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Prologue
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The sun gradually descended into the darkening horizon as the waves gently lapped at the shoreline.  A picturesque ending to a perfect day, Amber thought, as she looked out at the sea, sitting on the beach alongside her recently pronounced husband, Riley, both enjoying the day's end.  Riley placed his arm around her, drawing her closer as they sat together in low-back sling chairs nestled in the sand.  The tide, now ebbing, receded further and further from the couple.

Amber dug her toes deeper into the sand, appreciating the gentle the breeze while enjoying the firm embrace of her husband.  She sighed with contentment and rested her head on Riley's shoulder.  As she nestled closer to him, Amber smiled to hear his soft chuckle in response. He adjusted his position slightly to allow her to get even closer.  Both sat with smiles on their faces.

“So, that happened,” she teased.

“That it did,” Riley responded, kissing her temple.

“Any regrets?”

“Not yet.”

Amber sat up and mockingly glared at him.

“What?” he said, laughing.  “What kind of question is that?  Heck, we only paid the bill for the reception like two hours ago.  The regret only kicks in when we realize we maxed out that credit card.”

“True,” she said, smirking at him.

She resumed her position, her head cradled now between his shoulder and the nape of his neck.  Riley gave her a squeeze as they returned to silence for a brief moment.

“Well, if I’m being honest,” Riley said, breaking the quiet. “The waitstaff left something to be desired.”

“Hmmm,” she replied.  “They weren’t that bad.  A bit slow was all, but not terrible.  If that was the worst thing of the day, then I’ll take it.  Everything went off without a hitch.”

“God.  Are we going to be that couple?  The one with the perfect wedding story?  The one where every ending has cartoon birds flitting about and ‘they all lived happily ever after’ appears on some big scroll above them?”

“While that wouldn’t be so terrible, in theory, I hope not.  Just to save ourselves from the gagging gestures and over the top eye rolls we’ll get from everyone we know.”

Riley laughed.

“And we’d certainly get that from our group, that’s for sure,” he agreed.  “I guess it is a small price to pay to have that versus the wedding day from hell.  Not like Kevin.  When he told me all the horror stories from his and Jessica’s wedding, I started to wonder if our folks would be pissed if we just ran off to Vegas instead.”

“Yeah.  Everything went wrong for them, but thankfully, it is just a colorful story now for them.  I’d take sickening sweetness over that any day of the week.”

“What time is the flight tomorrow?”

“It’s not until late,” Amber replied.  “We don’t even have to be at the airport until four.”

“That’s great,” Riley said, pulling her impossibly close.  “Means we can sleep in then, huh?”

“I hoped we’d need to,” she said slyly.

“Oh, how right you are, Mrs. Harper.”

“That’s going to take a moment to get used to,” Amber said, grinning.

“Hopefully it won’t take you too long to get used to it.”

Riley leaned over and started kissing her neck, just behind her ear, knowing that it would start to drive her crazy in a really good way.

“What do you say we head back up the beach to the hotel?  Start on that reason why we’d need to sleep in, huh?” he said as he continued to kiss down the side of her neck.

“Mmmmm,” was the only reply she could muster at the time.

“I take that as a yes, then?”

“Mmm hmm.”

Riley smiled against her neck before giving her a quick nip.  He released his now-blushing bride and stood up.  He offered his hand to help her from the chair.  Once she was standing, he reached down and took both chairs out of the sand, shook them, and collapsed them to tuck under his arm.  He took Amber’s hand with his free one, and they started to head up the beach, occasionally brushing arms against each other as they walked.

“So, we’re going to have to endure eye rolls when we tell our story then, huh?”

“I suppose so,” Amber said.  “I mean, it is far better than the alternative.  Can you imagine if our story turned out any way other than how it did?  There’s no telling what stories we’d have then.”
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Riley

“Can you help me out here?  I just need to figure out what’s going to work best, but I have no idea what she likes.  Not a great start.”

I am straight-up panicking.  I start texting my friend as I stand amongst the floral arrangements in the little shop downtown.  I know that I want to make a nice first impression at my first meet-up with Amber.  Normally, I don’t like set-ups, but Kevin and Jessica kept mentioning Jess’s friend, Amber, so much so that I must admit, I was intrigued.  Granted, the desire for me to meet Amber was more Jess’s idea than Kevin’s, but if it was Jess’s idea, it became Kevin’s idea.  Happy wife, happy life, as the saying goes.  Since she worked with Kevin, they both have a vested interest in setting me up.

So, I finally agreed to meet her friend at their get-together at their new place.  It’s not really a first date, more of a sly meet-and-greet amongst several friends.  I’m not sure how less stressful this makes things, meeting someone new in a room full of our friends, but it is too late for me to back out now.  After listening to the umpteenth mention of how Jess could invite Amber over so we could meet, I finally folded and agreed to the setup of sorts.

It has been some time since my last relationship.  Not that I am thinking this meet-up is going to lead to anything serious or long-term from the get-go, but the fact that I am even considering this, well, that’s something, I suppose.  I didn’t have much control over how my relationship with Kimberly ended.  Unforeseen tragedies have a way of doing what they want, when they want.  It took some time to recover from that time in my life.  Which brought me to now, looking in the rearview some two years back at our two-year relationship that ended far too soon.

It also brought me here, to the local flower shop, looking to find a nice, sweet little bouquet of flowers for what is supposed to be a no-strings attached introduction to my friend’s friend.  Why I agreed to this whole situation, I’m not sure.  Why I thought I had to get flowers for this, I wasn’t sure of that, either.  The more I look around at the floral options, the more I question the idea of getting flowers at all.  My old-fashioned sentiments of meeting a woman have it engrained in my head that I have to bring flowers.  The fact that we’ll be around a few of our friends doesn’t seem to enter into the logical equation.

I stand staring at my phone, watching those three little dots dance on the screen, eagerly waiting Kevin’s response to my dilemma.

“Daisies.”

That is the only word that pops up after what seems like forever.

“Daisies?” I reply.

“Yep, daisies,” Kevin texts back.  “Jess says she has a bracelet that she always wears that has some sort of daisy charm.”

“Oh, it just seems that daisies are a bit, I don’t know, old fashioned.”

“You asked,” Kevin types.  “The woman likes daisies.  And old fashioned?  You’re the one buying her flowers.”

“Point taken,” I reply.  “Then daisies it is.  See you guys at seven.”

Slipping my phone into my back pocket, I start to look around the shop for some daisies.  My feeble attempt to look for flowers must catch the eye of the clerk as she comes from behind the counter and heads in my direction.

“Have you decided what you’re looking for?”

The question alone tells me that she knows that I am clueless.  It also makes me wonder just how long I’ve looked like a lost puppy while wondering around her shop.

“Yeah.  Had to phone a friend, as it were,” I admit to her.  “My friends are setting me up, well, sort of, with one of their friends.”

“Sort of?” she asks, confused.

“Well, they’ve been wanting to introduce me to her for the longest time.  They’re finally going to introduce us tonight at their new house.”

“So, are the flowers for the girl, or for the new homeowners?”

I stare at her like a deer caught in headlights.  I didn’t think of that.  I am now struck wondering if I have to bring Jess something as well, and how awkward will it be to bring flowers when it is more than just the two of us at this party.  And if I do have to bring Jess flowers, how odd it will look if I walk in with a few bouquets of flowers.

“Sir?”

“Oh.  Sorry.  Well, let me explain my situation to see if you can help.  My friends have been trying to set me up for some time.  These same friends just bought a house, and they’re having a party tonight.  The girl they have been wanting to set me up with will be there.  So will a few other friends of ours.”

“So, it’s not just the four of you?  The couple who owns the house, you, this friend of theirs, and several other people?”

“Exactly.  But we, me and the girl, well, we both know it’s kind of a low-key meet up, despite there being others around.  It’s really kinda confusing as it’s not really a blind date or anything, but it is, at the same time . . . I don’t know.  I just know that when you first meet a date, you bring flowers.  I’m a bit old school, I guess”

“There’s nothing wrong with that,” the clerk says.  “How about you go with a nice plant for the lady of the house, and for your date, who kinda isn’t your date, something small, like say a single flower?  That way, it’s low-key, and something she can handle in a room full of people.”

“That sounds like a plan,” I say.  “I just could not go without bringing her something but also don’t want it to look like she just won the Miss Universe crown or something.  It’s been a minute since I’ve had to worry about this kind of stuff.”

I know I have to just stop talking.  I worry that if I don’t, I’ll be one of those people who start relaying their life story to a stranger, whether they want to hear it or not.  I figure I’ll quit while I’m ahead.  There is no need to tell my sad tale to the clerk at the flower shop, even though it starts to dawn on me that this may have been the very shop where I ordered the flowers for Kimberly’s funeral.

“Daisies,” I blurt out of nowhere.  “S-she likes daisies, my friend said.”

“Hmm.  Let’s go with just a few then, since they are rather small.  Unless you mean Gerber –” The clerk edits herself seeing that confused look on my face.  “Let’s just go with the classic daisy, shall we?”

I nod to the clerk, and she leads me over to the cooler where the loose flowers are stored.  She grabs about three daisies, tapping their stems on the side of the bucket to shake loose any water.

“I’ll put those little capsules of water on each of these before I wrap them.  If you’d like, the potted plants are just over there, if you want to see which one you think your friend would like.  I’d go with something that has a bit of color to it,” the clerk says and motions over to the right-hand side of the store.

I nod again and wander off to the plant section of the shop.  I spot a pot with a few mixed varieties of plants.  I can’t tell what some of them are but know that at least one is an aloe plant and another looks like a philodendron.  The others just look nice.  Plants aren’t really my thing, so I just grab that and head back to the clerk.

I get back to the counter, and she has the daisies all wrapped and ready to go.  I put the pot on the counter.

“Nice choice,” she says and starts to ring me up.  She puts the potted plant in a paper bag first, followed by a small bunch of daisies and hands it to me.  I take it by the paper-wrapped handles offered.

“Thank you, and good luck.”

“Thank you,” I say a bit too enthusiastically.  I leave the shop and glance down at my watch.  “Damn.  I still have a few hours yet.  I should have come to the shop later.  I guess I’ll head home and kill some time before I head out.”

I don’t have much of a plan as what to do next.  I am just filled with this anxious energy now, which I know will just make the time drag on as I wait for seven to roll around.  It is going to feel like forever until it is time to head over to Kev and Jess’s new place.

Since I am already stressing over what is supposed to be a simple meet and greet, I figure I’ll head home and stress over what to wear.  I walk back over to the parking lot and after placing the potted plant and flowers on the floorboard of the passenger side, climb in and head home.  Traffic is light as I drive home.  

Of course there’s no traffic, I think to myself.  The one day I need it to help eat up time, there’s barely a car on the road.  I click on the radio to kill the quiet.  Something that I instantly regret as soon as the sound emanates from the speakers.

It is her favorite song.  Kimberly’s.  She would blast it every time we were in the car and it came on.  It has been years since I’ve heard it.  If I am being honest, I can’t even tell you the name or who sings it anymore, but I recognize it immediately.  And of course it has just started, so the next three to five minutes are torture for me.  My heart just sinks.

Stopping at the red light, I start remembering driving down the coast in that rented convertible on a spontaneous trip we took one time.  Neither of us had ever seen the Pacific Ocean, and we saved up for months for a whirlwind week.  Soaking up the sun during the day, eating late dinners on the beach at night.  The memories come back so hard I can practically smell the ocean.

Honk

Apparently, I am so lost in my memories, I don’t take notice that the light has changed.  I give the sorry I’m an ass wave to the guy behind me and pull off.

“Why now?” I ask the radio.  “I don’t need this.”

Just as I think I’ve moved on, there is something the puts me right back in the thick of it.  This is what I was worried about.  Her popping back up in my head, today of all days, what are the odds?

“Is this an omen or something?” I half whisper, staring at the radio for a second.  Stop it, I hear in my head, as if my inner child or something is telling me not to be stupid.  I try to shake it off, but the feeling creeps up on me like someone lightly dancing their fingers up my back to the nape of my neck.  I quickly hit a preset and get some AM station and static.  Obviously, it is an unset preset, but it is better than listening to that song, at least until it starts to drive me nuts, in a different way than the song does.  I hit another preset and get to a different radio station, one that is playing music that won’t make me drive off the road and into a tree.

A deep breath and a few miles later, I still feel a bit off.  I pull into the driveway before too long.  Grabbing the flowers and plant, I head into the house so I can now stress over what to wear tonight.

I know I don’t want to look too casual, but I don’t want to look too dressy, either.  I mean, it is a house party, after all.  I put the bag on the kitchen table, drop my keys and head to the bedroom.  I need to find my nicest looking jeans.  Perhaps a polo shirt as well.  My nice blue one will work.  I am doing a mental inventory as I walk into my room.  Now the only thing is to hope that neither of those things are in the hamper.

Luckily, my shirt is hanging in the closet, and my jeans are folded neatly on the shelf.  So, finding my outfit for the night is the least stressful part of my day.

“Well, that killed like two minutes,” I say to the remaining clothes in my closet.  “Now what?”

Looking at my watch, I still have like two hours to go.  It is only about thirty minutes to Kevin’s new place, so
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