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​Chapter One
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“Can you be a little less honest with me, Livvy?”

Poppy is panicking, but in the most charming way. Her inky black eyelashes flutter unnecessarily, and the owner of the bridal shop pats her shoulder. I try not to roll my eyes, but Poppy notices I’m not smiling. She knows me well enough to realize I’m losing my patience.

We’ve been looking at wedding gowns — or rather, she’s been looking at wedding gowns — for over three hours, and my stomach is growling. Then again, my stomach is always growling.

Damn keto diet.

“Do you really think my hips look too wide in this one?”

Yes, I do, and I’ve already told Poppy this, but now the shop owner is staring at me, her eyes wide and pleading.

“Okay, maybe not so much as some of the other ones. I don’t see why it matters. Spencer likes your hips, doesn’t he?”

I try to make light of my earlier observation, my honesty a bit much for my childhood friend and her delicate sensibilities. She giggles like a little girl, tilting her head to the side towards her shoulder, and the shop owner smiles indulgently while Poppy allows her perfectly formed curls to tumble over her bare skin.

This dress is the most expensive one on the rack of those Poppy has chosen to model today, so it’s no wonder the owner is happy.

“I still have some time before I have to decide for sure, and I can always look somewhere else, too.”

The shop owner’s smile falters at Poppy’s flippant comment, and something inside of me relaxes, pleased at her discomfort. She thought Poppy was a sure thing, but nothing and no one is.

“Whatever. Let’s leave it for today. I’m sure this kind lady . . .”

I stare at the shop owner as I stop speaking, unsure of her name, although I’m also certain she introduced herself when we stepped into the shop for Poppy’s appointment.

“Frances.”

She looks from Poppy to me when she says her name, her eyes imploring again as Poppy turns and twists in front of the tall three-way mirror, glancing alternately at herself from various angles and back at me through her reflection in the gilded frame.

“Hold this one for her until . . .”

I shrug, wondering how long it will take for Poppy to make up her mind, and wave my hand in the air aimlessly. It doesn’t matter. This woman will hold the gown for as long as Poppy wants. 

Everyone does whatever Poppy wants.

“Of course. It’s no trouble at all. I’m happy to help search for shoes and accessories to go along with it, and we have veils to match.”

Frances’ smile is back, and Poppy turns to face us, a shining picture of perfection with her hands clasped in front of her chest as if she’s praying. As if she’s ever prayed a day in her picture perfect life.

She shimmies out of the tight mermaid dress, and the tiny rhinestones sewn into the shimmering fabric catch the harsh light in the ceiling. It’s too bright for me, and I feel a headache coming on, not just from the fluorescent illumination but from my best friend’s behavior.

Not that I can do anything about it. Instead, I decide it’s time for me to go.

“I’m going to walk down to Caffeine Dreams and grab an Americano.”

Before Poppy can protest, I turn away from her triplicate image as well as her real one, as she now stands in nothing but her boy shorts underwear. Spencer bought her those as a joke, as there is nothing boyish about her, but you can always leave it to a guy to make such a dumb gesture and think he’s being amusing.

Especially a guy like Spencer Buchanan.

Poppy whines, but I walk away, out of the enormous fitting room and into the larger area of the store floor, where the chatter of brides-to-be and sales girls rises around me. If I can get a few gulps of black coffee from the café next door, I can head off a migraine and get through this day.

But tomorrow will be another one, with Poppy squealing over appetizers and Champagne fountains, and her parents fussing over how much they will miss her once she is no longer theirs. As if she and Spencer don’t already live together, as if Poppy spends any more time with her parents than necessary to make sure they foot the bill for the wedding and all the accompanying drama.

A late summer wedding, so a full season of that drama is ahead for me as Poppy’s closest friend and maid of honor. 

The few steps outside it takes to close the distance between the bridal shop and the café feel like a trip around the block, but the café door opens easily, as if the wide space is welcoming me into its aromatic heaven. The shop is half full, which is more than I can say for my energy or patience levels, and I release a long breath as I step inside.

I hold my hand over the air-conditioning vent along the wall, allowing my fingers to cool until they start to feel numb as I stand in line, and then press the tips of them against my cheek. Summer is wonderful, especially for early morning golf, but the humidity is brutal in the Midwest, and I wonder if I’ll ever get out of this town. 

For good.

Traveling for golf tournaments doesn’t count; in fact, it makes returning to the middle of nowhere more difficult each time.

“Would you like to go ahead of me? You look a little frazzled.”

Frazzled?

The young man in front of me uses a word I think I’ve only heard from my elderly aunt’s lips. He’s tall and a little thin, but there’s something polished about him that interests me. 

Mildly.

His clothes are neatly pressed and expensive. If I’m not mistaken, and I rarely am, the navy pants are Brooks Brothers, the cream, long-sleeved button-down shirt Dior. There isn’t a trace of sweat under his arms or inside the collar.

Who looks so well-put together in this heat, especially a man? Or is he a boy? He doesn’t look any older than me, and I’m barely old enough to drink legally.

“No, thank you. That’s very chivalrous of you.”

I throw an SAT word back at him, but he doesn’t seem to recognize my sarcastic tone as I lift my chin in his direction.

“You’re up.”

I’m impatient, as always, and not trying to hide it with this stranger. But he only smiles, his lips curving up on one side enticingly. I narrow my eyes as he turns around and orders an Americano.

No cream, no sugar. No fancy adjectives or additions.

I press my lips together as he glances back at me, sliding his burgundy-hued wallet from his back pocket and drawing my eyes down to the movement. His wallet is a little worn, real leather, attached to a tiny loop on his pants on a long, thin silver chain. Worn to a smooth sheen.

Both items are most likely heirlooms, worth more for the time they have spent in a loved one’s hands.

“I’d like an Americano, black.”

When I take the man’s place in front of the cash register, I force myself to focus on the older woman who taps at the screen, her voice no longer as interested as it was when the man was ordering. She pushes her unruly dark curls from her face, and I stand up straighter as I realize I’m clenching my teeth.

Why should she be more polite to him than she is to me?

I push my credit card into the reader, and when I pull it out, I feel the man watching me, but ignore him and step to the side where I wait for my coffee.

“I’m Max.”

He doesn’t take the hint, sidling up to me and leaning a little too close, but I feel my lips slip into a small smile, unable to resist this open appeal.

“Olivia.”

I don’t look at him, but watch the barista at the machine. He bounces around as he works, and I notice the black earbud poking out of his ear.

“I’m new in town, just here for the summer.”

Max’s coffee appears on the counter as he speaks, and the barista shifts his shoulder up and down to his music in a way that makes me wonder how the coffee made it across the short distance without sloshing out of the hole in the plastic lid.

“Please,” Max says, pointing to it with a perfectly manicured finger. I narrow my eyes at his hand and the cup. We do have identical orders, and he’s trying so hard to be polite.

So why not?

I shrug and take it, and he catches my eye as I turn away. His knowing eyes are a sharp green, shining in the dim light like the gems on Poppy’s wedding gown.

I glance down at his petal pink lips, and he presses them together in a satisfied smile. Something shiny and metallic catches my attention, a rose gold Bulgari watch with tiny dials of varying shades on his left wrist, carefully displayed as most of his hand rests in his pocket.

“See you around,” I say as blandly as I can, flipping my long, straight blonde hair over my shoulder just enough to, ideally, show him I’m not interested.

Or maybe that I am.

He doesn’t say a word as I leave the café, and I don’t look back.

It’s not my style.
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​Chapter Two
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“Even Livvy was terribly bored. She left me alone at the dress shop, can you imagine?”

I try to leave Poppy at the apartment she shares with her fiancé, but she grabs my hand and tugs me inside, where Spencer stands at the front window as if he has been waiting for someone to arrive.

Maybe Poppy. 

Maybe not.

His smile is a little distant, but very indulging. Poppy is quite a prize, and he wouldn’t do anything to endanger his future marriage to her. Or he wouldn’t get caught doing anything.

“The horror.”

His exclamation is so mild I can barely hear him, and he casts me a cursory glance. I don’t particularly care for Spencer, but Poppy was crazy about him from the moment they met.

Sort of.

“We’ll order out for dinner and stay in from this awful heat. Do you think our honeymoon cruise will be this uncomfortable, Spencer? I can’t believe it would be, not with the ocean surrounding us. It will be so romantic.”

Poppy chatters on, not waiting for an answer from Spencer or a comment from me.

This is just her way.

She hums and I toss my tiny Chanel purse, quilted cream on a silver chain, on an overstuffed chair as I wait to see where I’ll need to follow her next. Her bedroom, maybe?

Spencer snores, and since the apartment is a three bedroom, Poppy has her own room, although she insists to anyone who will listen that it isn’t because they aren’t in love, if they know what she means.

Way too much information for the casual acquaintance, I think, but Spencer doesn’t seem to care. Or at least he doesn’t show it.

He tips a bottle half-full of light beer to his lips as his eyes follow Poppy into the open kitchen, and I frown at him to see if he will notice. When he swallows his beer, he turns away with a wave of his hand, so I know he saw my expression of disapproval.

“My mother thinks I should have a full-length veil, but it’s so old-fashioned, and not in a fashionable way. You know what I mean, don’t you, Livvy?”

Poppy wears me out, and I wonder how I can extract myself from staying on for dinner and whatever else Poppy needs for entertainment. A chick flick?

No, Spencer wouldn’t put up with that. If he was out with his own friends and we were alone, it wouldn’t be an issue, but Poppy wouldn’t subject him to our impressions and giggles.

I think of a time back in high school when we stayed all night in the school commons, some sort of bonding between the upperclassmen and the new students, and Poppy made quite a name for herself among the freshmen with her Elle Woods impersonation.

“What are you smiling about? I thought you were tired, or had one of your headaches, or whatever.”

Poppy has led me, as predicted, into her bedroom, whining petulantly as she flops onto her bed, which is nothing like the one she has at home. Her parents’ home. A king-sized mattress with a pale pink canopy, one I would have never wanted for myself.

When she rolls over and presses her face into a daffodil yellow pillow, she leaves a smear of fuchsia lipstick on the fabric. She scratches at the stain as her lips tilt downward into a frown. I stare at her porcelain-perfect cheeks.

“You’ll have to be careful on your honeymoon, Poppy. Even if it doesn’t feel hot every second, you’ll have to wear sunblock so you don’t get burned.”

Poppy giggles and rubs her hands over her arms.

“Do you remember when we fell asleep at the club pool and were so burned we looked like a couple of lobsters?”

Yes, I do remember this, which is why I suggest the sunblock. I do not hold this memory as fondly as Poppy does, since I can only recall the physical pain and the admonishments from my aunt, who is very concerned about appearances.

My best friend and I share nearly a decade of friendship, with all the memories that entails. Some good, some bad.

The sunburn at the country club, which I am sure entertained many of the younger staff who were tired of waiting on snobby rich kids, was definitely the latter. I wonder if Poppy realizes I’m warning her about more than a repeat of that afternoon.

“You’re no fun, Livvy. I thought you were smiling just now, but I must have been hallucinating.”

I drop onto the mattress and she squeals and pushes at me when I fall into her, and in a moment, we’re tangled up, tickling each other like a couple of middle school kids.

“Are you staying for dinner, Olivia?”

Spencer hovers in the open doorway, and I wonder how long he’s been watching us. His smile is predatory, and he looks at my chest for a moment too long. But he’s always checking out women, like he can’t help himself, and I know he wouldn’t do anything to make me leave Poppy’s side.

Who else keeps her entertained and out of his hair until he wants to put his hands on her?

“Of course she is, Spencer. Don’t be silly.”

A lingering look passes between the two of them, and I allow my gaze to wander around the room as if I don’t notice.

Poppy might be two years older than me, but she seems so much younger. We met in middle school when my parents and I moved into this small but growing town where my mother spent her childhood so my father could work more. Or at least, that’s how it seemed to me.

The private, all-girls school my aunt insisted on for me was within walking distance, but my parents hired a driver to stop by and pick me up each morning, dropping me off in a line of Cayennes and BMWs, the small black Mercedes standing out in the row of popular SUVs.

It didn’t take long for Poppy to pick me up socially, and then she literally did, with her nanny in a candy apple red BMW that garnered more attention than the black Mercedes ever could.

“You don’t want to ride with some stranger when you can hang out with Scottie and I, do you?”

“That’s Scottie and me, Poppy.”

Scottie, her nanny, was a doctoral student in counseling psychology at the local state university, but she must have been paid plenty to raise Poppy as well as correct her grammar. How else could she afford that car?

“Why don’t we order Chinese from that new place over by the Whole Foods? I can’t remember what it’s called, something about a kitchen, I think.”

Poppy’s trail of thought wanders, and she slides off the bed, striding past Spencer with a quick pat on his chest. He watches her, unsmiling, then turns away before I can follow her, leaving us in the hallway as he walks towards his own bedroom.

I only hope he entertains his own friends there, and not in their shared bed. The very idea makes me want to vomit on Poppy’s beautiful pearl white carpet.

“He’s tired of all this wedding business, and I don’t blame him. Men aren’t interested in that sort of thing, you know?”

I shrug. Why would I know this? I’m sure there are some men who care about such a big event, but others, like Spencer, know what’s in their own best interest, and letting their bride make all the choices in this case is exactly that.

Spencer may be a jerk, but he’s not a fool.

“My mother is still pushing for more bridesmaids. I think she’s embarrassed, like it will look like I don’t have any close friends.”

I cross my arms, keeping pace behind Poppy as we head into the living room. This apartment is almost as large as the house I share with my aunt, and that’s saying something.

“Let’s not stay here, Poppy. You know I’m more comfortable in the family room.”

She flaps her hands out as she hums in agreement. The family room has a couple of old bean bags from Poppy’s house and a flat screen TV mounted on the wall that is a fourth of the size of a movie theater screen.

She might be agreeable to an old movie rather than something we’ve seen a million times, or one of those cheesy holiday movies she likes to binge on during the summer. But she’s Poppy, and she always gets what she wants, so I’m not going to argue with her.

“Just don’t ask to watch one of those terrible Hitchcock films. I still cringe when I see a bunch of pigeons tapping away on the sidewalk.”

Only Poppy would compare a few pigeons outside the apartment to Tippi Hedren’s attackers in The Birds. I can’t help but smile at the idea.

“Sounds like a deal. How about 13 Going on 30?”

We haven’t seen it in a while, mostly because Poppy has a horror of aging. I probably should, too, especially since my aunt keeps hassling me about getting married, reminding me that I’m not getting any younger, and running around hitting golf balls all the time is not going to give the right men a good impression.

I have no idea what she’s talking about. In fact, there are plenty of men around when I play golf, and they are quite interested in the impression I make when I play.

“Fantastic idea. I knew I could count on you to come up with something.”

I’m not actually rolling my eyes, knowing Poppy is looking at me with her sweet smile and sea-blue eyes. But I want to.

“I almost forgot!”

She exclaims as if something terrible has happened, but I’m used to this, so I continue to follow her down another hall and a few stairs, where the open doorway to the family room guides us into the promised land.

The lights are out, and all I see is the glow of Poppy’s iPhone as she taps out our order. She didn’t ask me what I wanted, but she didn’t have to. We know each other too well.

Once she drops the phone onto an overstuffed chair, she falls onto a beanbag and squints at me.

“My cousin is in town for the summer.”

I raise my eyebrows, but she probably can’t see the movement since the only illumination now is from the hallway.

“I’m not very close to him, in fact, we haven’t seen each other for a few years. He had some classes with Spencer in college, I think. He didn’t play football, so they don’t know each other from the team.”

A friend of Spencer’s? What could be worse?

“But they don’t really like each other, and I’m not sure why. They’re both wonderful, and I know you’ll think so once you meet him, Livvy.”

She lifts one perfectly manicured hand out to me, and I take it, allowing her to pull me down on the ratty black bean bag chair beside her. This is the same one I used to lounge on at her house when we were kids, and the squishy flatness of it makes me feel at home here in the pristine space that distinctly feels like Poppy and Spencer.

“You don’t have any plans tomorrow night, do you, Livvy?”

I shake my head, allowing it to roll back and forth on the bean bag, my eyes closed as I lean back. There’s no point in fighting Poppy, so when she explains she needs me at her side for a mini-reunion of girls from our high school, that’s what I’ll be doing tomorrow night.

Whether I want to or not.
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It’s foggy this morning, and I can feel the humidity growing out from under my feet like a thick moss that will suffocate anyone who dares set foot out here after eight a.m. As always, the caddies stumble over each other offering to carry my clubs, no tipping necessary, ignoring the annoyed elderly gentleman who arrived before me.

I wave the caddies off, which they expect by now, but they remain polite even as they are disappointed. If a girl can’t carry her own clubs . . . 

I don’t know how to end that thought, but it always seemed to me it was part of the game. Part of the show.

Poppy asks me about it now and again, if I’ve decided to stop being stubborn and let a man help me for once, and I don’t bother responding. The helpless act might be effective for her, but I don’t want to pretend in order to get a man’s attention.

Besides, carrying my own clubs keeps me in shape.

I remember that while I drag them along as the morning comes to a close, hefting my bag up on my shoulder as I head towards the women’s locker room.

“Olivia!”

A sigh before I turn to see who is calling out for me, whether it is Susie Ernest, who is as eager as her name, especially when it comes to spreading gossip and worming her way into social events where she clearly doesn’t belong, or Mary Perkins, who is as dull as her name.

I don’t know which one of them would be a worse sight right now, not when I just want a shower and a few moments to clear my head before heading over to Poppy’s. Another day of searching for the perfect gown, and then dinner with a couple of high school friends who are in town for a funeral or some sort of family gathering. I’m terrible at paying attention to such details.

“I don’t know how you can play such a lonely sport, Olivia!”

Susie Ernest grabs my elbow and I force myself not to pull away. But I do flinch, and I can see from the slight narrowing of her eyes that she notices.

Not that I care.

“I’m headed to the locker room.”

I blink the sweat out of my eyes, hoping to draw her attention to the fact that I am, without a doubt, in need of a shower. Her mouth drops open, and she reaches out to touch the ends of my hair, where they rest along my shoulder from a ponytail.

“Still no split ends. I think you must have the most perfect hair of all of us, Olivia. Except for Poppy, of course. How is Poppy? I never see her anymore!”

She whines these last words, as if we’re back in middle school and Susie is upset because there’s no room at the lunch table for her. Poppy would never openly disdain anyone, but she would do it any other way she possibly could.

“She’s so busy with wedding details.”

This isn’t a lie. Poppy is so busy with her plans it exhausts me.

Susie’s forced smile looks like how I feel when I have a migraine.

“It’s so exciting! But I can’t imagine dropping out of college to get married, not when she was so close to graduating.”

Susie’s claim is untrue. Poppy is no scholar, and her tendency to change majors meant she had a lot of credits, but many of them towards different degrees. Besides, she doesn’t need a career when she has Spencer to take care of her.

Not that she needs anyone to take care of her, not financially.

“She’s very happy with Spencer. And how are you, Susie? Will we see you walk down the aisle anytime soon?”

This is cruel, but also a sure way to shut her up. She was engaged to a boy she dated since they were both juniors in high school until she stopped by his house as a surprise one night last winter and found him on the sofa with his best friend.

His naked male best friend.

Susie purses her lips and backs away. I’m sure she has a tennis match on her schedule for the morning, so there’s no reason for her to continue to waste my time or be insulted.

“Tell Poppy I said hello. It’s always so good to see you, Olivia.”

She emphasizes my name, and it sounds like she’s gritting her teeth as she grinds out those four syllables. I don’t say anything, but merely smile as she moves out of my sight.

––––––––
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MY AUNT IS SIXTY YEARS old but acts like she’s a hundred.

“Back in my day, young ladies . . .”

I’ve heard this all before, but I wait silently for her to finish, surrounded by the shiny silver appliances we rarely use that gleam like pieces from a set of a science fiction movie. As soon as she completes her story from way back when, I speak up.

“I’m going to Poppy’s for a dinner party.”

I take a bottle of Lauquen Artes out of the enormous practically empty refrigerator and twist off the cap.

“Why don’t you pour that into a glass, Olivia? What would your mother think?”

I close my eyes and take a long, slow pull of mineral water, feeling the rush of cold in my chest and belly. My mother doesn’t think, not about me anyway, but I’m not going to argue with my aunt.

“Is there anything I can do for you before I leave, Aunt Christie?”

She sighs heavily, and I’m reminded of my own sigh earlier at the country club, when that poser Susie accosted me. Now I have to waste my evening with two girls I barely remember from high school?

It’s not like it’s easy to remember anyone, not when Poppy outshone them all.

I wrinkle my nose at the thought, the flicker of something truly unpleasant behind my eyes like a hazard light. No, I’m not going to think of that right now. I promised Poppy I’d be there for this little reunion, and she’d be upset if I backed out.

Although she would get over it.

“No, dear, but you should be careful out there. I know Spencer looks out for you and Poppy, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t bad men around who could take advantage of you.”

I have to turn away and roll my eyes now, because of all men to protect me from the predatory eyes and hands of others . . . 

“Bring an umbrella in case it rains.”

My aunt has a point there, but if it rains, I can always take an Uber, as classless as that is. Walking will help clear my head, and give me some much needed alone time after the required niceties of the country club crowd this morning, shopping with Poppy all afternoon, quality time with my living companion just now, and this obligatory dinner.

Besides, it’s only a couple of miles, and I can use the walk back as an excuse to leave before the sun goes down. Although in June, that won’t happen for quite a while yet.

“I have to get ready to go now. I’ll be sure to give Poppy your love.”

My smile is close-lipped and quick, a flash I manage forcing out before I turn away and head towards the stairs. The second floor of this house, which once belonged to my grandparents, is all mine, and as always, I am relieved to have this refuge.

The house grows quiet, because my aunt would never do something as common as yelling at me as I walk upstairs, and I roll my head around, working out the knots in my neck and shoulders. I should take another shower before anything else, but there’s something I need to check first.

Something that’s been bothering me, as much as I’ve relegated it to the periphery of my thoughts.

My bedroom was two rooms once upon a time, with the wall between them now knocked out to create a long, wide space with two French windows and window seats.

I pull open the bottom drawer of my desk, a hand-me-down from my grandfather that has seen better days, and take my childhood jewelry box from it. My aunt used to hassle me about getting the desk refinished, but I love knowing that my grandfather used it for his business paperwork, and every scuff and nick is a testament to his hard work.

His efforts to maintain our family fortune have afforded me a life free of such a requirement.

I back up until the backs of my calves hit one of the window seats, which is cushioned in a pale green velvet, and sit. The sunlight dribbles in through the thin curtains, and I don’t bother to push them aside to bask in it more. My skin is tan from my time golfing each morning, and I like the filter I have between the pulsing rays and my usually fair skin now.

The jewelry box is white with gold trim, a little grubby from years of handling, the metallic paint chipped along the edges. I can’t remember exactly which birthday I received it for, but it was one of many gifts that year from my parents. One that holds too much meaning for such a small item, and primarily because of its contents.

Content.

I lift the lid after settling the box on my lap and stare into the tiny space. It’s just big enough for a few pieces of jewelry, child-sized pearls or rings, and is lined with a thin scarlet fabric. Only one item rests on the red background, as if it sits on a bed of blood.

I roll my eyes at my own thoughts. So dramatic.

A smile unlike the one I offered my aunt earlier twists my lips, as if I can’t even decide how I feel about what fills my sight and thoughts right now.

It’s a dull gold locket, smeared with fingerprints.
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