Kate? I can definitely find someone to escort you for the evening if you’re into it. No pressure! :-)

      

        

      
        Have I told you all lately how much I love you? I couldn’t have done this without you. I’m so #blessed to have you in my life <3 <3 <3

      

        

      
        Kisses,

        Nicole

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kate

      

      
        Did you get Queen Nicole’s latest decree?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rosie

      

      
        Oh yeah. That reminds me, can you give me a ride to the dress fitting tomorrow? My car’s in the shop and Gus has to work.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gus working on the weekend?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        My workaholism is rubbing off on him.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sure. Pick you up at 11. Unless you’re worried about getting whatever weird thing I have. I don’t think I’m contagious, but…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Symptoms?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Super tired, sometimes feeling like I’m going to throw up, but then not. Dizzy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Headache?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sometimes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Could be stress-related. Are you under more stress than usual right now?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        [image: face with rolling eyes]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        [image: face with tears of joy] OK, dumb question. We’ll all feel better after the wedding’s over, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Only 3 more weeks!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You could always go to your doctor, get a blood test. You’re probably due for a physical anyway.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        True.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Drink water. Get some sleep and see how you feel tomorrow. [image: face blowing a kiss]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        [image: red heart]

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

          KATE

        

      

    

    
      I’m on my hands and knees under the desk in Studio C when my wireless earbuds start ringing, startling me into bumping my head on the underside of the desk top.

      “Damn.”

      I rub the sore spot on my head, shuffle backwards on the industrial gray carpeting, then click to accept the call. I answer with a professional, “This is Kate,” but barely get it out before a frantic, high-pitched voice pierces my eardrums.

      “My wedding is in three weeks! I am freaking out. I need you to talk me down.”

      Nicole. I wince at both the knot on my skull and the fact that I didn’t screen before picking up.

      “Nic, I’d love to talk, but I have a recording session this afternoon, and a bunch of deadlines.”

      “Sorry, sorry. I know you’re busy.” Nicole’s voice lowers in contrition. “But Rosie and O are working, and Lani says I’m not allowed to talk about the wedding at the office anymore, and my mom just makes me more crazy. You’re my rock, Kate.”

      That’s me. Move over, Dwayne Johnson, because I’m The Rock. The one with infinite reserves of strength. The person my family and friends turn to when they need a head check. But lately, what used to make me strong seems to be making me brittle. As if I’ve been slowly splintering ever since Ben died.

      I sit back, suddenly both dizzy and exhausted. If I didn’t have to produce a podcast in ten minutes, I’d curl up under the desk and take a nap. Which is strange, because the last time I took a nap I was in kindergarten.

      I sigh and give myself over to the inevitable. “It’s okay. I have a few minutes. Talk fast.”

      Nicole launches into a ramble about Ricky’s godparents and hotel accommodations and a dozen other details I don’t need to know about. She doesn’t need to know about them, but she can’t help herself. Micromanaging is one of her defining traits.

      She’s been like that since we met. Nicole was a blonde, perky freshman living down the hall from me, a redhead with similar tastes in TV and music. We looked like sorority sisters, and together we slayed. Nicole’s still as perky as ever, while life has hardened my edges a bit.

      I pull myself up off the floor and lock the studio before heading to my office at the end of the hallway. I grab the half-drunk green smoothie off my desk and take a sip. The familiar taste usually centers me, but today my stomach roils. I set the cup down. “Honey, why don’t you take a break from wedding stuff and get a massage or something?”

      “I suppose I could do that.”

      “Ricky’s godmother’s problems are not your problems. She shouldn’t even be bothering you with them.”

      “I just want everything to be perfect.” Nicole’s voice is small, and I soften. She’s a micromanaging Bridezilla, but she’s my micromanaging Bridezilla.

      “You are going to have the most sensational wedding of the decade,” I say. Because it’s true. She’s put so much time and energy into planning and designing her wedding, it’s practically taken on a life of its own. It’s even being documented for one of the Santa Barbara bridal magazines. “But, sweetie, it’s not going to be perfect. Things are going to go wrong. The important thing is that you and Ricky are getting married.” I have to take a deep, steadying breath so my voice doesn’t crack. “Everyone you love is going to be there. And there’s going to be cake. Everything else is just…icing. And not that bullshit fondant. Buttercream.”

      She laughs and I know I’ve gotten through to her. “You’re right. No one but me cares about most of this stuff. I just…I want it to be spectacular.”

      “There’s no way it won’t be.”

      “Thanks, Kate.”

      “Of course,” I say briskly. “Now I have to get back to work.”

      “You work too much.”

      “I can’t help it if I’m the most in-demand podcast producer in L.A.”

      “Yeah, you are. You should hire an assistant.”

      I wrinkle my nose. I’ve been hearing that for months, but I haven’t been able to find the time to think about it, much less do it. “True. Now go book that massage.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow? Oh right, the dress fitting.”

      “Noon. I’ll make sure there’s lunch. Byeee.” She makes a kissing noise over the phone and ends the call.

      After that whirlwind, I’m exhausted again. What is the matter with me lately? For a couple of days in May I thought I had a stomach flu, but then I felt better. Now I’m tired all the time. My friend Rosie, fellow bridesmaid and real-life doctor, thinks I should get a physical, but I haven’t had time to make an appointment.

      Before I can even jot a note to remind myself to call my doctor, Jay, my engineer, pokes his head into my office.

      “The lights in Studio B are strobing again. Can you call the landlord?”

      I groan internally. “On it.” I click through my contacts and text Hakop about the lights.

      Maybe I do need an assistant. With the slate of shows I’ve signed on to produce this year, my fledgling company can afford it, but it’s hard to imagine sharing my workload after carving this business out of nothing but my own determination.

      Nicole’s not the only one who has a tendency to micromanage.

      I shake off everything—my fatigue, my nausea, the wedding—so I can do my job. Ignoring how I feel in order to cope in the here and now, that I’m pretty good at. I hustle back down the hall to Studio A, praying that the mics and the lights are both working fine in there.

      Jay has already fitted the two hosts of Brew O’Clock and their guest with headsets. The guys are bantering, warming up. Each episode they bring in a case of local beer and its brewer and proceed to work their way through the case, starting off by asking questions about the brewmaster’s process and veering off on comedic tangents. Everyone gets shitfaced by the end and it’s all very entertaining.

      “Hi guys.” I wave to Kushan and Vern, who wave back. I offer my hand to their guest. “You must be Mike. I’m Kate Treanor.”

      “Hi, Kate.” Mike O’Dowd owns one of East L.A.’s most successful craft breweries. He shakes my hand, his grip strong. His broad shoulders are encased in a tight-fitting T-shirt with his brewery’s logo emblazoned on the front. “Nice to finally meet you.”

      “Likewise. Glad this finally worked out with everyone’s schedules.”

      He smiles at me, brown eyes crinkling. I turn away quickly and lean over the table to verify the mic hookups, even though I’m positive Jay’s got everything set. When I stand up and look back, I’m pretty sure I catch Mike checking me out. Huh.

      “I’ve never done a podcast before. I’m a little nervous,” Mike says. “Got any tips?”

      “Don’t worry, Kate always makes us sound good,” Kushan says. “We were clueless before she took pity on us and became our producer. She saved us from ourselves.”

      I appreciate the praise, but clearly Mike needs more concrete help. “Don’t stress. Pretend you’re in your tasting room and you’re talking to some customers about what they’re drinking. It’s just a conversation.”

      “What if I’m boring?”

      “That’s where these guys come in.” I point to the hosts. “Their job is to keep it moving. We’ll cut out any dead air in the edit. And don’t worry, the alcohol helps.”

      When all the technical stuff is triple-checked, I give them the green light to begin. Kushan and Vern were inexperienced when they approached me with their idea, but they’ve gotten really smooth at the whole thing a year into it, and their audience grows every week. You wouldn’t think that many people care about the Los Angeles craft beer scene, but Brew O’Clock gets hundreds of thousands of downloads per episode, and since the subject matter is ready-made for advertising, it’s my most profitable podcast by far.

      The two-hour taping drags on, even though Mike is, of course, not boring at all. In fact, he’s witty and personable and passionate about his product, and I can tell this is going to turn out to be a great episode. Unfortunately for me, the smell of the IPA they’re drinking is turning my stomach. I usually don’t mind nursing a cold one while we tape, but today the idea of alcohol is even less appetizing than my green smoothie. I’m relieved when we wrap and Jay gives me the all-clear sign.

      “So, we’re going to grab some dinner,” Mike says, gesturing at Vern and Kushan, while I’m packing up. “You free to join us?”

      I look at him for a second without answering, then find my voice. “I can’t. Yeah. Sorry. But thanks.”

      “Okay,” he says easily. “Maybe some other time.”

      “Maybe.”

      And then they’re gone and Jay’s doing his thing. I retreat to my office. I have to finish packaging and uploading two shows by midnight, though if I focus it shouldn’t take me nearly that long. My stomach grumbles uncomfortably. I open the mini fridge and grimace at the options. Sparkling water or the rest of the smoothie. I pick up the cup half-filled with spinach-green liquid and sigh. Smoothies aren’t food. You can’t sink your teeth in and chew. But when Ben’s monthly subscription box had arrived a week after his funeral, I didn’t have the heart to cancel it. I’ve been choking down this goop ever since.

      I get the first file ready and hit the upload button when my phone chimes. I have the sense to screen this time—but it’s just a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lani

      

      
        What did you say to Nicole? She actually left the shop early and went offline.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I told her to stop worrying about every little detail and get a massage.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        And she listened to you? I wish I had that superpower.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        She listens to you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Only about work stuff. Anyway, thanks. She needed that and I’m enjoying the peace and quiet.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You still at work?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Leaving soon. You?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Same.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hey, so I think I got asked out tonight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tell me everything.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Just a guest on Brew O’Clock. He asked if I wanted to get dinner after the taping. Like a group thing, but also not, you know?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sure. Hot?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I guess? I mean, yes. I don’t think I’m interested.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Clearly not, or you’d be out with hot beer guy and not texting with me from work on a Friday night.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        But it was weird, I sort of thought about being interested. Which is new for me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Well, you know what I say—go for it. Just don’t forget the pact.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I would never forget the Never a Bride pact.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Good, because we’re the only 2 single ladies left and I don’t want to be the last woman standing.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Don’t worry. Dinner is a long way from ’til death.

      

      

      

      

      

      I look at the last word on my screen. Three years ago, I wouldn’t have qualified to be a Never a Bride(smaid), because I was about to get married. Then Ben had to go and get himself hit by a car biking home from work and I essentially became a widow before I got to say “I do.”

      Ever since, I’ve worn figurative widow’s weeds. I haven’t even wanted to meet anyone new. My fellow bridesmaids and I started our tongue-in-cheek Never a Bride “club” as a way to link arms against the force of Nicole’s matchmaking machinations.

      Okay, so the name was my idea. I was scared that all that wedding hoopla would send me back into the darkest days right after Ben died, when I had to simultaneously make funeral arrangements and cancel wedding plans. The Never a Bride club was a way for me to stay strong, to pretend it didn’t get to me, to keep being the rock that Nicole and everyone else needs me to be.

      Tonight was the first time I’ve wanted to take a guy up on the offer of a sort-of date in a very, very long time. It’s not like I haven’t felt the itch. I even scratched it—once, and a touch recklessly, not that long ago—and ever since, it’s been harder and harder to know what I want. Is it good to want to go out to dinner with a cute guy? Does that mean I’m ready? Intellectually I know I have to try it to find out. But I’m scared.

      It’s been three years—both forever and not nearly long enough. I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready. But I know that if Ben could see me, running from a simple dinner, running from life, he’d be disappointed in me.

      I don’t know how to be ready. But I have to believe that I will be, someday.

      Just not today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

          KATE

        

      

    

    
      Saturday I have to drag myself out of bed, even though I went to sleep earlier than usual. I plop a green tea bag into my favorite travel mug and skip breakfast. Nicole always goes overboard with food, so I figure I can make it up at lunch. There’s not much traffic so I pull into a parking spot on Rosie’s quiet residential street in Ventura almost an hour ahead of schedule.

      I could text and warn her, but I have to pee like crazy, so instead I knock loudly on the door of Rosie’s new house. The house itself isn’t new—it’s an attractive postwar wood frame on a corner lot. She and Gus bought it jointly. They’ve only been together since the fall, but when his lease was up they decided to pool their resources and buy something big enough for Gus to have a garden and a greenhouse in the back. Even though they haven’t mentioned babies or weddings, they did get a house with plenty of space in case they end up with a small roommate one of these days.

      Gus answers the door wearing pajama bottoms and nothing else, leaving his impressive chest tattoo on full display. I think, not for the first time, that Rosie lucked out getting a guy as fine as he is kind. “Hey, Kate, come on in.”

      “Hey, Gus. How’s tricks? Actually, hold that thought—can I use your bathroom?”

      He points me in the direction of their guest bath. “I’ll let Rosie know you’re here.”

      Business complete, I follow the voices through their sunny living room to the back of the house, where the kitchen opens up onto a patio absolutely covered in potted plants of every size and seemingly every possible shade of green.

      Rosie sits at a wooden patio table, pointing at something on her phone. Gus leans over her shoulder, smiling at her softly instead of whatever’s on the screen. He’s got it bad. I shove down the brief flare of jealousy and pull up my own chair.

      “Hey, girl.” Rosie looks as sleep-disheveled as Gus, in yoga pants and a loose breast cancer awareness 5K shirt. I briefly wonder if by being early I interrupted sexy times.

      Ugh, no need to go there, though of course I’m happy for Rosie. It’s wonderful to see her relaxed and content. As long as I’ve known her—almost fifteen years now—she’s always been Type A to a T, focused on her dream of being a doctor, always letting her social life sink to the bottom of the priority list. Since she met Gus, things have been different. She seems happy, which makes me happy.

      “Coffee?” Gus asks.

      “No, thanks.” I can’t help making a face at the thought. Coffee’s another thing I haven’t been drinking lately. The smell is too overpowering.

      “I’m going to get dressed,” Gus says, dropping a kiss on top of Rosie’s head. She waves him away, her cheeks pinking up at the display of affection. God, they’re disgustingly cute. They’re everything I used to have. Everything the Never a Brides are supposed to disdain.

      “Sorry I’m early,” I say, to get my mind off this depressing train of thought. “I couldn’t eat this morning, so I just got in the car.”

      “You couldn’t eat? How else are you feeling?” Rosie asks, her focus shifting smoothly to me. She’s a great doctor because she makes people feel heard, makes them feel taken care of. The relief of being around her is enough to make me a little teary. I’m not against crying, but only when I have a good reason.

      “I don’t feel great, but it’s nothing major. My appetite has been off. I slept ten hours last night. Ten!”

      “Well, you don’t look sick.” She looks me in the eye, asks me to open my throat and shines her phone’s flashlight back there. “I could take your temperature, but I don’t think you have a fever. I wonder…” Her mouth does a funny little twisting thing, as if she wants to smile, but doesn’t know if she should.

      “What?”

      “Sweetie, when was your last period?”

      I freeze as the implication of the question hits me like a punch to the solar plexus. Why hadn’t I thought of it before? “Oh no.”

      “Kate?” Rosie looks concerned at whatever expression has broken out on my face. Something between horror and confusion, I expect.

      “How could this not occur to me?” Seriously, I’d considered mono, flu, allergies, even psychosomatic illness. I had not considered pregnant.

      “When—”

      “Bachelorette party,” I croak. It’s hard to breathe. My chest tightens with the familiar beginnings of a panic attack. I haven’t had one in maybe a year, but my body sure as hell remembers what it feels like to be so overwhelmed it starts shutting down.

      “Honey, breathe.” I hear Rosie’s voice from far away. She’s by my side, rubbing circles on my back, pushing my head down between my knees. “Breathe. It’s okay.” She keeps talking, murmuring in my ear about how she’s there and she’s not going anywhere, and I focus on her voice, soft, gentle, patient.

      Fuck me. I’m pregnant.

      I suck in a ragged breath—the first full one I’ve gotten in what feels like an hour, but I know it’s only been a minute or two. Slowly, I raise my head, and my breathing slows. My heart still feels like it’s going a mile a minute.

      “Better?” Rosie’s calm, but her forehead creases with worry.

      “The night we went dancing. I went home with a guy.”

      “That was what, six, no, seven weeks ago? You haven’t had a period since then?”

      I think hard. I’m usually regular, but I guess I haven’t been paying attention. “No. Should I take a pregnancy test?”

      “You should definitely take a test, but my official doctorly opinion is you’re pregnant, Kate.” She says the words softly, as if she’s not sure how I’m going to react to the news. Fair, since I just wigged out on her.

      “Wow.” My head swirls with a jumble of emotions. I latch onto the first one I can. “I’m actually relieved. I thought I had developed some obscure fatigue syndrome that no one would believe I had.”

      “Once you’re out of the first trimester, your symptoms—the fatigue, nausea, headaches—will likely go away. But you’re definitely going to want to schedule an appointment as soon as possible with your OB.”

      “Right. Okay.” My OB is a middle-aged Scandinavian woman who’s been my doctor since I was old enough to start going to the gynecologist. She’s also my mother’s doctor.

      Oh God. My mother.

      “Rosie. How am I going to—” I look at her helplessly. There are so very many ways I could end that sentence.

      “Whatever you want, you’ll figure out how to do it. Okay? I’ll help you.”

      “I know you will.” I look down at my hands. The backs are as Irish-pale as the rest of me, the palms red from where I’ve been rubbing them on my thighs. My fingers are bare. I took my engagement ring off a couple of years ago when the diamond seemed to be mocking me every time it winked in the light.

      I always wanted a family, to be a mom. But this wasn’t how I ever imagined it happening. After Ben was gone, I tried not to think about the fact that having kids was no longer an option.

      I’ve known I’m pregnant for about ten minutes, but that’s about as long as I’ve loved the tiny, surprising life inside me. Ten minutes into having my world shaken up in the most petrifying, wonderful way possible. It doesn’t matter that I don’t have a ring on my finger. The baby won’t care.

      “I’ll call my doctor, but can I take a pregnancy test anyway? Like, right now?” I need to know for sure that I’m not going crazy in a new, innovative way by somehow making all of this up.

      “Okay. Do you want to go to the hospital with me? I can give you a test there.”

      I loathe hospitals. “No, one of those pee ones is fine. Right? They work?”

      “They’re very accurate,” Rosie confirms. “But I don’t have any. Want me to go buy one?”

      “Um.” I don’t want to be left alone with my thoughts. “Could Gus get it maybe?”

      “Sure, if it’s okay to tell him.”

      I’m under no illusion that any of this isn’t going to be making the rounds among the Never a Brides and their significant others by day’s end anyway. “Yeah. It’s okay.”

      She nods. A mischievous smile crosses her face. She yells, “Gus!”

      He pokes his head out of the patio door after a moment’s delay. “What’s up, hermosa?”

      “Can you go to the drug store and get a pack of pregnancy tests?”

      His mouth drops open and Rosie cackles. “For Kate!”

      His mouth closes and he sags against the door. “Oh, Jesus. Don’t do me like that.”

      “Sorry, I couldn’t resist!”

      Even I let out a small laugh. “Sorry, Gus.”

      “For real, you need…” He looks from Rosie to me and grins when I nod. “Sure. Give me ten minutes.”

      He disappears and Rosie’s still laughing.

      “Wow, you are cold, Rosie Snyder. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

      “I know. We’ve talked about kids—very hypothetically—but we’re not ready. Still, I just couldn’t pass up that opportunity.”

      “Fair.”

      We sit for a while, the sound of birds and cars on the street outside filling the silence.

      “How are you feeling right now?” she asks eventually.

      “Besides being shell-shocked? I feel like an idiot for not even thinking that I could be pregnant.”

      “And aside from your ego being bruised, how do you feel?”

      I say the first word that pops into my head. “Happy.”

      Her face, which had been studiously devoid of emotion, relaxes into a smile. “Yeah?”

      “Happy. Scared. Overwhelmed, yes. But I’m—I don’t need that stupid test to know it—I’m going to have a baby.”

      “Oh, Kate.” Her eyes are full of tears, but I know they’re joyful ones.

      “I’ve imposed on you enough for one day—with the free doctor advice and scaring the shit out of your boyfriend and everything—but I have another huge ask.”

      “What is it?” She looks so elated for me she’d say yes to anything.

      “This dress fitting today—I’m going to have to tell Nicole I need my dress adjusted. I could barely button my jeans this morning.”

      Rosie’s eyes grow wide as it sinks in how big of a deal this is going to be. “Oh, I don’t know.”

      “Please. You said you’d help me.”

      “Yeah, I meant medically or emotionally. Not telling Nicole you aren’t going to fit into your dress. I don’t have a death wish!”

      “Come on, please?” I use my rusty acting skills to make my blue eyes big and round and pleading. I blink, doe-eyed. She sighs, and I know I’ve won.

      “Fine. But you’re going to tell her why you need your dress refitted, right? She’s going to know something is up.”

      “If I tell her, won’t it take away from the wedding specialness?”

      Rosie bites her lip, thinking. “I think she’d be more hurt if you kept it from her.”

      I sigh. “You’re probably right. Fuck. I’m going to have to tell her sometime. At least maybe she’ll be so excited about the fact that I’m pregnant she’ll overlook the dress-fitting part?”

      Rosie laughs. “Yeah, that might work.” She grabs my hand, squeezes. “You’re going to have a baby! I can’t believe it!”

      “Me either,” I say. Only, in a surreal way, I can.

      “You might not want to talk about this right now, but the guy—you’re going to tell him, right?”

      Oh yeah. The guy. The blurry image of messy black hair and dark eyes swims through my head.

      “Of course. I need to tell him.”

      There’s just one problem. I sort of don’t know who he is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Nicole Tiffany Winesap and Richard James Kendell, along with their parents, invite you to celebrate their union in matrimony

      

      

      

      
        
        Saturday, June 20

        Five O’Clock in the Evening

        Rancho del Sol

        Santa Barbara, California

        Reception to Follow

        Formal Dress

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 4

          OLIVER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three weeks later

      

      

      A river of brake lights greets me as the 101 winnows down from three lanes to two just past Ventura. I stab the call button on my steering wheel in frustration. A single ringtone echoes in the cabin of my Mercedes and then Nat picks up.

      “What?”

      “I know I’m not supposed to call you on your day off, but remind me why I’m going to this wedding again?” It’s been a long week and I still have a million things to do in the office. “There’s a ton of traffic. I think I’m going to be late.”

      Even though riding a motorcycle in my suit would have been impractical, if I was on my bike I could have dodged in and out of traffic. Instead, I’m slogging it out with everyone else trying to escape Los Angeles for the weekend.

      “It’s a fantastic networking opportunity.” Nat’s voice comes through loud and clear over the car’s speakers. So does her exasperation. “Ricky Kendell is your main investor and not only can’t you afford to alienate him, he has an extensive local network. If you want Mercy SB to open big, you need to make sure the locals are lining up to get in, not just the tourists.”

      “Ricky’s a good guy, but I feel gauche going to his wedding when I’ve never even met his fiancée.”

      “Nicole Winesap, owner of buzzy studio and retail store Winesap Design. Old-money Santa Barbara family. Graduate of UCLA and Parsons.”

      “Are you reading her Wikipedia page?”

      “I do my research.”

      I know she does. That’s why we’re on the cusp of opening the third outpost of Mercy in as many years. When I first got the idea for an upscale gastropub that would exclusively feature local produce, meat, and beverages, Nat’s the one who got me interviews with investors, who put together profit and loss sheets, who made me look good when I brought my proposals to the breweries that I ended up making exclusive deals with. Together, we’ve achieved the rarest of endeavors—owning and operating profitable restaurants.

      Sometimes I wonder why she needs me in this partnership. “Eye candy,” she’s laughingly told me before, more than once. She’s not wrong. My face and name have always been my ticket to success. Sometimes I wonder if I hadn’t been born Oliver Mercier, son of Aziza Amine, one-time supermodel, and Gerald Mercier, New York City wine distributor extraordinaire, what could I have accomplished on my own? More? Less?

      I sigh. There’s no reason to be ashamed of my high-achieving family, but I lost my sense of entitlement so long ago they’ve always been more of a burden than a benefit.

      “I should have brought you with me,” I say, unwilling to let go of my grumpy mood. I used to view socializing as a perk of my job, but lately it’s been a chore.

      “I’ve been your wedding date before and I have better things to do than be ignored all night while you flirt with lonely bridesmaids.”

      I wince, even though she can’t see me. “Sorry about that. But bridesmaids—there’s an idea.” It’s been a couple of months since I’ve hooked up with anyone, and I cheer at the prospect of mixing business and pleasure.

      “Have your fun, but please do not do anything to fuck up this deal.” It’s like we share a brain and she knows the shortest path to killing my vibe.

      “How could I? The paperwork’s been signed for months.”

      “Yeah, but if you accidentally sleep with Ricky’s favorite cousin and then never call her again, who knows what revenge he could enact?”

      “You know what I love about you, Nat? You always expect the worst of me.”

      “Then prove me wrong. Be good. Network. And get back to the office in one piece on Monday. We have a shit-ton of work to do before the opening.”

      “I know, I know. I’ll be good.” Good’s a relative term, after all.

      I end the call and finally, finally, get off the freeway and into the line of shiny cars streaming into Rancho del Sol, an old California ranchero-turned-event-venue with a grand lawn, mission-style buildings, and spectacular views of the sun setting over the Pacific Ocean.

      After handing the Mercedes off to the valets, I
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