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          CHERRY

        

      

    

    
      I’m actually pretty proud of myself for keeping it together. When Vivian called me into her office this morning, I figured it was just another meeting from hell where she’d list all my mistakes and remind me that yellow makes me look like death warmed over.

      But nope.

      It’s so much worse.

      I’m not really sure what’s worse than hell. Maybe whatever pit spawned Vivian?

      I still can’t hardly believe what’s happening. The snake in heels is firing me.

      She says I don’t match the “company vibe,” and there are a dozen actuaries dying to take my place.

      Sure, Viv. Tell yourself that. But we both know it’s your cousin, fresh out of college, desperate for a cushy job and a reason to buy more overpriced blazers.

      Before today, I thought I was golden. Even though I’m not Vivian’s favorite person. But since she’s about to marry my brother, I never dreamed she’d fire me.

      “You couldn’t have waited until Monday?” I ask, crossing my arms.

      Her office smells of lavender and money. It’s all white walls and rose-gold desk organizers, like someone tried to feng shui their way into world domination.

      Vivian doesn’t even look up from her phone. In fact, she hasn’t stopped looking at the damn thing the entire time she’s been meeting with me.

      “No, sweetheart,” she says, as if I’m the one being unreasonable. “I’m going to be on my honeymoon for the next two weeks, and we need your office before Rebecca starts.”

      My chest squeezes, and the lavender stink of her office turns sour in my throat. Fired. On a Wednesday. Two days before I’m supposed to plaster on a smile through rehearsal dinners and wedding photos where Vivian gets to play the perfect bride, and I’m the messy tagalong sister-in-law. The whole weekend unspools in my head with my mother’s sigh, my father’s disappointed nod, my brother pretending not to notice while his new wife beams, triumphant. How am I supposed to be around them and not go crazy?

      “You didn’t think this might make the weekend awkward?” Viv’s bachelorette party is tonight, and the wedding is Saturday with a slew of activities in between. I don’t know when weddings became week-long instead of only one day, but that might be just Vivian.

      Bridezilla snorts. “It was always going to be awkward. You don’t exactly fit my vibe. But since you’re Aaron’s sister…” She doesn’t finish her sentence, but waves her hand in the air like it should be obvious.

      Two deep breaths. That’s what the therapy app says to do. Two slow inhales before you react. Unfortunately, the app didn’t reference what to do when dealing with a demon in Louboutins.

      “Can we at least keep this quiet until after the wedding? I don’t need my parents judging me more than they already do.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I’m so glad you feel that way. I don’t need you painting me as the villain. You always make things a much bigger deal than they need to be.”

      Heat flashes through my chest, sharp enough to make my hands curl into fists. Is murder still illegal? If it weren’t, I’d really be considering it right now.

      She keeps texting. “We’ll give you an hour to clean out your office. Your passwords have already been revoked. Oh, and don’t be late for the bachelorette party tonight. Try to wear something presentable, will you?”

      My mouth falls open. I stare at her. My hands twitch with the urge to snatch that phone right out of her manicured claws and frisbee it into oncoming traffic. Or into a margarita blender. Or both.

      Instead, I bite the inside of my cheek so hard I taste blood. I wonder if I’ll ever stop doing that, swallowing the scream before it escapes. Goodness knows I’ve done it hundreds of times since she was hired.

      The audacity of this woman is truly next-level. She’s gutting my career like it’s a minor scheduling inconvenience, then expects me to show up smiling for her little Instagram circus.

      “Sure, Vivian,” I say sweetly. “I’ll be there with bells on.”

      I escape her office and return to my own. I yank open the bottom drawer of my desk and shove stuff into my battered tote bag: sketchpads, a half-melted cat-shaped candle, three jars of glitter. The walls look pitiful, stripped bare after I rip down the mood boards and the sarcastic inspirational quotes I’d pinned up.

      I grab my favorite mug, the one that says Chaos Coordinator in swirling gold letters, and cram it in with a tangle of neon pens and the tiny potted succulent I somehow kept alive longer than my career. The air smells stale, and every time I slam a drawer shut, it hammers another nail into the coffin of this disaster.

      It wasn’t always like this.

      Mr. Dalton hired me three years ago, back when the company was small and scrappy and full of potential. Back when there were only six of us, and the copy machine made funny sounds. He saw something in me and said I was sharp, creative, and had a brain built for strategy.

      For once in my life, I actually believed someone when they said I was going places.

      He gave me a desk and a sliver of authority, and I worked hard to prove he was right. Late nights. Early mornings. I was the girl who said yes to everything and googled how to do it later. I wasn’t just surviving. I was rising.

      Then Vivian showed up.

      She was Mr. Dalton’s youngest daughter, fresh out of some master’s program, and she had a vendetta against competence.

      When she first started, Mr. Dalton literally asked me to “keep her under my wing.” He wanted me to help her find her place since she struggled with the exams. Most actuaries don’t need master’s degrees, but when you fail the first exam three times, you go back to school. He told me all this in the hopes that I might help her out.

      And I did.

      I smiled through the eye rolls, bit my tongue through the meetings she hijacked, and swallowed all the insults without fighting back.

      Because Mr. Dalton believed in me, and I believed in paying that forward. I thought if I played the game long enough, I’d earn a management position in the growing company. When I started, I was the only actuary in the firm, and now they have a team of five.

      So yeah, I put up with a lot.

      But it turns out, loyalty only buys you so much when Daddy’s little disruptor decides you’re no longer aesthetically aligned with her vision.

      I didn’t even flinch the first time she claimed credit for my client retention strategy. I let her run with it. Because it didn’t matter who got the applause. The work spoke for itself.

      I kept telling myself that.

      Even when she started making passive-aggressive comments in meetings. Little barbs dressed as jokes. “Cherry’s got strong opinions,” she said with a smile that could cut glass. Even when she “forgot” to CC me on team emails and then asked why I was always behind. Even when she started decorating my desk with little pastel Post-it notes like she was training a toddler, not talking to a woman with certifications she couldn’t spell.

      And then…the kicker.

      Mr. Dalton called me into his office one Thursday afternoon with that gentle-dad look he gives when he’s about to do something terrible and wants you to think it’s for your own good.

      I sat down across from him, still holding a half-eaten protein bar, still thinking I was about to get a promotion.

      “Cherry,” he said, “you’ve done such great work mentoring Vivian. I think it’s time we let her take the lead in the department. You’ll still be an integral part of the team, of course. You’ll just report to Vivian from now on.”

      I think I blacked out for a second.

      Not because she got promoted.

      Not because I didn’t see it coming.

      But because somewhere deep in my dumb, loyal, overachieving heart, I thought he’d pick me.

      I trained her.

      I built the mortality tables she still double-checks against YouTube tutorials.

      I wrote the documentation for our reserve calculations.

      I walked her through running sensitivity analyses while she was still googling the difference between incidence and prevalence.

      I let her shadow me, learn from me, build her confidence on my time.

      And suddenly she was my boss.

      Three years I’d spent building this department from scratch, only to be reduced to a warm-up act for nepotism’s favorite daughter.

      So yeah. I stayed longer than I should’ve.

      Because I believed in the work. Because the numbers always made sense, even when people didn’t. Because I still thought that employees who worked hard could actually earn their place.

      I sling the floral tote bag with the words “we’re all mad here” over my shoulder, lift my chin, and march out without looking back. I refuse to give her the satisfaction of seeing me break.

      I make it to my car before the tears start.

      Barely.

      I toss my glasses onto the dashboard, bang my forehead against the steering wheel for good measure, and let out a noise somewhere between a sob and a scream. The kind that rips through your chest and leaves you hollow after.

      This was already going to be a bad day. Now it’s shaping up to be a full-on horror show.

      I stare at the cracked leather of my steering wheel, heart pounding, throat tight. I should’ve seen this coming. I should’ve left months ago. Being blindsided hurts worse than being broken.

      I pull out my phone and type out a quick message with fingers that won’t stop shaking.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cherry: She who must not be named fired me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Izzy: WHAT???

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cherry: Maybe at the wedding I’ll spill nacho cheese on my too-small puke-brown bridesmaid dress right before it starts.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Izzy: Nacho cheese? Where are you going to get that?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cherry: Oh, don’t underestimate me. No one is going to question fat Cherry chowing down on nachos.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Izzy: You’re not fat. Nacho cheese isn’t a bad idea though. Spill it on her instead.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cherry: This is why I love you. I think I’m just gonna skip the bachelorette party and come straight to your place.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at the screen, begging for her to say yes. To tell me I don’t have to face them. That I’ve earned the right to fall apart.

      
        
          
            
              
        Izzy: Cherry Sue, do not let her get the best of you. You go to that bachelorette party and show her that you’re the bigger person.

      

      

      

      

      

      I drop my head against the seat and groan. She’s right. I know she’s right. But why does being the bigger person always come with chafing and no emotional support snacks?

      
        
          
            
              
        Cherry: She told me to wear something pink. I don’t own pink.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Izzy: Hmm. Wear the dress you wore on Valentine’s Day.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cherry: The red one where my girls almost fell out?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Izzy: Yep. That one. It’s not red. It’s dark pink.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cherry: I don’t know. It’s not really appropriate.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Izzy: This is a bachelorette party. Nothing’s supposed to be appropriate. It’ll be fine.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cherry: Okay. See you tonight. Can we keep this mess between me and you? I don’t want your family pitying me. Also, I’ll be late, but I’ll be quiet.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Izzy: Of course. You still have your key?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cherry: Yes

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at the screen a second longer, the corners of my mouth twitching upward for the first time all day. I love Izzy. She always welcomes me and has room for me in her home. Talking to her makes me feel instantly better. She reminds me that I’m not crazy for feeling gutted or furious or both.

      I’m glad I’ll be able to crash on her couch during the wedding. I spent nearly every weekend up in Whisper Springs when Izzy woke up from her coma, but since she’s been married, I haven’t been up as often. I wish I had access to the cabin they gave me last year, but that was during their off-season. It was quiet, peaceful, mine for a dozen weekends. I used to curl up on the porch with hot cocoa and spreadsheets, feeling like I’d found the only place in the world that didn’t want anything from me.

      As soon as spring hit, though, the cabin became fully booked. Now when I visit, it’s back to Izzy’s couch, but it comes with a best friend, zero judgment, and an eight-year-old boy who gives the best hugs.

      And tonight, that’s enough.

      I head home, yank a folded letter off my door from my landlord, and throw myself onto my couch, a ridiculously overstuffed monstrosity smothered in pastel velvet pillows and a throw blanket that screams Feeling Stabby in glittery cursive letters.

      I crack open the letter with the caution of someone holding a live bomb. Because landlords usually don’t leave nice letters on their tenants’ doors.

      “Dear Tenant,” it begins, and my stomach drops. “We’ve recently sold this building, and all occupants must vacate within thirty days.”

      I flop back, throw an arm over my eyes, and groan loud enough for the neighbors to hear. I’m two bad country songs away from hitting rock bottom. All I need now is a busted truck and a lost dog.

      Seriously, was it too much to ask to accidentally trip into a rich man’s arms like Izzy did? I mean, I was only a tiny bit jealous when she got married. Okay, maybe more than a tiny bit. But she and Jake are sickeningly adorable, and she deserves every sparkly second of it.

      Meanwhile, here I am. Unemployed, soon-to-be-homeless, alone, and currently contemplating a lunch of expired cereal and rage.

      With a side of glitter. Obviously.

      Then I have to get ready and head out to a party I’d rather skip. I’ll get to that in a minute. For now, I need to get this all down. I’ve always liked to journal, but a few years ago I switched to voice journaling, and I love it. It’s a great outlet for my feelings. I never listen to them again, but I figure someday my posterity will. Not that I’ll have posterity at the rate I’m going, but someone will listen to my random musings.

      I record my horrid day and manage to make it without crying again. That’s something.

      I have no idea how I’ll hold it together this weekend with my mother’s judgy eyes and Vivian and her dad at the wedding, acting like they didn’t just ruin my life.

      I drop the eviction letter onto the coffee table and stomp to my bedroom. I’ll grab a granola bar on my way out instead of eating now.

      If I’m going to show up tonight, I’ll do it Cherry-style: loud, proud, and just a little bit scandalous.

      I yank open my closet, and there’s the red dress.

      Dark pink if you believe Izzy.

      The one with the plunging neckline, the barely there back, and the slit up the thigh, high enough to make a sailor reevaluate his life choices.

      I wiggle into the dress, shimmying and hopping like I’m trying to squeeze myself into a tube of lipstick. It takes work, and maybe a little prayer, but when I turn to the mirror…

      Oh yeah.

      The girls are one wrong move away from making their grand debut, but they stayed put last time. They should be fine.

      I dig through the chaos on my dresser until I find the tiny rhinestone crown from last Halloween. Izzy and I went as fairy godmothers. I jam it onto my head, fluff my hair, and throw on my tallest, most dangerous heels.

      “Bring it on, Vivian,” I mutter to my reflection. “Tonight, I’m not just presentable. I’m unforgettable.”

      I glance toward the weekend bag by my bed, which I packed before I got fired: sensible shoes, neutral makeup, and toothpaste.

      Nope.

      Not the vibe.

      It’s not me.

      Suddenly I’m twelve years old again, and my mom just told me that I’m too fat. I very nearly ran away to Michigan to live with my grandma, but instead I just called her, and she told me to be me. So I did.

      This weekend, I’m going to do the same thing.

      To hell with their judgment.

      I unzip the bag and start swapping things out. The cozy sweater? Replaced with a crop top. The flats? Traded for black boots that could double as weapons. I dig out the boring beige bra and throw in lace instead, because if I’m going down, I’m going down glam.

      Mimi will appreciate it all.

      This isn’t just a wedding weekend anymore.

      It’s a glitter-fueled campaign of emotional warfare.

      And I’m going in fully armed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          CHERRY

        

      

    

    
      I’m late even though I had more than enough time to get ready, but seriously, the whole setup is bananas. Everyone lives in Richmond, yet Vivian’s got us trekking out to Staunton for the bachelorette party and then all the way out to Whisper Springs for the wedding.

      It’s two hours to the bar, then another two hours to Whisper Springs. My butt’s gonna be permanently molded to this car seat by the end of the weekend. May as well monogram me directly onto it.

      Okay. I guess I’m not being totally fair. Viv hired a party bus to haul us all over creation, but there’s no way I’m going to be beholden to her schedule. She’s likely to leave me behind anyway.

      I hop out of my car, straighten my sparkly crown, and tug my dress into place. Cherry Berry, you are a queen. Own it.

      The bar in front of me is way sketchier than I imagined. Not exactly Vivian’s style. She’s more champagne at the Ritz than beer in a sticky dive. The whole building leans, tired of its own existence and just waiting for someone to put it out of its misery.

      There’s a gorgeous mural painted on one side, though, with rolling hills, a stunning river, and tall glowing trees. It reminds me of home in a weird, heartachey way. Too bad the rest of the building doesn’t look as nice. Maybe I should learn how to paint. Then I could decorate buildings too. After all, I’ve got to come up with another career now. Painting sounds nice.

      Inside, the bar is basically a ghost town. A super tatted-up bouncer with long dark-blond hair is deep in conversation with the bartender, who looks bored. A few groups are scattered around, the room littered with half-empty drinks and low energy, the sad remnants of a party that never fully got off the ground.

      But in the far corner are Vivian and her posse, living their best lives in a sea of Pepto-Bismol pink.

      Everything is pink. I practically gag. Tulle, rhinestones, boas. It’s like a unicorn threw up in the corner, and they said yes, this is the aesthetic.

      Thank the fashion gods I wore red. I’m gonna clash so hard it’ll hurt their eyes.

      The pink posse is already posing for Instagram pics in front of a tragic balloon backdrop, tossing back shots that are a terrifying shade of neon blue. I recognize a fair few of them and notice that one of her sisters is missing.

      Vivian wrinkles her nose as I strut over.

      “I told you to wear something presentable. And the invite specifically said pink,” she snips.

      “It is pink. Just a little darker than this.” I wave my hand toward the balloons.

      Vivian looks like she wants to argue, but one of her minions thrusts a shot glass at me, all frosted nails and fake concern.

      “Yeah, no thanks,” I say, waving it off. “I’m not drinking tonight.”

      Vivian rolls her eyes so hard she might sprain something. “I thought you’d want to forget the day.”

      Across from me, Rebecca, Vivian’s cousin, who is my replacement, lets out a soft, superior little laugh and sips her drink with the delicacy reserved for vintage tea in a crystal glass. She’s dressed in a baby-pink mini dress. Of course.

      Rebecca sidles up next to me. “You could’ve just asked to stay on the team,” she says sweetly. “I’m sure we could’ve found something entry-level.”

      The air in my lungs evaporates.

      I blink once. Smile anyway. Weaponized cheer fully activated. I knew Vivian and I were going to have issues. I did not realize the entire bridal party already hated me. Maybe I’m just being dramatic. Either way, this little snot is not going to get the best of me.

      “Cute,” I say. “You’re all grown up now. Too bad you got a job based on your DNA and not your skill level. I heard you failed the actuary exam.”

      There’s a flicker of something brittle in her expression. I was just guessing. Most people fail the first time, but maybe she doesn’t know that. Her eyes flit away. No comeback. Just another sip, more forced this time.

      “Anyway,” I say, turning my attention back to Vivian and waving my hand around. “Isn’t this place a little… I dunno… not on par with your delicate taste?”

      She scowls. “We know the owner, and he’s giving us free booze. I decorated. You’re welcome.”

      Of course she’d host her bachelorette party in some neon-lit dive owned by a family connection. It makes me wonder about her other choices.

      “Why Whisper Springs?” I ask because I’ve been dying to ask for a while why she’d invade my sanctuary. It’s my favorite place in the whole world, and when Vivian told me they were getting married there, I about had kittens.

      “Because it’s famous. Not many people can say they had their wedding at the place with the secret hideaways. I can have photoshoots in front of all the Instagrammable spots.”

      I blink slowly, let my smile stretch just enough to be disrespectful, then spin on my heel and head for the bar. Of all the reasons to have a wedding somewhere, I think that’s the dumbest one.

      Whisper Springs is pretty amazing, though. Someday, I hope to have my wedding there too. Hopefully it won’t be tainted with memories of Vivian.

      “Virgin cosmopolitan, please,” I chirp to the bartender, sliding onto a cracked vinyl stool with all the grace of a woman who’s already counting down the minutes until she can ghost this disaster.

      The bartender raises an eyebrow. “You’re with the crazy girls over there?”

      “Not by choice. She’s marrying my brother. I’m just collateral damage,” I say.

      “Got it.” He smirks. “You sure you want it virgin?”

      “Positive. I don’t drink in public.”

      It doesn’t matter if it’s one shot or ten. My brain taps out faster than a contestant on a survival show who forgot to pack snacks. And tonight? I glance around quickly. Definitely not blackout-friendly.

      While he’s shaking my drink, I sneak a peek at the bouncer by the door. I have no idea why a bar like this needs a bouncer. He’s all broad shoulders, tightly coiled muscle, and a short beard. And those lashes? Someone should issue a wind advisory when he blinks. If he looked this way, I’d totally wave and wink. He’s got long hair that he keeps running his hand through, and on some guys, that would look weird, but on him, it totally works.

      He’s scrolling through his phone, expression bored but lethal. There’s something weirdly familiar about him, like I’ve seen him before. In a dream. Or a mugshot. Or possibly a low-budget action movie on late-night cable.

      My drink lands in front of me with a clink.

      I wrap my fingers around the glass and wonder if it’d be worth trying to talk to the bouncer.

      Ugh. Snap out of it, Cherry Pie. You learned in high school that gods among men don’t exactly line up for the math nerds. Instead, I chat up the bartender, Chet. He’s older and doesn’t seem to mind the conversation. He’s busy pouring shots onto a tray that I’m certain is headed for our group.

      I ask him about his family, and he asks me about my job. It stings a little, but I pretend I still have one. I glance over at Vivian, and she’s glaring daggers at me.

      “Oops, gotta get back to the princess,” I say. Though I’m not sure why, because she doesn’t really want me there.

      “Good luck,” Chet says dryly.

      I grab my drink and shimmy back to the table, squeezing in next to two human pixie sticks and Rebecca. Seriously, they all look as if they survive on a single almond a day. I’m gonna look like a full-on linebacker at this wedding.

      Delightful.

      “Cherry,” Vivian calls. “Take our picture.” She points to her two sisters.

      I want to say no. I really do. I set my drink on the table and snap a few overly-filtered pics of Vivian and her sisters, all posed and perfect.

      The other girls are giggling way too hard when I sit back down, and I wonder what’s so funny. I don’t ask, though, because it’s probably about me.

      I sip my drink. It’s good. Suspiciously good.

      “So, Cherry.” Rebecca leans in, all sweet and fake. “What’s it like being the weird one in the family?”

      I choke a little on my cosmo.

      “Oh, it’s honestly the best,” I say. “Expectations are so low, I get congratulated just for showing up.”

      The girls titter behind their manicured hands.

      Another one pipes up. “Viv says you’re single. Did you find someone to be your plus-one for the wedding, or are you flying solo?”

      “Flying solo.” I don’t even feel the need to defend it.

      She gives me a dramatic frown, like flying solo is the worst thing ever. Then she turns to the woman next to her. “I’m so glad Cody got work off to attend the wedding. He always takes such good care of me.”

      I polish off the rest of my mojito and slam the glass down with a little flourish.

      “That was delish.” I flash a sugary smile. “Round two?”

      They all practically trip over themselves to flag down the bartender.

      Before I know it, another cosmopolitan is in my hand with fresh cranberry juice, plenty of ice, lime wedge perched on the edge. This time, the orange hits sharper. The sweetness has a weird aftertaste, and my head feels a little floaty, but I brush it off. These Vivian clones are so ridiculous.

      “So, Cherry,” Rebecca sing-songs, “what are you wearing to the rehearsal dinner? Please say it’s not another ‘statement piece.’” She eyes my dress like it personally offended her retinas.

      “I dunno,” I say, swirling my straw. “Maybe something sparkly. Maybe something that makes your boyfriend rethink his life choices.”

      Her face goes from smug to scandalized so fast I almost laugh out loud. I don’t know why she thinks she can keep taunting me.

      Vivian glares at me from the other table. “Cherry, everyone can hear you. Keep it down, will you?”

      My voice carries. I’ve always known that, but only bitches like Vivian seem intent on pointing it out. I polish off the rest of my second drink in two big gulps.

      Mistake.

      The room tilts just a little, but enough to trigger every alarm bell in my brain. The lights are suddenly too warm. The music too loud. My skin too aware of the fabric clinging to it. I should never have accepted a drink from them.

      I blink hard, trying to refocus. Doesn’t help. I can hear the other girls talking, but nothing is registering.

      My limbs feel light, disconnected, three seconds away from drifting right out of my own body. My tongue, however, is perfectly operational and very much off-leash.

      “Tell me, Rebecca, did you and Vivian plot to get me fired, or was that all her idea?”

      Rebecca stares at me for a minute. “We’re not supposed to talk about that,” she hisses.

      “I see. So you were in on it.” I glance at the other girls. “I don’t understand what I ever did to Vivian. If not for me, she would’ve never met Aaron. And also, Rebecca, be warned. She doesn’t know what she’s doing. You’d better up your game so she can take all your credit, but if you suck, she’ll just make everything your fault.”

      Rebecca gasps, and the other two exchange glances.

      I lean in toward the girls and start to whisper. “Honestly, I don’t even know why I’m here.”

      “You poor thing,” one of the girls coos, reaching out to pat my hand. “Let me get you another drink.”

      They all pile out of the booth, and I know better than to try to stand up. The sweet girl heads to the bar, and Rebecca and the other head over to Vivian’s table. Rebecca whispers in her ear.

      Vivian’s eyes sweep over me from the rhinestone crown to the slit in my dress and back again, and her mouth curves into a smirk so smug I could scream.

      She descends on me, her voice low and dangerous. “I’ve been nothing but gracious to you.”

      Oh, here we go.

      “Maybe if you hadn’t tried to cut me out of everything,” I snap, my voice rising with every word, “I wouldn’t be here pretending your Barbie Dream House bachelorette bash doesn’t suck.”

      Gasps ripple through the group.

      “You are so selfish, Cherry! This isn’t about you!”

      “Could’ve fooled me,” I mutter, standing to my full height, thank you, four-inch heels, and now I’m towering over her by a solid three inches. I don’t move, don’t blink. Just stare.

      Vivian straightens up, like she’s about to duel me to the death.

      “You’re just jealous,” she hisses, “because I’m marrying into the family, and you’re⁠—”

      “What?” I cut her off, fire snapping in my chest. “Already part of it? You can’t erase me, Vivian. You can’t throw money at everything and pretend I don’t exist. Believe me, if I could trade families, I’d start with you.”

      A glass shatters behind us, punctuating the drama with all the subtlety of a gong.

      Excellent. Now we’ve got sound effects.

      I turn to the table, grab the nearest neon pink shot someone left unattended, and toss it back. No idea what it is, but it burns on the way down, regret tangled with a Jolly Rancher flavor that never should’ve existed.

      Vivian’s eyes narrow into slits. “You’re a mess. You always have been. Loud, emotional, unpredictable, and embarrassing.”

      “And you,” I snarl, slamming the empty shot glass on the table, “are a Pinterest nightmare with a God complex.”

      Another gasp. I think the bartender might be filming.

      I reach for a second shot, which is glowing with the sickly shine of radioactive green mouthwash, and toss it back without blinking.

      Vivian’s face is bright red, and not from the bronzer. She’s shaking now. Jaw tight. Eyes gleaming with fury. Oh, I’ve wanted to say these things for such a long time.

      “If you hate it so much,” she hisses, “then why are you even here?”

      The room tilts slightly as I try to answer her.

      Because I know the answer. I just shouldn’t say it.

      But I will.

      “Great question!” I yell, spinning to face the room. “I don’t even like any of you. I showed up out of obligation and maybe a little hope that I could survive the night without being publicly humiliated. Oops, too late!”

      A strangled laugh escapes from one of the bridesmaids. Someone drops their phone. Someone else whoops. It might have been the bartender.

      I grab one last electric blue glowing shot and raise it high.

      “To the bride.” My arm sways to the side, and I swing it upright again, almost spilling the drink. “To the bride… and her sh-shiny new empire of mediocrity!” I don’t think I pronounced mediocrity correctly, but at this point, I don’t care.

      I down the shot.

      Vivian is frozen. The bridesmaids are speechless. The bartender’s smirking. I reach up, rip the glittery crown off my head, and slam it onto the table with Broadway-worthy flair.

      “You win, Vivian,” I say, breathless, swaying slightly. “You get my brother, my job, my seat at the table. You can even have the crown. Hell, keep it. I don’t want to be royalty in your pastel kingdom of Botox and beige. You are a snake in heels, and I hope Aaron leaves you at the altar.”

      I grab my purse and straighten my shoulders, pretending I’m still in control.

      But the room spins.

      Hard.

      I blink. Once. Twice.

      Oh.

      Not good.

      I try to take one step, and the world tips sideways.

      Then everything goes black.
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      The ladies file out of the place in a blur of giggles and perfume. They’re all pink and chaos, bumping into each other and taking selfies.

      Vivian stops on her way out and plants a sticky kiss on my cheek. Her lipstick leaves a smear I’m not inclined to wipe off in front of her.

      “Thanks for this,” she slurs, breath smelling like alcohol and sugar. “You’re the best.”

      I grunt. It’s easier than pretending I enjoy her company.

      She’s not my favorite person, but Aaron’s my oldest friend. That makes her family, whether I like it or not. Family means you do favors. Even ones for people who trash your bar and leave a trail of feather boas in their wake.

      It’s strange to see Aaron finally settling down. Over the last twenty years, we’ve slowly seen all of our other friends get married. He and I were the last two holdouts. Now it’s just me, and I’m not the settling type. I’m good with being the cool uncle. I like women. I just don’t do relationships well.

      After my last girlfriend, Delaney, I made peace with the idea that I’m just not built for forever. I’m the kind of guy who ruins women. Sure, I can fix a leaky pipe, get a stalker ex to back off, and make sure a creepy boss gets the message. I’m a protector. A fixer. Not the one you build a life with. Not anymore.

      I watch as they pile onto the party bus, all fake laughter and stumbling shoes. The engine rumbles, and just like that, they’re gone.

      The silence is deafening and blissful.

      I’ll head to Whisper Springs in the morning for all the wedding shit. It’s three days of who knows what. Then I’ll be sticking around after to help prepare for the upcoming hideaway weeks. I haven’t spent much time there this summer. My dog, Apple Pie, misses me. At least that’s what Isaac says when he sends me a thousand pictures of him with Donut, his own dog.

      Apple Pie looks like he’s having a great time to me. He’ll be happy to see the cats though. Normally I leave them at home, but they’ll come with me as well this time since I don’t know when I’m returning. Chet can manage things here.

      I glance around my bar. I paid it off last year, thanks to the Whisper Springs cash flow. Not bad for a place with a duct-taped jukebox and a floor that always smells faintly of fried food and spilled beer. It’s never been classy, but it has character. It meant something.

      Lately, though… It’s been hollow. Empty stools. Slow nights. The regulars are fading. The bar feels like it’s waiting to be put out of its misery.

      At least I’m not in debt. That’s supposed to count for something.

      “I think they left someone behind,” Chet calls from behind the bar, nodding toward the far corner.

      I follow his gaze.

      There’s a woman lying face down on the floor, sprawled in a red dress and glittering heels. Her hair’s a mess. Her cheek’s pressed against the sticky tile.

      I know her, but we’ve never met. She’s Aaron’s little sister. Somehow our paths never crossed, but I recognized her instantly. I probably should’ve said something to her earlier, but I didn’t.

      Now she’s not moving.

      Hell.

      I jog outside, scanning the street, but the party bus is already a memory, the taillights shrinking into the dark.

      I head back in and meet Chet’s eyes. “What are we gonna do with her?”

      “We?” He raises both brows. “It’s your bar, not mine.”

      “Not helping,” I mutter, rubbing a hand over my jaw.

      I crouch beside her, careful not to startle her if she’s just sleeping something off.

      “Hey, lightweight,” I say quietly, tapping her shoulder. “Party’s over.”

      She sucks in a breath but doesn’t wake.

      Her face is peaceful, lashes dark against her cheeks, lips full and slightly parted. I brush a bit of blonde hair back from her forehead, more out of instinct than intention, and shake her again. Nothing.

      Not even a groan.

      I roll her over and scoop her into my arms.

      She stirs faintly, barely conscious
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