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To Mari,

Thank you for the great title suggestion!

I hope you love ‘The Sailor Situation’
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LIV


They call me 'The Boss' behind my back—whispered by my staff in the break room, mentioned with awe by clients at cocktail parties, said with equal parts pride and concern by my friends over gossip. My name is Olivia Barnes, Liv to friends and family. But my reputation? That's all Boss, and I own it.

I tap my earpiece, my reflection in The Pierre's ornate mirrors catching my eye as I stride past. Even after seven hours on my feet, not a hair is out of place in my sleek dark chignon, my Alexander McQueen blazer still crisp. People expect perfection from me, and perfection is what they get.

"Maria, the lighting in the west corner is too cool. We need it warmer, more romantic. And where are my ice sculptures? They were supposed to be here half an hour ago."

The ballroom of The Pierre Hotel is a canvas waiting for its final brushstrokes. Crystal chandeliers hang from the ceiling, their light reflected on the gold leaf details that trace the room's architectural features. A small army of staff weaves through the space, transforming it for tonight's Bennett-Astor wedding. At $2.5 million, it's not just another event — it's my wedding of the season.

My Louboutins click against the marble floor as I navigate between tables. Usually, this rhythm soothes me, a percussion line to the symphony of organized chaos that is my life. Not today. Today, each step represents another second ticking down to my own impending disaster.

"Liv." Sophie, my assistant director, appears at my side. Her typically pristine bob is slightly disheveled — the only sign that we've been here since 4 AM. Dark circles lurk under her eyes, concealed but visible to someone who's known her for five years. "Everything is under control. The team knows what they're doing."

I ignore her comment, spotting a slightly wilted rose in one of the towering centerpieces. "This needs to be replaced." I reach for the offending bloom. "And the champagne towers⁠—"

"Are being set up as planned," Sophie interrupts, stepping into my path. At five-foot-four to my five-nine (six-one in heels), she has to crane her neck to meet my eyes, but that doesn't stop her. "Liv, you're spiraling."

"I'm not spiraling." The words come out sharper than intended and a nearby florist flinches, nearly drops her shears. Sophie raises an eyebrow, and I recognize the look. It's the same one I give brides when they're about to have a meltdown over napkin shades.

"When was the last time you took a break?" She checks her watch — a gift from me last year when she saved a wedding from disaster. "You need to get out of here for at least an hour. Get some fresh air."

"I'm fine." I straighten a place card that's approximately two millimeters off-center.

"The place cards are fine." Sophie's voice softens. "This isn't about the event, is it? You've been off for weeks."

"I don't know what you're talking about," I lie, the anxious knot in my stomach tightening.

"Go. Take a break. That's not a suggestion — it's an order from me who, need I remind you, you hired specifically to handle things when you can't."

I open my mouth to argue, but the look in Sophie's eyes stops me. She's right, and we both know it. With a sigh that's more exhaustion than annoyance, I tap my earpiece.

"Team leads, status check." One by one, they report in. 

“Flowers: on schedule.”

“Catering: prepping according to timeline.”

“Lighting: adjustments in progress.” 

“Music: sound check in one hour.”

Of course everything is under control, just as Sophie said. 

"I'll be back in ninety minutes,” I tell them. “Sophie's in charge. Any emergencies, route through her first."

I grab my Hermès bag from my makeshift office — a converted coat check room from where I've been orchestrating this wedding.

The September air hits me with the first hints of autumn as I step onto Fifth Avenue. My mind races between centerpieces and family obligations while I weave through the crowd of tourists and business people. Three ignored calls and two blocks later, I push through the heavy glass doors of my favorite coffee shop.

The barista, Jake, starts making my double-shot oat milk latte before I reach the counter. Our office is nearby and he's used to me appearing at random times, when I'm on the verge of firing someone or abandoning a bride at the altar myself. Not that I'd ever do either — my reputation is worth more than momentary satisfaction.

My private phone buzzes just as I settle into my usual corner table with my coffee, shrugging off my blazer and feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders. Chloe's name flashes on the screen — my best friend since our college days. She moved to New York a year after I moved here and she’s the only person who can read me better than Sophie. The difference is, Chloe knows everything about me. Sophie doesn't.

"Are you at the venue?" she asks when I answer. Her voice carries the slight echo of her corner office at Goldman Sachs, where she's known to terrorize junior analysts while painting her nails.

"I'm taking a break." I cradle my latte, letting its warmth seep into my hands. They're always cold these days, no matter the season. Mom says it's because I work too hard. "Sophie practically forced me out."

"Good for her." Chloe's voice softens with concern. "Now tell me what's really going on. I know you, Liv. You haven't answered my calls in days and you don't take breaks in the middle of event setup unless something's wrong."

I trace the rim of my coffee cup, watching the steam rise. "Is it that obvious?"

"It is to me." She pauses. "This is about Emma's wedding, isn't it?"

Fuck. She knows me too well. I hesitate for a beat and then the words I've been holding back finally spill out. "I don't know what to do, Chloe. They're all expecting me to bring her to the wedding in two weeks."

"Ah, the mysterious Sailor." Chloe's laugh holds equal parts amusement and concern. "Your imaginary girlfriend. Have you considered just telling them you broke up?"

"And spend my entire stay being set up with every eligible bachelor in Maryland because Mom thinks the right man will save me from queerness?" I take a sip of my latte, grimacing at the thought. "No thanks. You remember what happened at Christmas."

"The lawyer and the guy who breeds horses," Chloe recites. "Though the horse guy was kind of handsome, right?"

"Yeah, he was. If only I were into men." I massage my temples. "Mom keeps saying how happy she is that I've finally found someone who can 'handle' me, even if she’s a woman. It seems they’ve accepted me being gay as long as I’m with someone who can keep me in check."

"Keep you in check?" Chloe snorts. "You run Manhattan's most exclusive wedding planning business. Your waitlist is longer than the line at Magnolia Bakery. Since when does The Boss need keeping in check?"

I'm about to respond when someone pulls out the chair across from me. I look up, irritated at the interruption, to find a woman settling into it. She's wearing simple gray track pants, a plain white t-shirt, and a hoodie, her dark hair pulled back in a messy ponytail.

"Excuse me," I say, covering the phone. "This table is taken."

"All the tables are taken," she says, shooting me a humorous grin as she scoots her chair back slightly and lifts her cup from the table. "Don't worry. I just want the chair. You can have the table all to yourself."

I narrow my eyes at her, but she just keeps smiling, completely unfazed. After a moment, I return to my phone call, determined to ignore her.

"Anyway, I don't know what to do. Mom's so excited about meeting her," I tell Chloe, keeping my voice low. "And my sister's been asking when we're moving in together."

Chloe snorts, and I sigh.

"I know. An imaginary girlfriend. It doesn't get any more pathetic than that." From the corner of my eye, I catch my uninvited companion's eyebrow quirking with interest. I shoot her a glare. "Chloe, I'll call you back, okay?" I mutter, hanging up before she can protest. The stranger is still watching me.

"Trouble in paradise?" she asks.

"That's really none of your business," I say. She looks amused like she stumbled upon some great entertainment and decided to investigate. She's clearly got nothing better to do.

"Let me guess..." She leans back in her borrowed chair. "You made up a girlfriend to get your family off your back."

I stare at her.

"I have ears," she simply adds. "So, what did you name your imaginary girlfriend?"

"Again, that's none of your business. You should stop eavesdropping. It's rude."

"Oh, come on. Humor me. I'm dying to know." 

There's something in the way she holds eye contact, the confidence in her smile. The way she's looking at me... I know that look. She's gay. Or at least interested.

I take a sip of my latte, weighing my options. This is my sanctuary, my corner table, and I'm not about to let some curious stranger chase me out. But she's clearly not going anywhere either, so I let out a resigned sigh. 

"Sailor," I finally say with a grimace.

She bursts out laughing, the sound drawing glances from nearby tables. "Sailor?" she manages between chuckles. "You named your fake girlfriend Sailor?"

"I was running an event when my sister called," I say defensively. "It just... slipped out. I was literally surrounded by model waitresses in sailor uniforms at the time." I pause, realizing how that sounds. "It was a cruise nautical-themed wedding, okay? I'm a wedding planner."

"A wedding planner with a fake girlfriend? This just gets better and better." She's still grinning, shaking her head. "And now your family's expecting to meet this seafaring woman?"

"She's not a seafarer," I say, chuckling despite my irritation. "She's a finance director."

"Ah, of course. Cute, successful..." The woman’s dark eyes dance with amusement. "Why can't you just tell them you broke up?"

"I don't... I don't like to admit failure," I say, straightening in my chair. "Not in work, not in my personal life. Besides, if I tell them that, they'll just try to set me up again at the wedding."

"But what choice do you have?"

"I'll figure something out." I lift my chin. "I always do."

"Like finding a fake girlfriend to bring to the wedding?" She shifts in her chair, lifting one leg to rest her ankle on her opposite knee — that classic relaxed pose that reads unmistakably masculine. It's in her energy too. The way she takes up space without apology, that cocky grin.

"Why not?” I say, not opposed to the idea. “I'll just pay someone to accompany me. There's nothing money can't fix."

"I suppose that's true." She shrugs. "Look. I know what you're dying to ask me, and please don't feel like you have to beg. Of course, I'll come with you."

I laugh — a real, genuine laugh that surprises me. It feels good and I realize I can't remember the last time I laughed out loud. Whatever her motives are, the woman is undeniably entertaining.

"I'm sure I can find someone more... suitable," I retort, eyeing her pointedly. She is attractive — annoyingly so — but I'm not about to let her know that. "You look nothing like a finance director. More like a gym instructor."

"Whatever." She sips her coffee and eyes me over the rim of her cup. "Your loss."

"What? Were you serious?" I frown. "What's your angle? Desperate for rent money? Or is this just how you spend your Friday afternoons — harassing women in coffee shops?"

"A little bit of both," she retorts. "Being your Sailor sounds fun."

I’m completely thrown off balance. Is she mocking me? Or does she genuinely need money? It’s impossible to tell.

"And why should I trust you?"

She leans forward. "Why should you trust anyone?" Something flickers in her eyes, but it's gone before I can read it. She pulls out a napkin from the holder on the table. "Do you have a pen?" she asks, pointing to my purse.

I hesitate. This is ridiculous. But I find myself opening my purse and pulling out a Mont Blanc anyway.

"Thank you." She scribbles something on the napkin. "In case you change your mind." She slides it across to me with a wink. "I promise I'm worth every penny."

And then she’s standing, leaving most of her coffee and turning to leave.

"Wait!" I call after her, although I have no idea why. "I don't even know your name. I’m Liv."

She pauses at the door, glancing back with that infuriating smile. "Sailor," she says, and then she's gone, leaving me staring at the napkin with its hastily scrawled phone number.
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BLAIR


The coffee shop door swings shut behind me, muffling the low hum of conversations and the hiss of the espresso machine. I step onto the sidewalk, adjusting to the rhythm of the city as it swirls around me. Fifth Avenue feels particularly alive today, a mix of purposeful strides and aimless wandering. For a beat, I stand still, caught in the chaos before heading north toward Central Park.

I hadn't planned to stop for coffee this morning. I was on my way to the park for a run—a habit I've developed to keep the restlessness at bay. But when I passed the shop, I couldn’t resist the smell of roasted beans. And then she happened.

Olivia Barnes. It only takes a quick search on my phone to find her wedding planning business; she's at the top of the Google search engine and her picture is prominently plastered over the welcome page.

I weave through the crowd, dodging a group of tourists clustered around a map. She's quite the character. All bite, polished to an inch of her life in that crisp blazer and heels. Her irritation at my interruption was practically radiating off her, but she didn't budge, protecting her space. That's the part that intrigued me; it was highly entertaining. Most people would have moved to another table or ignored me entirely. Not her. She stayed, sparred, and even laughed. Well, eventually.

I'm not entirely sure why I offered to be her fake girlfriend. It wasn't a serious proposal. I was simply fighting boredom. Maybe that's why I couldn't resist pushing her buttons a little.

Passing the edge of the park, I make my way to my usual starting point near The Mall. The wide, tree-lined pathway is dappled with sunlight filtering through the leaves. The air smells faintly of damp earth and fallen leaves, with a hint of roasted nuts from the vendor cart nearby. A few early joggers pace along the path, their steady footsteps blending with the distant sounds of a saxophonist playing near Bethesda Terrace.

I shrug out of my zip-up hoodie, tie it around my waist, and start running. My feet find their rhythm on the pavement as I navigate the familiar trails. Central Park has always been my escape, a place where the chaos of the city fades into the background. There’s different kind of energy here—less frantic.

I take the path that loops around the lake, my pace quickening. Ducks glide across the water and a loved-up couple leans against the railing of Bow Bridge, their heads close together, lost in their own world. I weave around them, the cool air filling my lungs.

As I run, my mind drifts back to Liv. Not in a romantic way—more like an amusing puzzle I'm not quite done with yet. She's got a presence, that's for sure. A confidence that could intimidate a room the moment she steps inside. I wonder if she'll find someone to play 'Sailor' with her.

I've always been good at reading people. It's a skill I've honed over years of negotiating and assessing risks. Liv is pretty transparent. The way she clutched her latte like it was a lifeline, the tension in her shoulders that didn't fully ease even when she laughed — she's carrying more than she lets on.

I reach the reservoir where the water gleams under the mid-morning sun, and the city skyline rises beyond it, a jagged silhouette against the bright blue sky. I slow to a jog, then stop by my usual park bench, leaning against the backrest to catch my breath.

"Blair?"

A voice pulls me from my thoughts. I turn, already half-smiling, and there she is. Valerie. Shopping Cart Valerie, at least that's what I've called her in my head for years now.

She's wearing the same patched-up coat I've seen a hundred times before, her hair a wiry tangle that refuses to obey any logic. She's pushing her shopping cart—her constant companion, piled high with an assortment of bags, blankets, and God knows what else.

"Hey," I say, still catching my breath. "How are you? You need anything today?"

She grins, revealing a set of teeth that's seen better days. "Nope, just a cigarette for the road."

I glance at the cart, wondering what road she's talking about. Valerie's been walking circles around Central Park for as long as I've been running here. But I don't press. I just pull out a cigarette from the pack I keep in the pocket of my sweats. I don't smoke myself, but Valerie does.

She takes it with a nod of thanks, lighting it with a battered Zippo. "Missed a hell of a squirrel fight earlier," she says, exhaling a plume of smoke. "Two of 'em went at it like it was the end of the world."

I laugh, shaking my head. "Who won?"

"Hard to say. They both took off before I could declare a champion. But one of 'em's missing a patch of fur now." She parks her cart within arm's reach and perches on the bench.

"What happened to you today? You're late."

I sit down next to her and smile. This is the strange ritual we've fallen into. Valerie doesn't know anything about me, and I don't know much about her. But for some reason, this—sitting and catching up over nothing—always feels like the most normal part of my day.

"Met someone interesting," I say. "She's... weird."

"Oh, yeah?" Valerie's eyes glint with curiosity. "How so?"

"She was..." I pause, searching for the right words. "Maybe looking for a fake girlfriend to bring to her sister's wedding. Something like that anyway."

Valerie takes a long drag of her cigarette, exhaling slowly. "Well, that's a new one. That stuff only happens in movies."

"Exactly! That's what makes it so absurd. She's got this whole imaginary person already cooked up. Her name's Sailor."

Valerie chokes out a laugh, smoke curling around her. "Sailor? What is she, a pirate?"

"Apparently, she's a finance director."

Valerie snorts. "I bet the imaginary girlfriend owns a golden retriever named Captain." She leans back on the bench, taking another drag. "Sounds like she's got more drama than the squirrels."

Valerie stubs out her cigarette and tucks what's left into a small tin she keeps in the cart. "Well, I'm off. Got places to be, creatures to argue with."

"You mean the pigeons?"

"Obviously. Those are the only ones worth my time." She grins, wheeling her cart away without another word.

"Are you sure you don't need anything?" I call after her.

She turns, narrowing her eyes at me. "What? You getting sentimental now?"

I laugh it off, but the question lingers between us. "Anything. Food? A room? A bed?" It's not the first time I've offered. It won't be the last.

Valerie waves me off, a flick of her hand as dismissive as it is final. "I'm fine. Told you before, I've got everything I need right here." She gestures to her cart like it's a treasure chest.

I think about giving her my number, but I don't. She probably doesn't have a phone. Even if I gave her one, she wouldn’t be able to charge it. Valerie seems content in her own way, and who am I to disrupt that?

I've done absolutely nothing for six months now, and it's starting to bug me. Six months that were supposed to be all about relaxation and freedom, and yet here I am, finding normality in a homeless woman in Central Park. I sold my company to escape the grind, but maybe I underestimated how much I'd miss having something to do.

I could be anywhere right now. I could be halfway across the world, drinking cocktails on a beach or hiking through mountains. But instead, I'm here, running the same paths, sitting on the same bench, talking to Valerie. It's not that I don't enjoy it—I do—but there's something unsettling about the quiet. The lack of urgency. I spent years building something enormous from nothing. And now, I've stopped. Completely.

Some days, it feels like a relief. Other days, it feels like a void.

I watch Valerie wheel her cart away. She's a constant in a city that never stops changing. She's unshakable in her own way, navigating her life with a clarity I can't understand. I envy her, sometimes. The simplicity of it. The certainty.

The park is starting to fill up now, the trails filled with runners, families, and tourists. I stretch and start running again.
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LIV


Another day, another wedding. The exodus begins at 2 A.M. Drunk guests head outside to stumble into Bentleys and Maybachs, their uniformed drivers standing at attention. These aren't your average wedding guests calling Ubers—every single person here is worth at least seven figures, and they move through the world accordingly.

Some of the younger ones, the tech heirs and hedge fund kind, head upstairs to the mansion's guest suites. The older money prefer their own beds and their own staff waiting at home. I watch them go, mentally checking off names against my guest list. The Weatherbys—pharmaceutical fortune, third generation—climb into their Rolls Royce Ghost. Mrs. Weatherby struggles slightly with the car door. Her husband doesn't help her; his attention is on his phone.

The big weddings are always the same. The guests arrive in a flutter of excitement and leave in a haze of expensive champagne and social exhaustion.

I maintain my smile through sheer force of will, my cheek muscles aching from hours of picture-perfect expressions. My feet are screaming inside these heels—a necessary evil in this business where appearance matters as much as execution. But I can't leave yet. Not until the bride and groom make their exit. It's an unwritten rule I learned early in my career: the wedding planner is the last to leave, always ready for that final moment when the bride wants to express her gratitude or share her overwhelming emotions about the day.

Grooms, on the other hand, are typically focused on one thing at this point in the evening—sobering up enough to perform their husbandly duties. They rarely seek out their wedding planner for heartfelt conversations. Rory Valentine is no exception. I can see him across the terrace, loosening his Tom Ford bow tie while his groomsmen huddle around him. He's swaying slightly, the telltale sign of a man who's been sampling the Macallan 25 a bit too liberally.

My mind shifts into post-event mode, running through the comprehensive breakdown checklist that starts the moment the last guest leaves. Floral arrangements need to be dismantled—the bride specifically requested that certain pieces be preserved and delivered to her sister's Manhattan penthouse tomorrow. The crystal and china, all rented from a specialty company that caters exclusively to events of this caliber, must be inventoried and packed with museum-level care. The string quartet's equipment needs to be moved to the service entrance. The ice sculptures—three of them, each costing more than most people's monthly salary—will be melted and disposed of by 3 AM.

I can see my team lingering in the shadows like well-trained ghosts. They're dressed in black uniforms that help them blend into the background, invisible as they're meant to be during events like these. Sophie catches my eye and gives me an almost imperceptible nod. They're ready. They've done this dance hundreds of times before. By 6 AM, the hall will look like nothing ever happened there.

That's the beauty and tragedy of my work. I create perfection that's designed to disappear.

And then I see her—Priscilla Valentine, née Hamilton. Even after seven hours of celebration, she looks almost ethereal in her custom Vera Wang gown. Her hair, styled by a colorist who flew in from Paris specifically for this weekend, remains mostly intact, and she's approaching me with that particular walk wealthy women perfect—confident but graceful, never hurried.

Priscilla comes from pharmaceutical money, fourth generation. Her great-grandfather developed three major antibiotics that are still prescribed today. The family fortune has been multiplied through strategic investments and advantageous marriages. She's thirty-two, Harvard MBA, sits on the boards of two major charities, and now married Rory Valentine, whose family made their billions in commercial real estate development across the Eastern seaboard. Together, they're worth approximately 2.3 billion dollars, though numbers like that shift daily based on market fluctuations and property valuations.

Rory is thirty-five, Princeton and Wharton, with old-money confidence that comes from never having worried about anything more pressing than which yacht to take to the Hamptons. He's handsome with good bone structure and a trim body. His hair is thick and his teeth are whitened to an unnatural but still socially acceptable degree of brightness.

Together, they’re beautiful, wealthy, well-connected, and statistically doomed.

Wealthy couples divorce at rates that would make gambling addicts nervous. The Kardashian marriage to Kris Humphries lasted seventy-two days. Britney Spears' first marriage lasted fifty-five hours. Even staying within my professional sphere, I can count at least a dozen couples whose marriages lasted less than a year.

Approximately fifty percent of all marriages end in divorce, but when you narrow it down to people with liquid assets over ten million dollars, that number jumps to nearly sixty-five percent. Add in family businesses, inherited wealth, and the pressure of maintaining generational fortunes, and the odds get even worse. There's something about extreme wealth that corrodes intimate relationships. Maybe it's the inability to trust whether someone loves you or your portfolio. Maybe it's the way money insulates people from the normal consequences that force couples to work through problems. When you can afford separate houses, separate vacations, separate lives, there's less incentive to do the hard work of partnership.

"Olivia," Priscilla says, emotion thickening her voice. Her eyes are bright with tears that threaten to spill over her makeup. "I don't even know how to thank you. This was..." She gestures around us, taking in the remains of the evening—the scattered flower petals, the empty champagne glasses, the soft music still playing from hidden speakers. "This was absolutely perfect. Exactly what I dreamed of."

I reach out and take her hands in mine, feeling the weight of her fifteen-carat engagement ring against my palm. "Priscilla, it was my absolute pleasure. You were such a joy to work with, and seeing your happiness tonight—that's why I love my job."

The lie comes easily. The truth is more complicated and far less sentimental. I care about perfection, about execution, about the flawless orchestration of an event that will be remembered and talked about for years. Whether the marriage itself succeeds or fails is entirely outside my purview and, honestly, not something I spend much time worrying about.

Priscilla squeezes my hands. "We're heading straight to the jet," she says. "For a two-week honeymoon in Bermuda. We'll be staying at the Cambridge Beaches Resort—you know, the one with the private pink sand beaches."

Of course I know it. I've planned three weddings for couples who honeymooned there. Two of those couples are already divorced.

"That sounds absolutely magical," I tell her, and I mean it. Even if the romance won't survive the realities of merging two massive fortunes and all the family politics that come with them.

Rory appears at her side, having apparently pulled himself together enough to travel. "Ready, honey?" His arm slides around her waist. "The pilot's waiting, and we need to be wheels up within the hour."

Priscilla turns back to me one last time. "Seriously, Olivia. Thank you. For everything. I know I was probably..." She laughs, a sound that's part embarrassment, part exhaustion. "I know I was a lot to handle sometimes."

She wasn't, actually. Compared to some of my clients—the oil heiress who changed her mind about the color scheme four times in the final week, the tech heiress who insisted on having her deceased grandmother's ashes incorporated into the floral arrangements—Priscilla was remarkably reasonable.

"You were perfect," I tell her, and watch as fresh tears spring to her eyes. “The perfect bride.”

They leave in a flurry of final hugs and promises to stay in touch that we both know won't be kept. Rich people have a way of compartmentalizing their service providers. I'm part of their wedding story, not their marriage story.

As their Maybach disappears, I finally allow myself to check my phone. Seventeen missed calls, forty-three text messages, and eighty-seven emails. The price of perfection is constant vigilance, and even during events, crises need managing.

But the message that catches my attention isn't work-related. It's from Emma, my sister, and it's marked urgent with multiple exclamation points. Sent to my work phone; the number she only knows to use for real emergencies.

Liv, I REALLY need to know if you're bringing Sailor as a plus one to the wedding. The caterer needs final numbers by Monday and I'm literally losing sleep over this. Just tell me yes or no so I can stop obsessing. Love you but seriously PLEASE RESPOND.

I almost laugh out loud. After orchestrating a multi-million dollar event, after managing a guest list that includes two senators, a former cabinet member, and enough Fortune 500 CEOs to start their own small government, my sister is stressed about adding one more chair to a farm wedding in Maryland.

But I understand. Emma's wedding isn't about making society pages or networking. It's about love and family and promises made in front of people who actually matter to them. The stakes are different but somehow higher. 

It’s ironic, really. I can execute a flawless event for 350 guests without breaking a sweat, but I've been avoiding committing to bringing my fake girlfriend to my sister's seventy-five-person celebration.

I type back quickly: Yes, of course she's coming. I'm so sorry; I was running an event. Stop stressing. Love you.

The lie perpetuates itself with each passing day. At some point in the coming two weeks, I'm going to have to figure out how to materialize a fake girlfriend or admit to my sister that I invented her. I check the time as I head back inside to sign off and grab my purse. My staff can handle the breakdown and I really need to be home with a double scotch. Perhaps two.
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BLAIR


The clock glows 6:00 AM in the darkness of my bedroom, and I'm already awake. Nothing new there. I've been lying here for the past twenty minutes, staring at the ceiling, listening to the city slowly come to life outside my window. Delivery trucks rumble past on the street below, their hydraulic brakes hissing as they make stops. A garbage truck beeps incessantly as it backs up. The sounds of a world that has places to be and things to do.

I should roll over and go back to sleep because I have absolutely nowhere I need to be. No meetings, no calls, no crises demanding my attention. The freedom I thought I wanted feels more like a prison now, and the bars are made of endless, empty hours.

My body is hardwired to wake up at this ungodly hour. Fifteen years of hard work will do that to you. Back when I was co-running a cybersecurity firm, 6 AM was actually sleeping in. Most days started at 5 AM with calls to our European offices, then straight into reviewing overnight threat assessments before the rest of the team arrived. Even weekends followed the same pattern—the business never truly slept, and neither did I.

Now I lie here willing my brain to shut off, to let me sleep until eight or nine like a normal person with no obligations. But my internal clock is merciless. Every morning, same time, wide awake whether I want to be or not. It's become a daily reminder of everything I've left behind, this biological alarm system that no longer serves any purpose.

Six months ago, my friend Dougie and I sold our company for an amount that still feels surreal when I think about it. We built it from nothing—just two friends from college writing code in a cramped apartment, surviving on pizza and the belief that we could make money if only we tried hard enough. Dougie handled the business development while I focused on infrastructure. I was the one who lived and breathed the actual security protocols, the one who could see attack patterns that others missed.

Our company grew and thrived but Dougie fell in love and eventually wanted out to slow down and spend more time with his girlfriend. I suppose I wanted to slow down too.

By the time we sold, we had six hundred employees across four countries. The buyer was a massive tech conglomerate that wanted our AI-driven threat detection algorithms. They'd been trying to develop something similar internally for three years and failed. We'd cracked it in eighteen months, and they paid enough to ensure we'd never have to work again.

The problem is, I'm starting to realize I do want to work.

Dougie bought a vineyard in Napa and sends me photos of his first grape harvests like he's discovered the meaning of life. His girlfriend is pregnant and they're getting married next year. He seems to know exactly what came next. Me? I've spent the past six months discovering that unlimited freedom is just another word for having no idea what to do with yourself.

I swing my legs over the side of the bed and pad to the kitchen. The espresso machine—a ridiculously expensive Italian contraption—hums to life with the press of a button. While it warms up, I check my phone, scrolling through the usual collection of overnight emails that don't require responses, news alerts about investments I sometimes monitor, and social media notifications I tend to ignore.

But there's something unexpected waiting for me. A text from a number I don't recognize, sent at 3:47 AM, from an American number. The timestamp alone makes me curious—not many people I know send messages at that hour.

The message makes me smile.

Hi this is Olivia from coffe shop. Were you seriou about the offer? Do you really need the mony? And are you free on the weekend of the 12th?

I read it twice, my grin widening with each pass. The typos are so unlike the polished, controlled woman I met the other day. This message, with its drunk-texting spelling errors, feels like seeing behind the curtain.

The espresso machine beeps, but I ignore it for a moment, staring at the message. She's reaching out. After our coffee shop encounter, after my ridiculous offer to be her fake girlfriend, she's actually considering it. Drunk-considering it, but still... The right thing would be to tell her the truth—that I don't need the money, that I was just entertained by her predicament and offered on a whim.

Instead, I find myself typing: Yes, I'm struggling to pay my rent this month, and I'd still love to be your 'Sailor'. Free that weekend.

The easy lie should probably concern me more than it does. But there's something appealing about the deception, about playing a role. With nothing to fill my days, the idea of being someone else, even temporarily, is irresistible.

I send the message and wait. No immediate response, which isn't surprising given the hour she sent her text. She's probably sleeping off whatever she drank to work up the courage to contact me. I pour my espresso and carry it to my living room that overlooks Central Park. Joggers are already out, tiny figures moving along the paths like ants following predetermined routes.

When Dougie and I were building the company, I became confident, decisive, always three steps ahead. That version of me could walk into a room full of investors and convince them to write seven-figure checks. She could make split-second decisions that affected hundreds of employees. She could project absolute certainty even when everything was falling apart behind the scenes.

But that Blair doesn't exist anymore. Without a company to run, without crises to solve, I'm just a woman with too much money and too much time. Playing Sailor seems like a nice distraction from my uneventful life.

My phone stays silent for the next hour. I shower, dress in the same clothes I've adopted since retiring—athletic wear. I could visit the Metropolitan Museum, take a spontaneous trip somewhere, call one of my few friends who aren't buried in work. But none of it feels worthwhile.

I've tried joining clubs, going to networking events for entrepreneurs, even dating apps specifically for high-net-worth individuals. But every conversation feels like an interview for a job I don't want. People want to know what I'm working on next, what my investment strategy is, whether I'm looking for partners in some new venture. Nobody wants to just have drink without an agenda.

I'm finishing my second espresso when inspiration strikes. If I'm going to play the role of a struggling woman who needs money, I should probably lean into the character. I pull out my phone and start typing another message.

Just realized I don't have a suit and can't afford to buy one. (Sorry, I don’t wear dresses) We should probably meet up to discuss that being part of my 'package.'

I hit send and chuckle. It's a calculated move—creating a problem that requires us to spend time together, giving me something to do while advancing whatever this strange arrangement is becoming.

This time, I don't have to wait long for a response. My phone buzzes within ten minutes.

Morning. Sorry about my drunk message. How much do you need for a suit?

I write, Around $300 for a rental, maybe? More if you want me to look like I actually belong at your sister's wedding.

The response comes back almost immediately: I’ll buy you one. Meet me at Bergdorf Goodman at 2 PM. Women's formal wear, fifth floor.

Bergdorf Goodman. Of course. She's not messing around with budget rentals or off-the-rack options. She wants me to look like a successful finance director, which means she's willing to invest in the costume. I'm curious about what this wedding is going to be like if she's this concerned about appearances.

Great! See you at 2, I reply, then add, I'm Blair, by the way.
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The revolving door at Bergdorf Goodman spits me out into the marble-and-gold sanctuary of Manhattan's most rarefied shopping experience. The air smells expensive—leather, perfume, and whatever woody scent they pump through the vents to make people want to spend money.

I'm fifteen minutes early, which is standard for me. Punctuality isn't just a virtue in my business—it's survival. When you're coordinating vendors, venues, and high-maintenance clients, being late means watching everything collapse like a house of cards in a hurricane. But today, being early also means I have time to second-guess this entire ridiculous plan.

What am I doing? I'm about to spend a small fortune on a suit for a complete stranger so she can pretend to be my girlfriend at my sister's wedding. She may just take off with the suit and sell it; I know nothing about Blair apart from that she needs money and that doesn't exactly inspire confidence.

The hangover from last night's post-event scotch session is starting to fade, replaced by a different kind of headache. The kind that comes from making impulsive decisions while emotionally compromised. I arrived home at nearly 3 AM, exhausted but too wired to sleep. The adrenaline crash that always follows a major event hit me hard, leaving me staring at my phone and thinking about Emma's increasingly frantic messages about plus-ones and seating arrangements.

That's when I found the napkin with her number, still crumpled in my purse. Before I could talk myself out of it, I was typing a message I barely remember sending.

I take the elevator to the fifth floor and navigate toward the women's formal wear section with rows of dresses and suits in every shade.

A woman approaches me immediately.

"Good afternoon, may I help you find something?" Her voice carries just the slightest trace of a European accent.

"I'm meeting someone here at two," I tell her. "We're looking for a nice suit. The occasion is fairly informal, but I want my date to look smart."

"Of course. I'm Margaret. I'll be happy to assist you both. May I ask what the occasion is?"

"A wedding," I say. "My sister's wedding."

"How lovely. Will you be requiring a full ensemble? Shirt, shoes, accessories?"

Before I can answer, I spot her. Blair emerges looking exactly like expected—gray track pants, white t-shirt, gray hoodie, hair slightly disheveled. She's scanning the floor, clearly looking for me, and I feel a flutter of relief that she actually showed up.

I wave her over, and she heads toward us.

"Hi, Blair," I say as she approaches. "You made it. Thank you."

"Hey, Olivia. Please, call me Sailor," she says with that grin I'm already beginning to recognize. "Might as well get used to it, right? Wouldn’t want you to slip."

Right. Of course. If we're going to pull this off, we need to actually practice being a couple, fake name and all.

"Okay." I extend my hand for a formal introduction. "Then call me Liv. That’s what my family calls me."

Her handshake is firm, warm, and lasts just a beat longer than necessary. I study her face, trying to read her. "I have to apologize again for that drunk message. I'm not usually so..."

"Eloquent?" she suggests, and I can't help but laugh.

"That's one way to put it."

"Don't worry about it," she says. "I'm just super excited to try on a really nice suit for the first time."

"First time, huh? So, what do you do for a living?"

"I'm a personal trainer."

The answer doesn’t surprise me. Personal trainer makes sense—it would explain the athletic wear. It's also perfectly plausible that someone in that field might need extra income, especially in a city as expensive as New York.

I nod. "You haven't even asked me what I'll pay. You're clearly not a great negotiator."

Margaret's eyes dart between us, her professional smile flickering with barely concealed interest while she adjusts a nearby display.

Blair shrugs, that annoying smile spreading again. "Maybe I'm just optimistic about your generosity."

“My generosity has limits,” I say. “Let's see if you can pull off looking like you actually earn six figures once we get you out of those track pants.”

For the next hour, I watch Blair—Sailor—try on formal wear. Margaret, who has overheard our conversation and is clearly confused about the whole situation, guides us through the process, bringing out suits in different cuts and styles. Classic black, midnight blue, subtle patterns that only show in certain light.

When Margaret makes her try on a suit with satin lapels, Blair looks at herself in the three-way mirror and deadpans, "I look like a mobster who reads poetry in her spare time."

"I disagree, you look great," Margaret says. "How does it feel?" She adjusts the jacket of the midnight blue suit that fits her like a glove.

"It feels expensive." She then turns to me. "What do you think? Do I look like a finance director?"

"Actually, you do." The transformation is remarkable. The suit makes her look polished, and the tailoring emphasizes her great shoulders.

"You look good," I admit. "Really good. My mother might even approve."

"Ah, my dear mother-in-law. What's her name?"

I laugh. "Moira. And your father-in-law is called Bill."

Margaret brings out shoes—black patent leather with pointed toes. I watch the total climbing on the discreet tablet she's using to track everything, but I don't care. This is an investment in maintaining family peace.

"Will you be needing the ensemble for travel?" Margaret asks. "We can arrange for pressing services at your destination."

"Don't worry about that," I tell her. "It's a farm wedding."

Both Margaret and Blair catch my eye in the mirror.

"A farm wedding?” Blair asks. “Should I be prepared for hay bales and mason jars?"

"My family runs a farm," I explain. "So yeah, it will be... rustic."

"Got it. Rustic chic. I can work with that."

Blair changes back into her track pants while Margaret takes notes on her tablet about alterations—the sleeves need to come up half an inch, the waist taken in slightly.

"Everything will be ready for pickup tomorrow afternoon," she tells me as she processes my credit card.

I nod and blow out my cheeks. We're really doing this. I'm really bringing a stranger to my sister's wedding and trusting her to pull off the performance of a lifetime. This will no doubt end in disaster.

"So," I say to Blair while we head toward the elevator. "We should go for a coffee and talk about... logistics. Money. How this is going to work. The wedding is two weeks from Saturday. It's a weekend thing—rehearsal dinner Friday, wedding Saturday, recovery brunch Sunday. Very traditional."

"Okay." Blair grins. "And where did we meet? How long have we been dating?"

"All good questions," I say. "Let's figure this out together."
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Isettle into the same chair I claimed last time I was here. Liv sits across from me, her tailored blazer replaced by a simple cashmere sweater.

She wastes no time on pleasantries after I insist on getting our coffees. "Three thousand dollars for three nights," she says, her voice pitched low enough that the couple at the next table can't overhear. "Cash, if you prefer. The whole weekend—arrival on Thursday, rehearsal dinner Friday, wedding Saturday, recovery brunch Sunday."

Three thousand dollars. Internally I'm calculating what that means to someone who supposedly needs money for rent. It's generous—extremely generous. I school my features into what I hope looks like barely contained excitement.

"That's..." I pause. "That's amazing. Are you sure?"

"Absolutely. I'll pay you in full on Sunday morning though," she continues. "I want to make sure you don't disappear with half the money after the rehearsal dinner."

"Fair enough," I say, spreading my hands. "You don't know me from Adam. For all you know, I could take your money and the suit and catch the first bus out of town."

"Exactly So let's talk details. Our story—how we met, how long we've been together."

I lean back in my chair, considering. "How about we stick as close to the truth as possible? The closer we are to reality, the easier it'll be to remember under pressure."

"Makes sense," she agrees. "What are you thinking?"

"We met right here." I gesture around the coffee shop. "I was looking for a place to sit, you were annoyed because I basically stole your table."

She rolls her eyes and smiles. "You were completely shameless about it too."

"And then I wrote my number on a napkin like some kind of romantic comedy cliché."

"Except you weren't being romantic," she points out. "You were being opportunistic."

"Right, but your family doesn't need to know that part." I grin. "As far as they're concerned, I was charmed by your wit and determination to hold onto your corner table."

Liv chuckles. "Fine. We met here fourteen months ago, you asked for my number, we've been seeing each other since."

"And my job," I say. "Finance director. What kind of company?"

"Mid-sized investment firm," she says without hesitation. She's clearly thought this through. "Nothing too flashy or high-profile. A company that manages portfolios for upper-middle-class families who want steady returns, not venture capital excitement."

"Conservative, stable, boring," I summarize. "I can definitely play boring."

"Excellent. I wouldn't worry too much about detailed questions regarding work," she adds. "The guest list is mostly family and friends from home. Wholesome people, locals. And my sister and her fiancé don't really know anyone in New York except me."

"What do they do?" I ask. "Your sister and her fiancé?"

"Emma runs a nursery—the plant kind, not children—and David has a gardening business. They're... earthy."

"Sailor! A double shot oat and a cappuccino for Sailor!"

We both turn toward the counter where the barista is holding up two drinks.

Liv bursts out laughing when I stand to collect our order. "Hey, I'm committed to this," I joke, setting our cups down.

"You're ridiculous." Yesterday she was defensive and on edge. Today she seems more... human.

"So, your family," she says once I'm seated again. "I assume I should know some basics. Are your parents criminals by any chance? Because if they are, we'll have to make up new parents too."

"No criminals in the family tree," I assure her. "Dad passed away when I was twelve. Heart attack. Mom lives in North Carolina with my younger brother Danny, who has Down syndrome."

Her expression shifts immediately, revealing genuine sympathy. "I'm sorry about your father."

"Thank you. It was a long time ago." I take a sip of coffee. "Mom remarried a few years later. Great guy, treats Danny like his own son. I see them a few times a year, but not nearly enough."

"Tell me about Danny," she says.

"He's twenty-three now, works part-time at a local grocery store bagging groceries. He's got this thing about organization—everything has to be just so. Makes him very good at his job." I smile as I talk about him. "He's obsessed with baseball statistics and can tell you the batting average of every player in the National League."

"That's sweet. Are you close?"

"Very," I say. "He's got a way of cutting through all the noise, you know? Doesn't care about anything except whether you're happy to see him. I keep meaning to visit more often, but..."

"But you've been busy barely scraping together rent money?"

"Right. Exactly." I force a rueful smile. "Hard to afford plane tickets when you're living paycheck to paycheck. What about you?" I ask, deflecting attention from the sudden guilt that churns in my gut. I really should visit them soon; I have all the time in the world now and zero excuses. "What should I know about your family dynamics? Any topics to avoid, relatives who'll grill me about my intentions?"

"My parents are fairly traditional," she says. "They run the family corn and soybean farm—it's been in Dad's family for three generations. Mom helps with the business side when she's not fussing over Emma's wedding plans. They're good people, but they worry about me living alone in the city, working all the time. They think I need someone to... complete me. Take care of me."

"Hence the invented girlfriend."

"Hence Sailor," she agrees. "They'll be thrilled to meet you." She pauses. "They had a hard time accepting I was gay at first." Her fingers trace the rim of her cup. "Took them a few years to come around. I crashed and burned once before, and if this falls apart, Mom will go right back to introducing me to every eligible bachelor in Maryland, convinced the right man can fix me. So please don't mess it up."

"Wow… okay. No pressure. But what do you mean by 'you crashed and burned?'"

"I don't want to talk about that," she says. "And they won't bring it up so you don't need to know. Just don't promise Mom any grandchildren over dinner. I'd like to keep this arrangement temporary."

I laugh. "What happens after the wedding? I mean, from their perspective. Do we break up? Get married? Move in together?"

"I haven't thought that far ahead," she admits. "I've been focused on surviving the wedding without disappointing Emma or giving my mother ammunition for another lecture about my life choices. They never visit me here, so I'll have time to figure it out. I won't see them again until Christmas."

"So I'm a band-aid solution."

"An expensive band-aid solution," she agrees. She pulls out her phone, then hesitates. "This might sound strange, but... could I take a selfie of us? I should probably send my sister some proof that you actually exist since you're coming to the wedding."

"Smart thinking," I say, scooting my chair closer to hers.

She holds up her phone, angling it to catch both of us. I lean in slightly, close enough to smell her perfume, and it’s delicious. I wrap my arm around her shoulder and pull her in.

"Smile like you're happy to be here," she instructs, then takes a picture and studies the result. "Actually, this is pretty good. We look..." She pauses, looking at the screen.

"Like a couple?"

"Yeah. Like we're having a lazy Saturday together. Just hanging out." She shows me the photo, and she's right. There's something natural about it—the way I'm leaning toward her, the wide smile on her face, the casual intimacy of the moment. We look comfortable, like people who actually know each other.

Just when I'm thinking Liv’s finally chilled out, she reaches into her purse and pulls out a folder. "Before I forget."

"What's this?" I ask, though I'm afraid I already know the answer.

"Everything you need to know about me," she says matter-of-factly. "University details, family photos, friends' names, favorite foods, things I hate, places I've traveled. Study it before we fly out." She pauses, then adds with terrifying seriousness, "I'll need you to email me the same from you by Wednesday. Doesn't matter if half of it's made up, as long as we're on the same page."

I flip open the folder to find a comprehensive dossier on Olivia Barnes from Crayfield, Maryland, complete with color-coded tabs and a family tree. There's even a section labeled "Personality Quirks."

I can't resist flipping to that page and reading the first sentence. "Highly organized, prefers detailed planning to spontaneity."

I chuckle, gesturing at the substantial folder she somehow managed to compile with a hangover this morning. "Really? I never would have guessed."
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Blair looks like a kid in a candy store as she surveys the business class lounge at JFK. Her eyes dart from the marble bar to the glass wall overlooking the tarmac, taking in every detail like she's memorizing it for later. She's clearly never been in a place like this before—the way she hesitates before approaching the bar, the way she studies the self-service stations, the slight awe in her expression as she watches other passengers casually helping themselves to premium everything.

I had a moment of panic this morning, wondering if she was going to show up in those damned gray track pants. Thank God for small mercies—Sailor apparently owns actual clothes. The dark jeans and white linen shirt are perfectly acceptable, more than acceptable actually. Her hair is styled instead of perpetually disheveled, and when she hugged me hello at check-in, I caught a whiff of something fresh and citrusy. Body lotion, maybe? She's clearly made an effort.

I settle into one of the leather armchairs near the windows, my carry-on and garment bag beside me while I watch her navigate the bar. She's taking her time, studying the wine selection like she wants to make the right choice but isn't entirely sure what that choice should be.

My phone buzzes with a text from Sophie: Everything under control here. The Brennan engagement party setup is ahead of schedule. Stop worrying and enjoy your sister's wedding.

Sure, I’ve messaged her a few times, but she has no idea what I’m actually worried about. It's not work—for the first time in months, I'm completely caught up. Every client is happy, every event planned down to the last detail. No, what has my stomach tied in knots is the woman currently selecting wines and whether she’s able to convince my family our romance is real.

I've memorized her "dossier"—a thin document compared to my own comprehensive folder. Blair Miller, thirty-six, grew up in Asheville, North Carolina. Moved to New York six years ago to pursue personal training. Single, lives with a roommate on the Upper West Side, struggles to make ends meet in an expensive city. Loves Thai food, craft beer, and old action movies. Claims her guilty pleasure is reality TV dating shows, which made me snort when I read it.

"One white for my beautiful girlfriend and a red for me."

Blair appears beside my chair. She sets two glasses of wine on the small table and settles next to me with her red.

I take a sip and close my eyes in appreciation. It's exceptional—crisp, mineral-forward, with a hint of oak. "This is really good."

"It's Chablis," she says. "Your favorite."

I stop mid-sip and stare at her. "How did you⁠—"

"Your file." Her grin is pure satisfaction. "I did my homework, just like you asked."

“I'm impressed. Well done, Sailor."

"You're welcome, honey." The endearment rolls off her tongue so naturally it's amusing. "Or do you prefer pumpkin? Buttercup? Sweet cheeks?" She's clearly enjoying herself. "Ooh, what about sugar plum?"

I nearly choke on my wine. "If you call me sugar plum in front of my family, I'm not paying you," I warn, but I laugh anyway.

"Fine, fine. I'll save that for private occasions." She leans back in her chair, looking pleased with herself. "But we should discuss the casual affection thing. Pet names, hand-holding, all the couple stuff your family will expect to see."

"Good point. I didn't even think about that," I say. It only hits me then that we'll be sleeping in the same bed for three nights. "You don't mind the affection, do you? The hand-holding and... all that?"

"Are you kidding me?" Her eyes light up with mischief. "I was looking forward to practicing kissing with you during the flight."

I roll my eyes while heat creeps up my neck. "Very funny, Sailor." My eyes drop to her mouth involuntarily. She's got nice lips. When was the last time I kissed someone? Really kissed someone? It's been... God, almost two years since my last short-term relationship ended. I've been too busy building my business to worry about dating, too focused on work to waste time on romance. But looking at her now, I feel an unexpected flutter low in my stomach.

I quickly look away, but not before catching her knowing look. She definitely caught me staring.

"What?" she asks, her voice teasing. "You don't think we should practice kissing? I mean, we want this to look authentic, right?"

"A peck for show, sure," I say quickly, trying to regain my composure. "Nothing more. And be warned—you keep your hands to yourself in bed. I don't care how committed you are to this role."

She laughs and leans back with an exaggerated sigh. "Please. You'd have to triple my rate for the premium package because I’m good. Really good." When I open my mouth to respond, she waves me off. "I'm kidding, I'm kidding. Scout's honor, I'll stay on my side of the bed. No wandering hands, no funny business."

But even as she jokes about it, a more serious concern creeps in. I really don't know this woman at all. What if her dossier is complete fiction? The thought of sharing a bed with a stranger suddenly seems less like a clever solution and more like a dangerous mistake.

She must see something in my expression because her smile softens. "Hey, how about you take all the initiative? With everything—the touching, the kissing, all of it. Would that work? You're in complete control."

I nod, twirling the wine in my glass. "Yes. I mean, no. It should come from both of us if we want to nail this. But don't push it, okay?"

"Sure. I have no intention of ruining a good thing." Blair gestures around the lounge. "This is amazing. Free food, premium alcohol, good company." She tilts her head as she regards me. "You must be doing pretty well for yourself to afford this lifestyle."

"I do okay," I say. "But I've worked my ass off to get here. Sixteen-hour days, sleeping in my office during wedding season, building relationships one event at a time. Nothing was handed to me."

It's true. My business, my reputation, my bank account that allows me to fly business class without checking the price—all of it earned through relentless work and an obsession with perfection that often keeps me awake at night.

"What about your personal training business?" I ask. “Do you have a website?”

Something flickers across her expression—so brief I almost miss it. "No, I'm not very good on the business side," she says with a self-deprecating laugh. "I just talk to people in Central Park. That's how I get most of my clients. Word of mouth, you know? And I flyer when things get slow."

"Flyering in Central Park?" I frown, surprised that’s still a thing.

"Don't look so skeptical," she says, leaning toward me. "Not everyone builds empires, Liv. Some of us are just trying to pay rent and maybe have enough left over for a decent coffee now and then."

Her comment makes me feel like an ass. I've become so used to the wealthy people in my professional orbit that I've forgotten what it's like to struggle financially.

"I'm sorry," I say. "I didn't mean to sound judgmental."

"It’s okay." Her smile is easy, forgiving. "But sometimes the simple approach works too." She takes a sip of her wine and looks out at the planes taxiing on the tarmac before turning back to me. "Are you nervous?"

I consider giving her my usual composed, everything-is-under-control response, but something about the way she's looking at me—genuinely curious, not judging—makes me abandon the pretense.

"Yes," I admit. "I'm seriously fucking nervous. I'm not even sure we can pull this off, and if we can't..." I pause, running my finger along the rim of my glass. "If we can't, I'll not only look like a total fool, but my family will be hurt because I've been lying to them."

My own vulnerability surprises me. I don't usually admit weakness to anyone, let alone a virtual stranger.

Blair's expression grows serious. "Hey, look at me." When I meet her eyes, she says, "I won't fuck this up. I promise. Whatever happens this weekend, it won't be because I didn't hold up my end of the bargain."
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The seats are spacious enough that I can stretch my legs without touching Liv's, but close enough that I catch another hint of her perfume when she settles in beside me. She looks different today dressed in jeans, a simple gray T-shirt, and a soft cream-colored cardigan. Less New York powerhouse, more approachable. More Maryland, I suppose.

I remind myself to look appropriately impressed as the flight attendant demonstrates the seat controls. The lie detector in my head keeps pinging—I should be awed by the personal entertainment screens and the champagne service. Blair Miller from the Upper West Side, struggling personal trainer, would never have experienced anything like this. The thing is, I usually charter private jets for trips longer than two hours.

I could tell Liv the truth right now. It's not too late. I could admit that I don't need her money, that I was intrigued by her situation and offered to help on a whim because I was bored. That I'm actually Blair Davis, recently retired tech entrepreneur who sold her cybersecurity firm for an amount that would make her business look like pocket change.

But I like being Blair Miller. I like being accepted for who I pretend to be rather than what I have. Every woman I've dated over the past few years has done the math on my net worth before our second coffee. They've googled me, researched my company. By the third date, they're already planning the wedding for all the wrong reasons.

With Liv, it's honest, at least from her side. She's not trying to charm her way into my bank account. She's not pretending to love hiking because she read in Forbes that I'm an outdoor enthusiast. She's not laughing too hard at my jokes or agreeing with every opinion I express. She's the opposite. Sharp-tongued, demanding, and sometimes even a little unpleasant. I like that.

Of course, she'd never date a personal trainer in real life. I can see that clearly enough. Olivia doesn't date people who flyer in Central Park. But that's what makes this arrangement refreshing—there's no pretense that this could become something real. No expectations beyond a fake weekend performance with the best entertainment I've had in a long time.

"I have to say," I begin, mentally scrolling through her personal file, "that folder you gave me was truly impressive."

She glances at me and groans. "Please tell me you're not going to quiz me on your facts during take-off. I have a great memory, there’s no need; I know everything."

"Oh, I'm definitely going to quiz you. But first, I want to discuss you, because you’re much more fascinating. From what I’ve learned, you hate surprise parties, you're afraid of butterflies, and you once broke up with a woman because she put ketchup on a steak." I grin. "That last one particularly resonated with me. Also, I have to ask—'The Boss'? Really?"

I watch her blush. "That's just what people call me at work. I had to add it in."

"People whisper it, according to your notes," I say with a chuckle. "Should I be worried?"

"You’ll be fine as long as you stick to our agreement," she retorts.

"Well then, Boss," I say, "I promise to be on my best behavior."

She laughs. "About the ketchup... That was a perfectly valid reason to end things. Who puts ketchup on a good piece of meat?"

"Monsters," I agree solemnly. "Absolute monsters."

The plane levels off, and she pulls out her phone, probably checking emails. I used to be the same; never able to switch off.

"So what's the deal with butterflies?" I ask, genuinely curious. "That’s such a weird phobia."

She makes a face. "I was five, at my cousin's wedding. They released monarch butterflies during the ceremony—it was supposed to be this beautiful, romantic moment, but I panicked when a few decided to land on my face and in my hair. I completely lost it. Screamed and cried in front of two hundred guests. Even to this day I get an intense physical reaction when I'm near butterflies."

"Hence your preference for planned events with no winged surprises."

"Maybe." She tucks her phone away and turns to face me. "What about you? Any weird phobias I should know about? You didn't mention any in your file."

"Needles," I say. "Can't stand them. Had to get stitches after falling off my bike last year. I may have screamed. And jellyfish," I add. "There’s something sinister about them."

Liv laughs. "Good to know. Well, you're in luck—Crayfield, Maryland isn't exactly known for its jellyfish population. And I promise not to schedule any surprise medical procedures this weekend."

"Thank you. I appreciate that. Now, I need to know more about this color-coding obsession you mentioned on page fifty-four, section five," I say. "Do you really organize your closet by season and color?"

"Obviously." She doesn't even look embarrassed. "Doesn't everyone?"

"Normal people just shove everything in their wardrobe."

"I guess that explains a lot about the state of the world," Liv says dryly. "What about your living situation? Please tell me it’s tidy."

I think about my actual apartment—the minimalist penthouse where everything has its place because I pay someone to organize it. Blair Miller would live very differently.

"Two women, one bathroom, zero organizational skills," I say. "My friend and I have an unspoken agreement that whoever runs out of clean clothes first has to do laundry for both of us."

Liv looks genuinely horrified. "That's not a system, that's anarchy."

"It works. Usually. Sometimes we both run out of clothes at the same time and have to go shopping. The same rules apply to the dishes. The first person to use the last clean plate has to do all the dishes."

"Oh my God. The mental image of your apartment is making my eye twitch," she mutters.

"It's not that bad," I protest. "We've developed a system. There are designated piles for everything—clean clothes pile, questionably clean clothes pile, definitely dirty clothes pile. Rei’s Xbox controllers live on the kitchen counter, my protein powder lives in the bathroom. We generally pretend the dishes will wash themselves if we ignore them long enough and both avoid using the last plate by buying paper plates we can dispose of."

"That's horrifying."

"It works."

"So what happens when you bring a date home?" she asks.

"What about it? Rei and I share an apartment, not a bed."

Liv chuckles. "I mean the mess. Don't you tidy up before you bring someone home?"

"No. Why would I?" I know this is killing her. I can see it in the way her jaw tightens, the slight twitch at the corner of her eye. It's like watching someone with perfect pitch listen to off-key singing.

"Because... because normal people don't want their dates to think they live like college freshmen?"

"If someone's going to judge me based on whether my couch cushions are fluffed, they're probably not the right person for me anyway."

She shakes her head in disbelief. "You're either very confident or completely delusional."

"I prefer authentically low-maintenance." I grin. "What can I say? I'm a simple woman with simple needs."

She hesitates for a moment, then asks, "Do you ever... date clients?"

"I have in the past, but I don't make a habit of it. Mixing business with pleasure gets complicated." I shoot her a humorous look. "Do you ever date your clients?"

Liv laughs out loud. "Do I ever date my grooms? No, certainly not."

"That's probably smart business practice."

She laughs again, and it’s infectious. It makes me want to keep talking just to hear it.

"So you don't date at all?" I ask.

"No. Not anymore."

Not anymore. Someone left a mark. "And you don't miss it?"

She arches a brow at me. "Miss what? The drama? The disappointment?" She shrugs. "My vibrator doesn't cheat. It doesn’t leave dirty dishes in the sink, or expect me to pretend its fantasy football league is fascinating. I'm good, thank you."
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The rental convertible purrs as we cruise through the hills of Maryland, the September sun warming my shoulders. I'm driving because Blair forgot her license—something about it being in her purse back in New York. The excuse seemed flimsy; I doubt she even owns a purse, but I didn't press. Maybe she doesn't have a license and she's embarrassed. Living in the city, plenty of people get by without driving.

The weather is great for this—mid-seventies with a pleasant breeze that carries the scent of hay and the last crop of summer corn. Blair has her head tilted back, letting the wind tousle her hair. Every few minutes, she'll point out something that catches her attention—a red-winged blackbird perched on a fence post, a weathered barn with hex signs painted on its sides, a tractor moving slowly across a distant field.

My hands, meanwhile, are gripping the steering wheel so tightly my knuckles have gone white. The closer we get to Crayfield, the more my stomach churns with anxiety. It's been six months since I was home last, and even then it was just for a quick visit. I always have an excuse—client emergencies, venue walk-throughs, vendor meetings that simply cannot be rescheduled. Coming home feels uncomfortable. Once I turned my back, it became hard to return.

"This is beautiful," Blair says as we pass a sprawling farm with black and white Holstein cows dotting the pasture like scattered dominoes. "Look at all this space. It just goes on and on forever."

I glance at the view she's admiring—endless green fields stretching toward a horizon broken only by the occasional farmhouse or red barn. Ancient oak trees provide shade, their leaves just beginning to hint at the colors they'll become in a few weeks. Stone walls built by farmers a century ago still mark property lines, covered in wild grapevines and Virginia creeper. It's postcard pretty, I'll give her that. It’s the kind of scenery that makes city people dream about a "simpler life" and "getting back to nature."

"Yeah, it's nice," I say with a shrug, downshifting as we approach a small town's speed limit. "But too quiet for me."

"Is that why you left?"

I could give her my standard answer—that I wanted career opportunities that don't exist in rural Maryland, that I needed the energy and pace of city life. It’s true, but it’s not the whole truth.

"I wanted more," I finally say, keeping my eyes on the road. We pass a farm stand selling late summer tomatoes and sweet corn. There’s a coffee can where you leave money on the honor system. "More excitement, more challenge, more... I don't know. Just more than this place could offer. My parents have lived the same routine for thirty years. They wake up at dawn, tend the farm, eat dinner at six, watch the evening news, go to bed by ten. I wasn’t like them, satisfied with small-town life and small-town dreams.”

"Nothing wrong with wanting more," Blair says. "Sometimes you have to leave to figure out who you're supposed to be. I couldn't stay in North Carolina either."

I glance at her. "Ever want to leave New York?"

"Sure," she says with a laugh, but there's an edge to it that wasn't there before. "But I have no idea where I'd go."

We pass the Crayfield town limits sign, and my heart rate picks up another notch. Main Street looks more or less the same as it did when I left for Columbia—family-owned shops with hand-painted signs, a single traffic light that still blinks yellow after 10 PM, the diner where I had my first job waiting tables for tips that barely covered gas money. Mrs. Henderson is still tending her flower boxes outside the hardware store, her white hair pinned back the same way it's been for decades. Mr. Ruben still has newspapers stacked on the sidewalk outside his corner market, weighted down with a brick against the breeze.

It's charming in that frozen-in-time way that tourists love and locals either embrace or flee from.

"This is it," I announce as we cruise past the town center. "Downtown Crayfield in all its glory."

"It's like something out of a movie," Blair says, craning her neck to look at the storefronts. The barbershop has a spinning pole, and the pharmacy still displays hand-lettered sale signs in the window. "Does everyone know everyone here?"

"Pretty much. Mrs. Henderson over there—" I point to the woman arranging marigolds in wooden planters. "She taught my mother in Sunday school. Mr. Ruben from the convenience store helped my dad fix his combine harvester last spring and refused to accept payment. The mailman went to high school with my sister." I shake my head, navigating around a pickup truck that's moving at approximately fifteen miles per hour. "Nothing happens here that isn't everyone's business within an hour."

"Including your mysterious girlfriend making an appearance for the first time?"

"Oh God, don’t get me started." The reality hits me fresh, a cold wave of panic. "By tonight, half the county will know I brought someone home. By tomorrow morning, the other half will have heard, and they'll all have opinions about whether you're good enough for me." I grip the steering wheel even tighter, and my palms start to sweat. “I'm one of maybe five openly gay people in a twenty-mile radius, so bringing home a girlfriend—or what they think is a girlfriend—is going to be the talk of the town for months.”

“You’ve never brought a woman home?” she asks.

I keep my eyes on the road. “Once,” I say. “But that was a long time ago.”

Three miles outside town, I turn onto Crayfield Road, and our family's land comes into view. Five hundred acres of corn and soybean fields, with the farmhouse and outbuildings nestled in a grove of massive oak trees. The corn is tall and green, almost ready for harvest, rustling in the breeze like nature's own white noise machine. The soybean fields are beginning to yellow in places, maybe six weeks away from the harvest that will occupy Dad's days and nights.

The house itself is a two-story white clapboard with a wraparound porch, built in 1924 by my great-grandfather with lumber from trees he cut down himself. It's been updated over the years; a new roof after a storm, a modern kitchen when Mom finally convinced Dad that avocado green appliances weren't making a comeback, central air conditioning installed the summer I graduated high school.

The barn, painted the traditional red with white trim, dominates the landscape behind the house. Its weather vane—a rooster—spins lazily in the breeze. To the right are the smaller outbuildings that make up the functional heart of the farm: the chicken coop with its slanted roof and wire run, the equipment shed where Dad keeps the smaller machinery, the old milk house that hasn't been used for milk in twenty years but serves as his workshop for fixing whatever needs fixing. And scattered across the nearest pasture are the animals Mom insists on keeping despite Dad's protests that they're not practical: six goats that exist purely for her amusement, a handful of pigs, and two old cows named Bessie and Mabel that are basically very large pets at this point.

"Holy fuck," Blair breathes as we turn up the gravel driveway that crunches under our tires. "This is where you grew up?"

"Language, Sailor," I joke. "Mom's rule. No swearing on the property. Dad pretends to enforce it, but he curses when he thinks no one's listening. Especially during harvest season."

The house grows larger, and I see Mom's flower gardens blazing with late summer color—zinnias and marigolds in shades of orange and yellow, purple cosmos swaying on tall stems, black-eyed Susans that seem to multiply every year. She's always been the one to make this place beautiful while Dad focused on making it profitable. The combination has worked throughout their marriage.

I park beside Dad's pickup truck, its bed loaded with feed bags and farming supplies. My heart is hammering hard and fast. This is it. The moment where my lie either works or explodes in my face, taking my family relationships with it.

Before I can even turn off the engine, the front door flies open and both my parents appear on the porch. Mom is wiping her hands on a dish towel, her face bright with excitement. She's wearing her favorite blue sundress, the one she saves for special occasions, and her graying hair is styled in a way that tells me she spent extra time getting ready. Dad follows more slowly, but I can see the curiosity in his expression as he gets his first look at ‘Sailor’.

"Well," I say, glancing at my pretend girlfriend. "Here we go. Be good, Sailor."

She catches my eyes and holds my gaze for a moment. "Hey," she says softly. "It's going to be okay."

I climb out of the car and barely have time to smooth my hair before Mom is hurrying down the porch steps, her arms already outstretched. She's practically vibrating.

"Livvy!" She pulls me into a fierce hug. "Oh, sweetheart, you look so beautiful. But so thin—are you eating enough?"

"I'm fine, Mom," I laugh, accepting the familiar criticism that comes with every homecoming. "I eat plenty."

"Take-out doesn't count," she says. "All that sushi nonsense. You need home cooking. Real food."

Dad appears beside her. His hair has gone completely gray since my last visit, but his smile is the same.

"There's my city girl," he says, wrapping me in a hug that lifts me off my feet. "Good to have you home, kiddo."

By the time I extract myself from their embraces, Blair has come around the car and is standing a respectful distance away, letting us have our family moment.

"Mom, Dad," I say, reaching for Blair's hand. It's warm and solid as she intertwines our fingers. "I'd like you to meet Sailor."
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Itold Liv the truth about my mother and brother in North Carolina. Well, most of it, anyway. What I didn't tell her is that my family is very wealthy.

Yes, my brother works, but he works for fun; he does it because he loves bagging groceries and talking to people. He certainly doesn't need the money. Danny's weekly paycheck amounts to what most people spend on coffee, but he deposits it religiously into his savings account and he's so proud of it.

The family fortune came long before my tech success, and I got my entrepreneurial spirit from them. Dad built his construction empire from a single pickup truck and a willingness to work eighteen-hour days. Mom turned her hobby of refurbishing antiques into a chain of boutique shops across three states. I guess taking risks is easier when you have something to fall back on—though I didn't realize that luxury until I was old enough to understand that most families don't casually own vacation homes in the Outer Banks.

It's interesting being in a real "charming and modest" country home, as Mom would call it. The Barnes farmhouse is genuinely beautiful in a way that money can't buy. There’s this authentic comfort that comes from generations of the same family living in the same space, wearing the floorboards smooth and filling every corner with memories.

We're settled on the wraparound porch now, the four of us arranged in wicker chairs. Liv's mother, Moira, has supplied us with iced tea and homemade quiche.

The introductions went smoothly enough—hugs, genuine smiles, and what felt like immediate acceptance. They’re happy to see their daughter in love. Or what they think is love. Moira fussed over my height ("Oh my goodness, you're even taller than Livvy said!"), while Bill assessed me curiously.

"So, Sailor," he says, leaning back in his chair and fixing me with a direct look. "I have to ask. Are your parents marines? I've never heard that name before."

I see Liv tense slightly beside me, but I'm prepared for this question. Who wouldn't inquire about such a silly name? It's still something of a struggle to keep a straight face, though.

"Actually," I say, "my parents never even owned a boat. They named me Sailor because I was born in North Carolina during a bad storm the locals referred to as Hurricane Sailor, back in '89. They figured if I could survive being born in that chaos, I could handle anything life threw at me." I shrug with a self-deprecating smile. "Jury's still out on whether they were right."

Bill chuckles and takes a sip of his iced tea. "Hurricane Sailor, huh? I don't remember that one, but it's certainly a good story."

"Isn't it!" Moira exclaims, clasping her hands together. She's been in constant motion since we sat down—adjusting the pillow on her chair, smoothing her dress, reaching over to straighten a vase on the side table. "I love names with stories behind them. Bill is named after his grandfather William, and Livvy gets her name from my great-aunt Olivia, who was quite the character. Ran off to Paris in the twenties to be an artist. Drove the whole family absolutely wild with worry, but she came back speaking fluent French and married the richest man in three counties."

She takes a breath—barely—and continues. "Emma, Liv’s sister, is named after Emma Goldman, the anarchist, which probably seems strange for a farm family, but I've always admired women who refuse to be told what they can and can't do. Though between you and me, I'm hoping our Emma's rebellious phase peaks at choosing daisies over roses for her bouquets instead of trying to overthrow the government."

"Mom," Liv says with fond exasperation, "you're rambling."

"I'm not rambling, I'm providing context," Moira protests, but she's smiling as she turns back to me. "We're so happy to meet you, Sailor. I've put fresh sheets on Livvy's old bed and cleared out some drawer space for you. I hope you don't mind that it's still decorated like a teenager's room—we've never had the heart to change it. Liv’s motivational posters are still on the walls. You know, 'Dream Big' and 'The Sky's the Limit'—that sort of thing.”

"Mom," Liv groans, covering her face with her hands. “I asked you to take those down.”

"What? It's sweet!" Moira continues cheerfully. "Though I should warn you, the bed creaks terribly. We keep meaning to replace it, but..." She waves her hand vaguely, then grimaces when she realizes how awkward this conversation has suddenly become.

The implication hangs in the air, and I watch Liv's face turn the same shade as the red barn.

Bill nearly chokes on his iced tea.

"Well... I don't move much in my sleep," I say, enjoying Liv's mortification. "But Liv... well, I'm sure you know she's a restless sleeper. She sleepwalks a lot too."

"Oh, she still does that?" Moira asks. "She used to sleepwalk all the time as a kid."

I nod, feeling smug that I remember this small detail from her file. So far so good. I think I make a pretty convincing girlfriend. "A few times a week." Unable to resist teasing Liv, I continue. "Last night I caught her practicing some kind of acceptance speech in the bathroom mirror."

Liv shoots me a warning look but I ignore it. The opportunity is too good to pass up. "Sorry, sugar plum. I know I promised not to tell anyone, but I swear, it was so cute."

Her eyes widen at 'sugar plum', and for a moment I'm worried she might punch me. But then her mouth stretches into a forced smile and she gives me a playful nudge.

"Stop teasing me, Sailor, or you'll be sorry you ever came along."

"Oh, aren't you two just a wonderful pair!" Moira looks from Liv to me and back. "Speaking of wonderful pairs, you'll have to excuse us if we're a bit busy tomorrow. Did Livvy tell you the rehearsal dinner and wedding will be here?"

"Yes, that must be quite the undertaking."

"Don't get me started," Moira says with a dramatic sigh. "The caterer is handling the food for the wedding of course—Morrison's Catering from Frederick, they've done three weddings in the county this year and they're absolutely wonderful—but I'm doing all the cooking for tomorrow night's rehearsal dinner myself. Forty-three people, can you believe it? I've got two casseroles in the oven right now, potato salad chilling in the refrigerator, and I still need to make the cornbread and green bean salad. Bill needs to set up the long table under the oak trees and string the lights we borrowed from the church, and we've got to move the picnic tables from the barn, and—" She pauses to take a breath, her hands fluttering as she counts off tasks on her fingers.

"Moira," Bill interrupts, placing a hand on her arm, "breathe."

"I am breathing, Bill. It's just there's so much to do, and Emma keeps calling with last-minute changes which means we might need to move some things around, and⁠—"

"Please," I say, cutting into her spiral, "just put me to work. Any help you need, let me know. I'm not great in the kitchen, but I can try my hand at just about anything else, and Liv is an amazing multitasker so between us, I’m sure we’ll pull it off."

Moira's face lights up. "Oh, bless you! We might take you up on the offer tomorrow, but tonight you need to rest." She turns to Liv with renewed energy. "Why don't you show Sailor around the farm while I make us dinner? We're having chicken and rice casserole. Is that okay with you, Sailor?"

"Sounds delicious, Moira."

"Great. Liv, give her the full tour—the barn, the fields, the animals, the house and your room, of course. Take your time and have a shower before dinner if you want."

"Sure, Mom." Liv stands, looking relieved to have an escape route from her mother's tornado. "Come on, babe. Let me show you where I learned to drive a tractor."
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Ithink we've pulled it off.

I squeeze toothpaste onto my brush, staring at my reflection in the tiny bathroom mirror that still has the crack from when Emma threw a hairbrush at it during a fight about borrowing clothes. Today went really well—better than I had any right to expect. Sailor charmed my parents effortlessly, remembered details from my file, and even made me laugh during our tour of the farm when she pretended to be afraid of Mabel, our ancient cow.

Brushing my teeth methodically, I run through the day's highlights. The way she listened to Dad's explanation of crop rotation with genuine interest. How she complimented Mom's flower gardens and asked thoughtful questions about her composting system. The moment she rolled up her sleeves to help Dad move feed bags without being asked, earning an approving nod that I caught from the kitchen window. She didn't break character once. Every "honey" and casual touch felt natural, every shared glance appropriately intimate.

The air conditioning unit in my old room finally gave up the ghost last month, according to Mom, and it's too warm to sleep in the oversized T-shirt and jersey shorts I'm wearing. I'm not sleeping alone though, so I'll just have to deal.

I open the bathroom door and step into my childhood bedroom. When I look up and see Sailor, I stop dead in my tracks.

She's standing beside my bed—the double bed that seemed so spacious when I was sixteen but now looks absurdly small—folding her shirt. She's wearing nothing but a sports bra and black boxer shorts that sit low on her hips, and it only takes seconds before my brain short-circuits completely.

Fuck. She has a great body. Like a really, really great body.

Of course she has a great body; she's a personal trainer. But knowing that intellectually and seeing the evidence are two very different things. Her shoulders are broad and defined, her breasts perky, her abs carved. Her arms show the kind of lean muscle that comes from functional strength rather than just gym vanity.

I stare for a beat too long, my mouth going dry as my gaze travels from her shoulders down to where the waistband of her boxers rests against her hipbones. Don't look at her body, don't look, absolutely do NOT look— Oh for fuck's sake, Liv, what is wrong with you? You're a grown woman, not some horny teenager. Eyes up, eyes up, look at literally anything else. The horse posters. Yes, focus on the horses. Majestic creatures. Very wholesome. Or focus on the motivational posters plastered above the desk. "Believe in Yourself" one declares in swirling script over a sunset, which is rich considering I clearly can't trust myself to maintain basic eye contact. "You Can Do Anything You Set Your Mind To"—except stop ogling my fake girlfriend's abs.

Unwholesome thoughts race through me. Jesus Christ, I need to get a grip and stop mentally undressing her when she's already practically naked.

"Is that what you're sleeping in?" I mumble, forcing myself to look away and focusing intently on the riding ribbons pinned to my corkboard.

She shrugs, seemingly unbothered by her state of undress. "Sorry. I genuinely forgot to bring something to sleep in. I usually sleep naked at home and, well... I wasn't thinking."

My breath hitches at the word 'naked,' and suddenly I'm picturing her naked, which is probably because I haven't had sex in so long that my body is staging a revolt against my brain. Now I'm not just thinking about her naked, I'm thinking about her naked in this bed, and the temperature in the room seems to spike another ten degrees.

"Are you okay with that?" she continues, completely oblivious to the direction my thoughts have taken. "If you have something I can borrow, I can—" She fans herself. “Not that I need it per se, it’s pretty toasty in here.”

"No, it's okay," I say quickly, probably too quickly.

Then I look at the bed—really look at it. It looks about as spacious as a rowboat.

I hadn't thought about the logistics. All my planning and preparation, all my detailed files and instructions, and I never once considered the actual mechanics of sleeping in the same bed as her.

Her eyes drift down to my chest, and a slow grin spreads across her face. "Nice shirt, by the way. 'I like to be on top'?" she reads the slogan aloud, amusement seeping through her voice.

I look down at my shirt in horror, having completely forgotten what I grabbed from my old dresser. Underneath the slogan is a graphic of a bunk bed.

"It's not what you think," I stammer, crossing my arms over my chest. "They were selling them at a hostel during a college spring break trip, and I thought it was funny at the time. I completely forgot what it said and⁠—"

"Relax, Liv, I'm just teasing you." Her grin turns wicked. "Although if you feel like sharing, I'd definitely be interested in hearing more about your preferences." She winks, and I'm pretty sure my face just burst into flames.

I open my mouth to respond—though I have no idea what I would even say to that—but she's already heading toward the bathroom with her toothbrush.

The second she's gone, I dive under the covers, scooting as far to the right side of the bed as possible without actually falling off the edge. I pull the covers up to my chin and stare at the ceiling, listening to the sound of running water.

The bed frame creaks when I shift position. Great. Not only am I sharing a tiny bed with a woman I barely know, but we're going to announce every movement to my parents, whose bedroom is next door. They probably think we're getting it on right now.

Calm down, Liv. Just calm down.

The water shuts off, and I squeeze my eyes closed, pretending to be asleep. Maybe if I'm unconscious—or at least pretending to be—we can get through this night without any awkwardness.

The bathroom door opens, and I hear her bare feet on the hardwood floor. The bed dips as she climbs in, and I hold my breath. The mattress shifts and settles as she finds her position, and I can feel the warmth radiating from her body even though we're not touching.

"Jesus, it's warm in here," she mumbles, shifting restlessly beside me.

"Sorry about that," I whisper back, abandoning my pretense of sleep. "My parents forgot to have the aircon repaired. It's supposed to be cooler tomorrow."

There's more rustling as she moves around, and then I feel the covers being pushed back on her side. "It's fine. I'll just sleep on top of the covers." A soft chuckle escapes her. "I like to be on top too."

I let out a nervous laugh. "God, you're never going to let me live that shirt down, are you?"

"Probably not. It's too good."

I'm steaming like a dumpling under these quilts, and her comment about sleeping on top suddenly seems like the most reasonable suggestion I've heard all day. Practical wins out over modesty.

I push my side of the covers down too and sigh in relief. That's better. When I shift, the bed sounds like a rusty gate opening. We turn to look at each other, and then we both burst out laughing.

"I apologize in advance," I say through chuckles. "This is going to be a really, really uncomfortable night."
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I'm standing under the massive oak trees behind the Barnes farmhouse, surveying the area that will be transformed into tonight's rehearsal dinner venue. Some trees are easily a hundred years old, their trunks so wide that three people holding hands couldn't wrap their arms around them. Their canopies spread out like a natural cathedral, providing shade over an area large enough for the tables we're about to set up.

Bill Barnes emerges from the barn carrying a folding table under each arm, moving like someone who's been doing physical labor his entire life. He's wearing faded jeans and an old, torn T-shirt, work boots that have seen better decades, and a baseball cap advertising a seed company.

"Morning, Sailor," he calls out. "Hope you slept well despite that damn bed. I keep telling Moira we need to replace it, but she's sentimental about it."

I take the tables from him and start unfolding them. "Slept great, thanks. This is going to be beautiful once we get it set up."

"Moira's vision," he says, pointing to where he wants the first table. "She's got an eye for these things. Forty-three people tonight. The rest of the guests arrive tomorrow."

We work together, setting up table after table. The rental company delivered them yesterday—rectangular tables that seat three on either side when they're lined up. They'll be covered by white linens that Liv and Moira spent hours pressing this morning. Each trip back to the barn reveals more supplies: matching chairs with cushioned seats, centerpiece bases, and extension cords for the lights we'll string later.

"Is Liv helping Moira in the kitchen?" Bill asks as we position the first table.

"Yeah, Moira got her making green bean salad."

"Sounds about right." Bill chuckles. "Though knowing Liv, she's probably reorganizing the entire menu. That girl sure likes to be in control."

"They call her 'The Boss' at work," I say with a grin.

Bill laughs. "That doesn't surprise me one bit. I hope she's not walking all over you?"

"I can handle her," I reply with a wink. "What was she like growing up?" I'm not asking because it's what a girlfriend should ask as part of this charade. I'm asking because I genuinely want to understand how the sharp-edged woman I met in that Manhattan coffee shop came from this wholesome place. It just seems so jarring.

Bill pauses in his work, a fond smile crossing his weathered face. "Livvy was independent. Stubborn as a mule. Smart as a whip. She always had big plans, even when she was little." He continues positioning chairs around the table. "When she was ten, she decided she wanted to be an architect. Drew up plans to convert the farm. When she was twelve, she announced she was going to be a diplomat and travel the world solving international crises."

"Sounds like she always knew she'd move away."

"Oh, she did. And we encouraged it, even when it broke our hearts a little." Bill straightens up, looking out over the fields. "When she was fourteen, she asked if she could convert the barn into her own apartment. Said she needed 'space to think' and that living with the family was 'stifling her creative development.'"

I laugh out loud. "At fourteen? What did you tell her?"

"That she could have all the space she wanted when she turned eighteen and went to college, but until then, she was stuck with us cramping her style." His eyes twinkle at the memory. "Then there was the time she decided our farm wasn't 'efficient enough' and presented us with a complete business plan for modernizing our operations."

"And what happened to those suggestions?"

"Some of her ideas were actually pretty good. But the part where she suggested we fire all our seasonal help and replace them with automated equipment?" He shakes his head. "I explained that the Robins family had been helping us with harvest for twenty years, and automation wasn't going to help us pay their kids' college tuition." Bill's expression softens as he continues. "You know what she said after that? She got real quiet for a minute, then told me she felt terrible—that she hadn't thought about automation putting people out of work. Said she'd been so focused on the numbers and efficiency that she forgot real families depended on those jobs. She's always had a good heart underneath all that ambition."

I smile. These stories paint such a vivid picture of Liv as a driven, ambitious teenager, planning her escape from rural life. "She sounds like she was a handful."

"Oh, she still is." Bill fixes me with a direct look. "But I suspect you already know that." He wipes his hands on his jeans. "Now it’s time for the fun part. You afraid of heights?"

"Not particularly."

"Good, because we've got about fifty strings of lights to hang, and these trees don't make it easy." He gestures toward several large boxes stacked near the barn. "Emma picked these out herself—little whimsical fairy lights, she calls them. Says they'll make everything look 'magical.'"

We drag the boxes over to the tree, and I'm amazed by the sheer quantity of lights. String after string of tiny bulbs, each cord about thirty feet long. This is going to take hours.

"How do we even begin with this?" I ask, looking up at the maze of branches above us.

"Very carefully and with a lot of patience," Bill replies, pulling two lightweight ladders from the barn. "I'll take the left side, you do the right. The trick is to follow the natural shape of the tree—don't fight it, work with it."

I balance on my ladder as I try to mirror Bill's movements on the other side. My hands aren't used to this kind of work—cybersecurity doesn't require getting your hands dirty. But I manage, copying whatever Bill is doing as we slowly work toward the middle, string by string.

"So," he says, stretching to reach a high branch. "Tell me about your plans with Liv."

There it is. I knew this conversation was coming, but I still feel my stomach tighten. It’s a simple question, a father getting to know his daughter's girlfriend. But I'm lying to this nice man, taking advantage of his trust and hospitality while pretending to love someone I met two weeks ago.

"Well," I begin, testing the words as I speak, "I love her very much, of course. I'm hoping she'll move in with me at some point. We've talked about it, but she's got another nine months on her lease and she's a little funny about commitment."

It's exactly what Liv told me to say.

Bill chuckles. "That sounds like our Liv. Fiercely independent." He adjusts his position on the ladder, securing another string of lights. "Just hang in there. She doesn't do anything halfway, but when she commits to something—or someone—it's with everything she's got."

The guilt hits me harder now. Here's this man, sharing stories about his daughter's commitment and loyalty, while I'm deceiving him about the most basic facts of my existence. The entertainment value that drew me to this scheme is starting to look less and less appealing.

"I'm just glad she's found someone who appreciates her drive," he continues. "A lot of people would be intimidated by her success and her independence. But you two seem to be a good match."
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Ihold up the pink wrap dress I packed for tonight's rehearsal dinner and lay it on the bed. The dress hits just above my knees with three-quarter sleeves and a low neckline that's flattering without being inappropriate for a family gathering. It's one of my favorites and makes me feel confident and put-together without trying too hard. Perfectly farm elegant, if there is such a thing.

Behind me, Blair is moving around, and when I glance in the mirror, I see she's emerged from the bathroom wearing nothing but a white towel wrapped around her chest.

Fuck. I quickly look away, my cheeks heating as I focus on smoothing invisible wrinkles from my dress. The memory of last night—her in her underwear—is still entirely too fresh in my mind and seeing her like this again isn't helping.

"Is this okay for the rehearsal dinner?" she asks, and I risk a glance over my shoulder to see her holding up a pink button-down shirt and black chinos.

"Um... Yeah, that's perfect."

She disappears back into the bathroom and leaves the door open while she combs her hair. It's strange getting ready together. An everyday routine that real couples take for granted, and here we are, playing house so naturally that I'm almost forgetting it's all pretend.

"Liv?" Blair's voice carries from the bathroom.

"Yeah?" I plug in my straightening iron and start sectioning my hair.

She sticks her head around the corner and lowers her voice. "Do you feel bad about the lying?"

The question catches me off guard, but it's a valid one. The guilt has been gnawing at me since we arrived and I've been pushing it away.

"Yes," I admit, working on my hair. "I do feel bad about it. But I started this mess, and now I’ll have to see it through."

There's a pause, and then she asks, "Aren't you going to ask me if I feel bad about it?"

I frown, setting down the straightening iron. "Why would you? You're getting paid to do a job. You're just playing a role."

"Yeah, but your parents are lovely people, and they're so happy for us. I had a really nice time with your dad today and your mother keeps looking at us like we're the answer to her prayers."

"I'm sorry,” I say. “I didn't really think this through as well as I thought I did." I continue, picking up another section of hair. "But you'll never have to face them again after this weekend."

"That's not the point, though," she says with genuine frustration in her voice. "They're nice to me and I'm doing them wrong. It feels... it feels shitty, Liv."

It's sweet that she's so concerned with my parents' feelings, that she's taking this deception as seriously as I am—maybe even more so.

"So what's the plan for the breakup?" she continues. "Are you going to make me out to be the bad girl? Tell them I dumped you or broke your heart?"

I flinch because that was exactly my plan. Blame it on her. It seems like the obvious and easy way out.

"Please don't," she says when I don't answer. "I don't want them to hate me. I don't want to be that person."

I shake my head, looking down at my feet. "Okay, I won't," I lie. The truth is, it's not just my parents who will never see her again—I won't either. Well, unless I run into her at the coffee shop again, but I can always avoid that place, find a new one. So really, what does it matter what I tell my parents? It's not like Blair will ever find out. I just need to keep reminding myself that this is a transaction. We're not here to become besties. I just need to get through this weekend and then get on with my life. Preferably without staring at her too much.

"Good. Thank you," she says. “I appreciate that.”

I finish my hair and turn off the straightening iron, then slip off my robe to put on the dress. I position myself so she can't see me from the bathroom doorway, but just as I'm standing there in my black lace bra and matching panties, she walks into the room and stops mid-stride.

Blair stares for a beat, her eyes traveling down my body before she swiftly turns around.

"Sorry," she mutters.

I quickly put on the dress. "It’s fine. I'm decent now."

She turns back around, and I catch something heated in her expression.

"I just need to finish my makeup," I say, fumbling for words. "But I can wait outside while you get dressed?" I struggle with my necklace, the delicate chain refusing to cooperate with my trembling fingers.

"I don't mind if you don't. We're sharing a bed anyway, and we're both adults." Blair’s mouth curves into that grin again while she watches me. "Let me help you with that, sugar plum."

I want to scold her for using that word again, but she comes up behind me, gently moving my hair to one side and that simple action alone takes away my ability to speak. She's close; I can smell her shampoo. She smells nice. Her fingers brush against the nape of my neck as she works the clasp, and I shiver. This time it's not just the flutter in my belly—heat shoots between my thighs, sharp and unmistakable.

For a split second, a fantasy crosses my mind: Blair wrapping an arm around me from behind, kissing my neck, her hand sliding down...

"There," she says, her breath warm against my ear.

When I'm about to turn back around, she puts her hands on my shoulders, stopping me.

"Just give me a minute to get my underwear on. Unless you want to watch? I don’t mind."

I laugh and shake my head. "Are you serious?" I'm grateful she can't see my face right now because I suspect I look the way I feel. Damn it, Liv. Get a grip. I need to remember that this is all an act, even if my body seems to have forgotten. It's not easy; I'm only human and she's a very attractive woman. And she's currently standing behind me, naked.

"Just saying. Anything you want, Liv. You're the boss."

I shake my head and roll my eyes as I listen to the rustle of fabric.

"Done," she says, and when I turn around, she's wearing her chinos and the pink shirt. "It seems we're coordinated without even trying." She glances at my pink dress and arches a brow. "Couple goals, huh?"

"Sure." I chuckle as I notice her shirt. "By the way, your buttons are off by one."

She glances down, following the misaligned placket. "Damn it. I’m not used to wearing dress shirts. I borrowed it."

"Here, let me." I step closer and begin to undo her work.

She stands perfectly still while I unfasten each button, my fingers working methodically down the front of her shirt. When I reach the last button, I start again from the top, re-doing each one properly.

All the while, she's staring at me.

"What?" I ask, tucking her shirt into her chinos once the last button is secure.

"Nothing," she says. "Just enjoying the view. You look beautiful, Liv."

I wave her off. "I don't, but⁠—"

"You need to learn how to take a compliment." Amusement dances in Blair’s eyes. "Has anyone ever told you that you're terrible at accepting praise?"

"I'm not terrible at—" I start, but she cuts me off.

"You are. You deflect." Her gaze travels over my face, lingering on my lips. "But just take it from me, okay? You look beautiful. Elegant and fucking sexy."

I don't know where to look or what to say. I hate that for once, I'm not as in control as I normally am. Blair's making me feel off-balance, uncertain, and I don't like it one bit.

"Are you trying to get me in bed or something?" I ask, inching back and crossing my arms.

"What's wrong with a little flirting?" she asks innocently. "It'll only make this more believable, and we're about to go to the rehearsal dinner. The pressure's on." She winks. “Besides, I’m already in your bed.”

I smirk but don’t answer while I wait for her to put on her shoes. Deep down, part of me likes the attention. It's been years since I felt anything physical around a woman, and maybe she's right—what's wrong with a little flirting?
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Countless tiny white bulbs weave through the oak branches above us, creating a canopy of stars that twinkle against the darkening sky. The effect is breathtaking—like dining under a constellation.

Four massive barbecue grills are stationed around the perimeter of our dining area, each one tended by a different man who clearly takes his grilling responsibilities seriously. Bill Barnes commands the largest grill, flipping steaks. Beside him, Liv's Uncle Pete, who I met thirty minutes ago, handles the fish station. The other two grills are manned by neighbors whose names have completely escaped me in the whirlwind of introductions.

The smell is incredible—smoky meat, grilled vegetables, and the lingering scent of charcoal mixing with the evening air.

Abundance is the word that springs to mind. The table before us is completely covered with dishes—salads in every color imaginable, baskets of cornbread wrapped in checkered cloth, corn on the cob stacked like golden logs, and pitchers of iced tea. Behind the table is an old bathtub someone brought over earlier, filled with ice water and bottles of beer and white wine.

Conversations overlap and weave around each other, punctuated by bursts of laughter and the occasional shout across the table to someone sitting too far away to hear properly. These are people who've known each other for years, maybe decades, and the comfort level shows. They tease each other mercilessly, finish each other's stories, and reference shared memories.

They say when you come into a lot of money your world becomes bigger. But really, it doesn't. Your real world becomes much, much smaller. When you take away the people who are your friends because of your money, when you take out your countless new contacts that only want to talk about business deals and investment opportunities, and your best friend who you hardly see anymore because he moved to Napa, there's very little realness left. And despite my nerves and discomfort over the lying, I'm enjoying this gathering. It sure beats my repetitive empty days of going for a run, checking my investments, and having dinner with venture capitalists who only care about my portfolio. It makes me miss my family, and I remind myself to go and see them as soon as we're done here.

The pressure really is on now. I'm the woman who supposedly managed to capture Olivia Barnes' heart. Every conversation feels like a test, every question a potential landmine.

The introductions have been a blur of names and faces that I'm struggling to keep straight. Everyone wants to shake my hand, everyone has questions, and everyone seems delighted that Liv has finally brought someone home.

"So you're the mysterious Sailor we've been hearing about!" This comes from a woman seated three chairs down from me. She has to raise her voice to be heard over the general din. "Olivia's been so secretive about you, we were starting to think you were made up!"

If only she knew.

"Well, here I am," I say with what I hope is a charming smile. "Flesh and blood."

This draws laughter from the people within earshot, and I feel some of the tension in my shoulders ease slightly. At least they seem to like me.

Nearby, twelve children ranging in age from maybe four to twelve are seated at their own smaller table, completely absorbed in their own little world. A young woman—the local babysitter hired for tonight—moves between them with the patience of a saint, cutting meat and fish for the younger ones, refilling lemonade glasses, and diplomatically settling disputes.

Under the table, I feel Liv's leg bouncing with nervous energy. Her smile has been fixed in place since we sat down—perfectly pleasant but slightly strained around the edges. She's been fielding questions about our relationship, her work, and our future plans with the skill of a diplomat, but I can tell the pressure is getting to her.

I reach over and take her hand under the table, our fingers intertwining. She glances at me with surprise, then something that might be gratitude.

"How are you holding up?" I murmur in her ear, low enough that only she can hear.

"I’m fine," she whispers back, but her grip on my hand suggests otherwise.

Emma is seated on Liv's other side, and the contrast between the sisters is remarkable. Where Liv is dark-haired and composed, Emma is blonde and effervescent. Her energy draws people in with animated gestures and infectious laughter.

When guests arrived earlier, Emma threw her arms around everyone, squealing with delight and exclaiming how wonderful it was to see them. Liv, meanwhile, offered polite nods and firm handshakes to about half the guests, saving her genuine warmth for only the ones closest to her.

"Sailor," Emma says, turning her attention to me while Liv gets drawn into a conversation with Aunt Carol about wedding planning horror stories. "I'm so glad you could come. We were dying to meet you."

"Likewise," I say, and shoot Liv a wink. "Thank you for the invite."

Emma laughs. "You must be pretty special. Liv doesn't date. Like, she literally doesn't." She takes a sip of her wine—her third glass, I've noticed—and leans closer with the slightly loose confidence of someone who's been celebrating a little too enthusiastically. "It makes me so happy to see you two together." Her voice drops slightly, and she glances around to make sure no one else is listening. "Liv's not been very trusting when it comes to dating, but who can blame her, you know? After⁠—"

"Emma!" Liv's sharp voice cuts through the ambient noise as she turns away from her conversation with Aunt Carol. Her face has gone pale.

So Liv can hear a whispered conversation while simultaneously engaged in her own discussion. That's exceptional multitasking.

"Sorry," Emma says quickly, looking genuinely stricken. "I didn't mean to—" She catches the confusion on my face and leans toward Liv. "I assumed she knew."

Seeing Liv's discomfort, I pretend to be distracted by Uncle Pete approaching with his platter of grilled salmon. Emma clearly hit a sore spot there, but it's none of my business.

"Fresh from the Chesapeake," Pete announces, oblivious to the tension that's suddenly thickened around our end of the table. "Caught it myself yesterday morning."

"It looks delicious," I say, accepting a piece.

Moira finally settles into the seat directly across from me, looking exhausted but happy.

"Right," she says, fanning herself with a napkin. "I think we pulled it off." She surveys the scene with obvious pride. "Everyone's eating, everyone's happy, and nobody's complained about anything yet."

"Mom, you outdid yourself," Emma says, then turns to me and Liv. "And thank you both. I know how much you helped today. I really appreciate it." She meets Liv's eyes and mouths "sorry" to her again, and Moira notices the exchange.

"What's going on?" she asks, looking between her daughters. "You girls haven't been bickering, have you?"

Liv shakes her head and leans over to place a kiss on Emma's cheek. "It's okay," she says. "Everything's okay. Are you having a good night, sis?"

"The best," Emma says as she shoots a loving look down the table toward her fiancé David, who's talking to one of his groomsmen. "I can't wait to marry this amazing man tomorrow."

David catches her gaze and grins back at her. "I love you, honey," he calls out.

"I love you too," Emma replies, blowing him a kiss.

I feel Liv flinch almost imperceptibly beside me. I wouldn't have noticed it at all if she hadn't squeezed my hand tightly at the same moment, making me look at her. Then she draws her hand away and plasters that smile back on her face.
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Imay have had a bit too much wine.

I never drink more than two glasses—I hate feeling out of control. But I've been feeling out of control since we arrived yesterday, so I figured I might as well lean into it.

It's so strange to sit at a big gathering and not be in charge that I don't quite know what to do with myself. At the weddings I orchestrate, I'm constantly moving, checking details, coordinating vendors, solving problems. Here, I'm just... sitting. Eating. Socializing without an agenda. It's like I've forgotten how to naturally interact when it's not about work.

And then there was Emma's comment. God, I could kill her for that slip, but she's a little tipsy too and she meant well, I suppose. Still, my stomach clenched when she started going down that path. The last thing I need is for Sailor to start asking questions I don't feel like answering.

I have to admit, I'm impressed with her. I couldn't have found a better person to play Sailor if I'd held auditions with professional actors. She's been charming without being over the top, attentive without being clingy. Perhaps she’s just being herself.

The more I drank, the more I appreciated her little touches throughout the evening. The way she squeezed my hand under the table. The kiss she placed on my cheek when Uncle Pete was telling that embarrassing story about my high school boyfriend who was much shorter than me and had to stand on a log to kiss me. The casual way she rested her hand on the small of my back when we were standing together. Each gesture felt natural, protective even.

People have left their assigned seats now and gathered in smaller groups around the table and near the barbecues that have died down to glowing embers. This is so far from the rehearsal dinners I organize, where everyone needs to leave the venue at a respectable time, ensuring the guests are rested for the big day.

My mother has stopped offering people wine and beer though, likely worried about exactly that, and I have no idea where she hid the stash that was in the bathtub.

"Liv?" Emma appears beside me, settling into the empty chair with a bottle of wine tucked under her arm like contraband. "Peace offering," she says, holding up the bottle with a sheepish grin. "I know all Mom's hiding spots."

She pours wine into our glasses, glancing around to make sure our mother isn't watching. "I wanted to apologize again for earlier. I wasn't thinking."

"It's fine, Em. Really. Actually, I should apologize to you."

"For what?"

"For not organizing your wedding." The words come out in a rush, loosened by alcohol and guilt. "I'm sorry. It's just that I can't get away from New York for long enough, and organizing a wedding takes time, and I'd need to be here at least three weeks before and⁠—"

It's a lie. I would do anything for Emma. Just not that.

"Don’t worry about it," Emma interrupts, waving off my excuses with a laugh. "I understand. Anyway, I only asked you because Mom thought I should. I just wanted something simple like this, nothing like the ridiculous productions you pull off."

I shake my head and raise a brow at her. "I'll have you know, people pay me a lot of money for those productions."

"Yeah, but can you imagine what tonight would have looked like if you'd organized it?" Emma gestures around us with her wine glass. "No offense, but I don't need a champagne fountain, a string quartet playing classical music, and assigned seating charts color-coded by relationship to the bride and groom. Oh, and little cards at each place setting explaining the provenance of the flowers and the wine pairings for each course." She giggles.

"Don't forget the emergency backup plans for seventeen different weather scenarios," I chip in.

We dissolve into laughter, and for a moment, it feels like we're fourteen again.

"Seriously though," Emma says, her voice softening, "this is perfect for me. I wouldn't change a thing." She drains her wine glass and stands up slightly unsteadily. "Speaking of which, I'd better go to bed if I want to function tomorrow. I'm sleeping here in my old bedroom, so I'll see you at breakfast."

She leans down to kiss my cheek. "Love you, Liv. And I'm really happy for you and Sailor. She's good for you."

As she walks away, weaving between the remaining guests to say goodnight to David, I'm left alone with my thoughts and my wine glass.

Sailor is talking to my father and Uncle Pete under the trees, all three of them with beers in hand. She hasn't drunk much tonight.

I take another sip as I study her from across the dimly lit space. She's unbuttoned the top three buttons of her pink shirt and rolled up her sleeves to her forearms. That charismatic smile that seems to come so naturally, the way she gestures with her hands when she's telling a story, that lean body underneath her clothes. I remember the way she looked earlier in just that towel.

I curse myself when I realize what's happening here. I so desperately want to have sex with her.

The thought cuts through the alcohol-induced haze. I drain the rest of the wine and immediately want another glass. This is dangerous territory, but then again, would it be so bad if she were up for it too?

In a way, it would be perfect. She's just someone I hired. It's safe. No expectations, no complications. Just one night of letting go with someone who already knows this is all temporary.

I hear my name, then watch her laugh at something Uncle Pete says, her head thrown back, completely relaxed. Dad likes her. Mom likes her. Emma likes her.

When was the last time I felt this physically attracted to someone?

I get up and start walking toward them, my heels sinking into the soft grass with each step. I kick them off and continue barefoot. As I approach, the conversation pauses, and all three of them turn toward me.

"Were my ears burning?" I ask with a grin. "Talking about me, were you?"

Sailor's mouth curves into a smile. "Only good things," she says, sliding her arm around my waist and pulling me against her side. "They were asking if you've reorganized my kitchen cupboards yet."

"That's a perfectly normal thing to do," I protest, leaning into her warmth. The wine has made me bold, and I tilt my face up toward her and press my lips to hers in a quick kiss. It’s meant to be playful, but heat shoots through my entire body, and I’m caught off guard. Fuck.

When we break apart, she swats my ass with a chuckle and rests her hand there.

"You found yourself a good one, Liv," Uncle Pete says, raising his beer bottle.

"I know," I say, but as the words leave my mouth, the world tilts slightly. Or maybe I'm tilting. I bring a hand to my forehead as everything starts to spin around me. "Whoa."

Sailor's arm tightens around my waist, steadying me. "How about we go grab some water and head to bed?" she suggests. "It's going to be a long day tomorrow."

I nod, grateful for her solid presence as she guides me away from the group. "I think I drank too much," I mumble, letting her support most of my weight as we make our way toward the house.


16


BLAIR


Iguide Liv through the back door of the farmhouse, her weight pressing against my side as we navigate the darkened hallway. I thought the walk to the house would have sobered her up some, but if anything, she seems even more unsteady now that we're inside.

"Easy there," I murmur as she stumbles on the bottom step of the staircase. "One foot in front of the other."

"I'm fine," she insists, but her words are slurred around the edges. "Perfectly... perfectly fine. Never been better, actually."

I bite back a chuckle. Even drunk, Olivia Barnes is trying to maintain control of the situation.

We make it to the bedroom without incident, though I have to steady her twice more when she sways toward the wall. Once inside, I flip on the bedside lamp and guide her to sit on the edge of the bed. She sinks down heavily, blinking as she tries to focus on my face.

"Stay here," I tell her, though given her current state, I doubt she's going anywhere. "I'm getting you water."

I head to the bathroom and fill a glass from the tap, then return to find her exactly where I left her, staring at her hands in her lap.

"Drink this," I say, pressing the glass into her hands. "All of it."

She looks up at me with glassy eyes but takes the glass obediently. I watch as she drains it in several long gulps, water trickling down her chin. The fact that The Boss is following instructions without argument tells me exactly how drunk Liv really is.

"Good girl," I say, taking the empty glass from her. "I'll be right back."

I return to the bathroom, refill the glass, and dig through the medicine cabinet until I find a bottle of aspirin. Back in the bedroom, I shake two pills into my palm and hold them out to her along with the water.

"Take these too. Trust me, you'll thank me in the morning."

Again, she complies without protest, swallowing the pills and draining half the water.

"How are you feeling?" I ask, settling the water glass on the nightstand within easy reach.

She frowns, as if the question requires serious consideration. "I'm okay," she says finally. "Why do you even ask me that?"

"Because you've had a little bit too much to drink." That's putting it mildly. Liv has had more than she can handle, though I wisely keep that to myself.

She waves a hand. "I'm fine. Just... celebrating. It's Emma's wedding." She tries to stand up, wobbles slightly, then regains her balance with obvious effort. "I need to... bathroom."

"Of course. Take your time."

She makes her way to the bathroom, one hand trailing along the wall for support. The door closes and then I hear her brush her teeth.

While she's occupied, I undress down to my underwear and slip into bed. It's not much cooler than it was yesterday, but I'm tired and have no doubt I'll be able to sleep tonight.

Lying is exhausting. That's one thing I'll definitely avoid in the future. I've never been much of a liar—the occasional white lie to spare someone's feelings, sure, but nothing on this scale. It requires a constant mental effort to keep track of what I've said, to whom, and when. It’s hard, particularly when I see how much Bill and Moira genuinely care about their daughter's happiness.

The bathroom door opens, and I glance toward it expecting to see Liv in the silly T-shirt she wore last night. Instead, she emerges wearing only her black lace lingerie.

My mouth goes dry.

She moves toward the bed with a heated expression. Her dark hair falls in waves around her shoulders, and the soft lamplight catches the curves of her body—the swell of her breasts above the lace, the dip of her waist, the long line of her legs.

Christ. She's absolutely stunning.

She stops at the edge of the bed, looking down at me with eyes that are a little more focused now. My body responds immediately, arousal rushing south as she reaches behind her back to undo the clasp of her bra.

"Is this what you want, Sailor? Huh?" she asks, her voice low and sultry.

The bra falls away, dropping to the floor, and I have to close my eyes for a moment to maintain any semblance of control. When I open them again, she's crawling onto the bed, moving toward me with predatory grace.

If she were sober, I wouldn't hesitate. I'd already have my hands on her, would have rolled her beneath me and kissed her until we were both breathless before fucking her senseless. I'm only human, after all, and Olivia Barnes is the kind of beautiful that makes smart people do stupid things. I'd be lying if I said I hadn't fantasized about exactly this scenario more than once since we met.

But she's not sober, and that changes everything.

She straddles my hips and is about to lean forward to kiss me when I catch her wrists gently but firmly, stopping her movement.

"Whoa, hold on," I whisper.

Confusion flickers across her face. "What are you doing?" She tries to tug her hands free, but I maintain my grip. "Don't you want me?"

The question almost makes me laugh. Want her? Of course I want her. I want her so badly I'm dripping wet just from looking at her, my pulse hammering in my throat like I've been running sprints. But not like this.

"You're drunk, Liv," I say as gently as I can.

"No, I'm not." She shakes her head, then immediately seems to regret the motion as she sways slightly. When she focuses on me again, there's something brittle in her expression. "Okay. Message loud and clear. You don't want me. Just like Andy."

I frown, completely blindsided by the reference. "Who's Andy?"

The question seems to deflate her entirely. She shakes her head again, more slowly this time, and I watch in alarm as tears begin to trickle down her cheeks. She sits back on her heels, still straddling my legs but no longer pressing forward.

"Shit," I breathe, releasing her wrists. "Hey, come here."

I reach for her, and she doesn't resist when I pull her down against my chest. She's crying harder now, though still silently, her shoulders shaking with the force of whatever emotion has broken loose inside her. I stroke her hair and murmur meaningless comfort words while she soaks my shoulder with her tears.

"Just sleep," I tell her after several minutes, when the crying has subsided to occasional sniffles. "You'll feel better tomorrow."

I turn off the lamp, plunging the room into darkness. The bed creaks as I turn on my side and wrap an arm around her. Liv welcomes the gesture, snuggling closer.

Within minutes, her breathing deepens and evens out completely. I lie there in the darkness, trying not to think about the feel of her skin against me. I feel protective of this woman who doesn't need protecting. And that makes no sense.
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Something warm is pressed against my back, and for a blissful moment between sleep and consciousness, I think I'm dreaming. There's an arm draped over my waist, fingers splayed across my stomach, and the steady rhythm of someone else's breathing against my neck. It feels nice—better than nice, actually. Safe and comfortable in a way I haven't felt in years.

I shift slightly, enjoying the sensation of being held, when my brain starts to catch up with my body. This isn't my apartment in Manhattan. The mattress is too soft, too familiar, and there's that distinctive musty smell of my childhood bedroom—old wood and fabric softener and the faint scent of my mother's lavender sachets. And this isn't a dream.

My eyes snap open.

I'm definitely in my old bedroom at the farm, which means the warm body behind me is⁠—

Oh God. Blair.

And I'm not wearing a shirt. I’m not even wearing a bra.

A wave of nausea hits me. My mouth feels like I've been chewing cotton balls soaked in cheap wine, and there's a persistent throbbing behind my eyes that suggests I may have had more than "a little bit too much" to drink last night.

Vague memories start trickling back in horrifying detail. The wine Emma smuggled from Mom's hiding spot. The way I felt watching Sailor laugh with Dad and Uncle Pete. The decision—God, the actual conscious decision—to walk over there and kiss her in front of them.

But it gets worse. So much worse.

More flashes surface like a horror movie playing in slow motion. Stumbling up the stairs with Sailor's steadying hand on my back. Her bringing me water and aspirin. And then—Fuck—I don't even know what happened after that.

The mortification is so complete that I actually make a small whimpering sound. Carefully, moving as slowly as possible to avoid waking her, I lift her arm from my waist and sit up to down the glass of water on my nightstand.

As I set the glass back down, trying to piece together exactly how much of an idiot I made of myself, I feel movement beside me.

"Good morning."

I freeze. "Morning."

There's a moment of silence, and then I hear a sharp intake of breath. Blair rolls onto her back, staring determinedly at the ceiling.

"Uh," she says, her voice slightly strained. "You might want to... you know. Cover up."

“Sorry.” I quickly pull up the covers. "Did we..." I start, then stop, not sure I actually want to know the answer. "Did you... I mean, did I..."

"Did we what?" she asks, turning back toward me.

"You know." I'm staring at her now, trying to read her. "Have sex. Did we...?"

"Of course not. You were drunk.”

"Are you sure? Because I'm not wearing much, and when I woke up you were all over me, and I don't really remember⁠—"

"Liv." She interrupts me with an expression that's half amused, half annoyed. "Trust me. I did not take advantage of you. Not for lack of you trying, though."

I bury my face in my hands, wishing the bed would open up and swallow me whole. "Oh my God," I moan through my fingers. "I'm so sorry. I'm so embarrassed. What exactly did I do?"

Blair props herself up on her elbow and smiles. “Well, let’s just say you made some not-so-subtle moves on me."

"So I threw myself at my hired girlfriend. That's so inappropriate."

"It’s not a big deal. If anything, I’m flattered."

The matter-of-fact way she says it should be reassuring, but instead it makes me feel even more ridiculous. Here I am, spiraling into a pit of embarrassment, while she's acting like we're discussing the weather.

"You must think I'm pathetic," I mutter.

"I think you're hungover," she says. "And I think you're being way too hard on yourself."

"Easy for you to say."

"True," she agrees with a grin. "But I was the one who had to exercise superhuman restraint when a beautiful woman came on to me. So let's call it even."

Despite everything, I fight a smile.

"You think I'm beautiful?" I ask, then immediately want to take the question back.

Before she can answer, Mom calls from downstairs. "Livvy! Sailor! Breakfast is ready!"

"Fuck, fuck, fuck," I groan, letting my head fall back against the pillow. "I can't. I don't even know if I can move from this bed right now."

"Then stay there," Sailor says as she gets up. "I'll handle this."

She quickly changes into sweatpants and a T-shirt and runs her hands through her disheveled hair. Even hungover and mortified, I can't help but gawk at her.

"What are you doing?" I ask.

She takes my water glass, rummages around in the bathroom, and comes out with more aspirin. "Take this," she says. "I'll get you coffee and breakfast in bed."

As she disappears downstairs to face my family, memories surface in devastating waves. I think I might have crawled across the bed and straddled her. The images flash through my mind like a slideshow of humiliation, each one worse than the last. At least there's one silver lining in this disaster: I’m not the wedding planner today.
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Isense it immediately—something is wrong. Instead of the cheerful chaos I expected to find in the kitchen, there's an undercurrent of tension. Emma sits at the farmhouse table with her bridesmaids, still in her pajamas. Her face is streaked with tears as she glances at her phone.

Through the kitchen window, I see Bill in his work clothes, helping the catering staff unload their truck, but there are no stylists, and there's no champagne, no excited chatter about the big day.

Moira bustles around like a woman possessed. She's in her robe and her hair is disheveled. She's pulling items from cabinets seemingly at random—coffee filters, a spatula, then puts them back—as if staying in motion will solve whatever crisis has descended on the Barnes family.

"Oh good, you're up," she says when she spots me. "Where's Livvy?"

I glance between mother and daughter, trying to read the situation. "She's feeling a little rough around the edges," I admit. "I was wondering if I could take breakfast upstairs for her but..." I hesitate. "Is everything okay?"

"No, everything is not okay." Emma looks up at me with red-rimmed eyes. "My wedding planner called an hour ago. She's having a nervous breakdown. Apparently, this was her first wedding—her first real job—and she couldn't handle the pressure. She admitted to having ordered the flowers for the wrong date so we have no centerpieces, no bridal and bridesmaids bouquets, and no archway for the ceremony. She's not coming. She's just... not coming."

“Oh no…” My stomach drops. "I'm so sorry, Emma."

Emma continues, her voice rising with each word as she gestures helplessly toward the window. "The catering company is here but they don't know where and how to set up and what to do and I have no hair and makeup artists as she booked those for the wrong date too."

One of the bridesmaids—a redhead whose name I never caught—speaks up. "I called three florists in Frederick. They're all booked for today, and even if they weren't, they don't have enough inventory to create what we need with only eight hours' notice."

Moira sinks into a chair beside her daughter, finally abandoning her frantic bustling. "Guests are starting to arrive at four," she says numbly. "The ceremony is supposed to be at five. And even I can't work miracles."

I glance at the clock on the wall. It's just past nine in the morning. Eight hours to pull together a wedding from scratch. Even with unlimited resources, that's a nearly impossible timeline. My mind automatically starts scrolling through my contacts, but I come from a completely different background and some things can't be fixed with wealth alone.

Emma's phone buzzes against the wooden table, and David's name flashes on the screen. She stares at the phone like it's a snake, her hand hovering over it before she deliberately turns it face down. "I can't," she whispers, fresh tears spilling down her cheeks. "He has no idea what's going on. How do I tell him that there's no wedding? That I hired an incompetent planner who's ruined everything?" The phone stops buzzing, then immediately starts again.

Moira reaches over and takes her daughter's hand. "We'll figure something out, sweetheart. Even if we have to have the ceremony in the living room, we'll make it work. The officiant has confirmed and the most important thing is that you and David are getting married. You know, when I was planning my own wedding thirty-seven years ago, we didn't have wedding planners. We just did everything ourselves. My mother made all the centerpieces from wildflowers we picked the morning of, and my sister did my hair with hot rollers in our bathroom."

"Mom," Emma interrupts, her voice cracking with frustration. "The wedding is today. It's impossible." She sniffs. "David's family is flying in from Seattle, my college friends are driving down from Philadelphia. There are seventy-five people expecting an actual wedding, not some thrown-together disaster."

"What about the cake?" I ask. "I assume the catering company is taking care of the cake? So you'll have that, right?"

Emma's eyes widen in horror, and she gasps so sharply it's almost a scream. "The cake!" Her voice rises to near hysteria. "Oh my God, no. The cake is from the bakery and was supposed to be delivered by now. She probably ordered it for the same date as the flowers and the make-up artists!" She shakes her head frantically and covers her face with her hands. "Next week! Everything apart from the catering is scheduled for next week! The only reason the catering company is here is because I booked them myself. Thank God I booked the officiant too."

I puff out my cheeks and look at the four devastated women. Someone needs to take charge here. Moira looks shell-shocked, Emma is dissolving into hysteria, and the bridesmaids seem too bewildered to function, let alone tackle a crisis of this magnitude.

"Okay," I say, raising my voice with authority. "Plan. Emma, I need you to make a list of everything that needs to be done. Everything the wedding planner was supposed to handle. And write down what kind of cake you want—flavors, size, design, whatever details you can remember."

Moira frowns at me like I've lost my mind. "But that's impossible, Sailor. Bakeries can't just make a wedding cake on the same day. These things take days, sometimes weeks to⁠—"

"Trust me with the cake," I interrupt, hoping I sound more confident than I feel. "I can arrange that."

Emma sniffs while a flicker of something that might be hope crosses her face. "You can?"

"Yes. But I need that list first." I look between Emma and her bridesmaids. "Do you have any friends who would be good at running errands and helping out today? Generally practical and capable people who can follow instructions and won't panic under pressure?"

They look at me like I'm completely deranged, but Emma slowly nods. "I think... yeah, I think we can find some people. My friend Beth is good in a crisis, and David's best man is super organized."

"Great. Call them and ask them to come over immediately." I move to the coffee pot and pour two large mugs, then start plating breakfast for Liv—scrambled eggs, bacon, biscuits.

"What are you going to do with the list?" Emma asks, watching me with growing curiosity.

"Let's leave that to The Boss." I grab the two coffee mugs in one hand and the plate in the other. "Oh, and call David back. Tell him the truth. You can't ignore him; he might think you're having second thoughts about the wedding."
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Isquint through my oversized dark sunglasses as I enter the kitchen, armed with my phone and a notebook. Sailor’s flanking me like a loyal lieutenant. This is absolutely the last thing I wanted, but I can't let Emma down. Not today.

My head is still pounding, and I feel unsteady on my heels, but I've perfected the art of hiding weakness. I straighten my shoulders, lift my chin, and slip into my armor—the impenetrable confidence of someone who fixes the unfixable.

Everyone looks up at me.

"Don't worry, Emma," I say calmly. "Everything will be fine."

Emma frowns, tears threatening to spill. "Liv, I love you, but there's no way you can pull off a wedding in eight hours when we have literally nothing⁠—"

"I can, Emma. I can pull off anything. You will have your wedding today, and it's going to be beautiful. Do you hear me?"

I don't wait for an answer. There's no time for emotional reassurances or hand-holding. That's not how crises get solved. Emma needs action, and action is what I do best.

My eyes scan the room, cataloging resources. David's best man, Marcus—tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a Johns Hopkins t-shirt—stands near the kitchen island. Perfect.

"Marcus, you'll be my runner today," I announce, pointing at him. It's not a question. "You'll drive around and get me stuff."

He nods, and I catch a flicker of fear in his eyes. I realize my tone has shifted into full Boss mode—the voice that makes vendors scramble. I force my expression to soften slightly. These are Emma's friends, not my staff.

I hand him my phone. "Put your number in here. Keep your phone close all day. You have a truck, right?"

"Yes," he says, fingers flying over the screen before handing it back.

"Great, Marcus. I need you to get me ten watermelons. Large ones."

Marcus blinks. "Yes, but... what do you need them for?"

"I don't have time to explain." The old me would have snapped 'None of your business, what are you waiting for?' but I hold back. "And I need you to drive to a garden center and get me a rose arbor—one of those metal archways. Video call me when you're there so I can see the options. I'll pay by credit card over the phone."

My family is staring at me open-mouthed. They've never seen me like this.

Marcus stands there for a beat too long. "I need them ASAP, Marcus. Thank you so much, I really appreciate your help."

He practically runs for the door.

I turn to Beth, one of Emma's friends. Her face is flushed; she clearly rushed to get here as quickly as she could. "And you're helping too?"

"Anything you want," she says.

"Perfect. I want you on the phone. You're my contact person here." I hand her my phone to input her number. "This kitchen is headquarters from now on, okay? Call every hairdresser and beautician within a fifty-mile radius. I need at least one stylist and one makeup artist here by noon. Can you make that happen?"

Beth winces. “I’m really not sure, I…”

"Yes, you can. Get on it." I turn to Emma. "Emma, the list?"

She hands me a crumpled piece of paper, and I scan it. "Music. Has the band confirmed?"

"No," Emma says in a thin voice. "I suspect they might have been booked for the wrong date too."

I pivot to Beth without missing a beat. "Beth, call them. Find out what's happening with the music and report back to me immediately."

Then I look at Blair, who's been watching this entire performance with a hint of amusement. "Sailor, you're with me today."

We head outside, and I rush toward the yard where the catering crew and Dad are standing around looking lost. The morning sun hits my sunglasses, and I'm grateful for the shield they provide. My head is still splitting, but adrenaline is starting to override the hangover.

"Morning, Dad," I say, then turn to address the catering crew. "Who's in charge here?"

A middle-aged man in a white chef's coat steps forward and raises a hand.

I gesture toward the tables, chairs, and boxes of glasses stacked near the barn. "You can set up the serving station in the barn. Dad, can you clear out part of the barn, please?"

Dad looks flustered but relieved that someone's taking charge. "Sure thing, sweetheart."

I pick up a long stick from the ground and walk toward the massive oak trees. "How many tables do you have?"

"Ten large round tables," the caterer replies.

"What's the diameter?"

"Eight feet each."

I start drawing circles in the dirt, spacing them strategically to create an elegant flow while maximizing the space under the natural canopy. "Put them here. Exactly here," I say, drawing the last circle. "Do you have everything you need from your end? Is anything missing?"

The caterer shifts from one foot to another, clearly intimidated. "Yes, everything's here from our side. But the lighting and centerpieces were supposed to be delivered by a third party."

I sigh and nod, my mind already three steps ahead. "Okay, lighting." I look up at the fairy lights still strung through the branches from last night's rehearsal dinner. They're beautiful but not nearly enough for a wedding.

"Dad," I call out, and he hurries over. "Can we buy torches somewhere around here?"

He thinks for a moment. "Yeah, Henderson's Hardware should have them."

"Can you get me thirty after you’ve cleared out space in the barn? Large ones. Call me if you're not sure about them." I walk away from where the tables will go, along the gravel driveway, and start drawing lines in the dirt with my stick. "I want them along here, two rows of fifteen, creating an entrance pathway."

"No problem, kiddo."

The pieces are starting to fall into place in my mind—a mental blueprint of how this disaster can become something beautiful. It won't be the Pinterest-perfect wedding Emma originally planned, but it'll be authentic, personal, and filled with love.

I gesture for Sailor to follow and head for my rental car. I'm still embarrassed about last night, but I'll have to park that for later. Right now, I need to focus.

"Where are we going?" Sailor asks as I slide into the driver's seat.

"We're going to get flowers. And we're going to save my sister's wedding." The pressure's on, but only because it's Emma's big day. Other than that, moving heaven and earth is just another day in the office.
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Six florists and just over an hour later, we've secured two hundred white roses that are carefully wrapped and nestled in the back seat like precious cargo. Liv even managed to convince two of the florists to spend a few hours at the house assembling centerpieces—something about "emergency rates" and "family crisis" that had them agreeing before they fully understood what they were signing up for.

I grin as Liv emerges from the last flower shop with the final armload of long-stemmed roses, her phone pressed to her ear as she coordinates whatever crisis has erupted back at the farm since we've been gone. She's a force of nature when she's in her element, and watching The Boss in action is like witnessing a master class in chaos management.

"Marcus, I don't care if the watermelons look weird," she's saying as she slides into the driver's seat. "Just get the biggest ones you can find." She pauses, listening. "Okay. Call me back when you're at the garden center."

She ends the call and starts the engine. "Okay, roses done," she announces. "Now the cake. That's going to be the tricky one. Even in case of emergencies, most bakeries need at least forty-eight hours for a wedding cake, and finding someone willing to⁠—"

"Already taken care of," I interrupt, holding up my phone.

Liv laughs and shakes her head. "Very funny. But seriously, we need to start calling bakeries and⁠—"

"No, I'm serious." I meet her eyes. "The cake will be delivered in six hours. Same bakery Emma originally ordered from, same design. They're making it as we speak."

She stares at me like I've just claimed I can fly. "How on earth did you do that?"

I shrug. "Just used my charm."

What Liv doesn't need to know is that four thousand dollars is a pretty compelling incentive for a baker to drop everything they're doing.

"You better not be fucking with me." Liv's expression remains skeptical. She pulls out her phone and dials the bakery directly, keeping her eyes on me while it rings.

"Hi, this is Olivia Barnes calling about the Emma Barnes wedding cake for today," she says into the phone. There's a pause, and I watch her face change from doubt to astonishment. "You're... you're actually making it right now? And it'll be delivered this afternoon?" Another pause. "Yes, that's perfect. Thank you so much."

She hangs up and stares at me again.

"Well done, Sailor," she says finally. "I have no idea how you pulled that off, but I'm impressed."

"You're welcome, boss. What's next? Should we head back with the roses?"

"They'll be okay for another hour," she says, putting the car in drive. "We need foliage first. Lots of it. For the tables, the centerpieces, and especially for that archway Marcus is hopefully picking up right now."

She pulls out of the florist's parking lot and heads toward the outskirts of town. Within ten minutes, we're driving down increasingly rural roads lined with dense woods and overgrown fields. Maryland is lush, with wild vines climbing telephone poles and trees heavy with leaves that are just beginning to hint at autumn colors.

"There," Liv says, pointing to a wooded area where the trees grow thick and wild. "Perfect."

She pulls over onto the shoulder and parks near a farm road that disappears into the woods.

"Are you sure about this?" I ask, looking at her stiletto heels.

"I've done worse things in higher heels," she says, handing me a pair of scissors she borrowed from one of the florists. I was wondering why she needed them, but I get it now. "Come on. We need ivy, wild grape vines, maybe some ferns if we can find them. Anything green and trailing that'll look romantic draped over the archway and the table."

I follow her into the woods, ducking under low-hanging branches and stepping over fallen logs while Liv scans the area for the perfect specimens. She points out specific vines and directs me to cut certain lengths.

"That one," she says, indicating a lush stretch of ivy. "And I need about fifteen feet of it."

I start pulling at the vine, trying to detach it from the tree it's been climbing. It's more stubborn than it looks, and I end up having to twist and yank until it finally gives way with a satisfying snap.

"Careful with the leaves," Liv warns, heading for another promising cluster. "We need them to look fresh and full."

Within twenty minutes, I'm buried under an increasingly ridiculous amount of foliage. Ivy drapes over my shoulders like a green cape, wild grape vines are wound around my arms, and I'm pretty sure there are at least three different types of ferns tucked under my chin. Liv keeps adding to my collection, stepping back periodically to assess my mobile garden with a critical eye.

"More ivy," she decides, pointing to another vine. "That section there."

"Liv," I say, my voice muffled by the vegetation, "I think I've reached my carrying capacity. I can barely see where I'm going."

She glances at me and starts laughing—really laughing. I must look absolutely ridiculous, like some kind of swamp creature.

"We're almost done and I’ll carry the rest," she says, but she's grinning now. "You look very... cute." She pulls a few more vines from a tree, cuts them and drapes them around her shoulders. "There. That will do."

As we walk back toward the car, me stumbling under my botanical burden and Liv picking her way carefully through the underbrush in her impractical heels, I can't help but admire her determination. She could have easily said this was impossible, that there wasn't enough time or resources to pull off a proper wedding. Instead, she's moving heaven and earth to make it happen.

"Just put everything in the trunk," she instructs as we reach the car. "Try not to crush the delicate stuff."

I start transferring the foliage from my arms to the trunk, and Liv transfers her own before helping me untangle vines that have gotten wound around my limbs. Her fingers brush against my arm as she works, and I feel that same electric awareness from last night—though thankfully, this time she's sober and I don't have to exercise quite as much self-control.

Two small white butterflies flutter past, and one lands briefly on the car's hood.

I'm reaching for another armload of ivy when I notice Liv has gone completely still. Her hands are gripping the edge of the trunk, her knuckles white.

"Liv?" I ask. "What's wrong?"

She doesn't answer, just stares at the butterfly with pure terror.

"Hey," I say, moving closer to her. "It can’t hurt you."

"I know that," she says through gritted teeth. "I know it can't hurt me, but I can't⁠—"

The other butterfly returns and lands on my right wrist that still has ivy tangled around it. Instead of shooing it away, I keep very still.

"Look," I say softly. "See? It doesn't even know we're here."

"Blair, please make it go away." Liv’s voice is tight with panic.

"Watch it for just a second," I say. "Really look at it. See how delicate it is? Its wings are so thin you can almost see through them. It weighs basically nothing."

I watch her force herself to actually look at the small creature on my wrist. Her breathing is still fast, but she's not backing away anymore.

"Something that fragile could never hurt you." The butterfly flutters its wings once, then lifts off, floating away toward the trees along with its companion.

"There," I say. "They're gone."

Liv lets out a shaky breath, her death grip on the trunk finally loosening. "God, I hate that I do that."

"Phobias aren't rational," I tell her, stepping closer. "You can't logic your way out of them."

"It's so stupid⁠—"

"It's not stupid." I reach out to brush a leaf from her hair, and my fingers linger against her cheek. "Everyone's afraid of something."

The way she's looking at me right now—vulnerable and grateful and something else I don't dare to speculate about—is making me pause.

"What are you afraid of?" she asks.

I'm quiet for a moment, my thumb tracing her jawline. I should deflect. But I haven't felt this pull toward someone in years, and it makes me want to be honest. "Right now? I’m afraid of you."

Her lips part slightly, and her gaze drops to my mouth. Every instinct I have is screaming at me to kiss her, and that's exactly the problem. I inch back, clearing my throat.

"We should head back. The florists will arrive soon."

She blinks as if snapping out of it, then nods. "Right. Yeah. Let’s head back."
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Istep back to assess our progress, brushing dirt from my hands as I survey the metal frame that Marcus delivered an hour ago. The basic structure is elegant—wrought iron with delicate scrollwork. Now, with layers of ivy and wild grape vines woven through the metalwork, it's starting to look beautiful.

"Can you hand me that longer piece of ivy?" I call to Blair, who's standing on a stepladder. "The one to your left."

She passes it down, and I wind it around the base of the arch, stepping back periodically to check the overall effect. Behind us, the two florists are working at one of the round tables. They've halved the watermelons and are inserting white roses and greenery directly into the bright red flesh. The fruit holds the stems in place while keeping them hydrated—a trick I learned from a sustainability-focused wedding I planned last year.

"Those are going to be lovely," I say, watching one of the florists add the final touches to a centerpiece. "Especially when we add the lights."

The battery-powered string lights I sent Marcus to find will go inside each centerpiece, creating a soft glow over the table. They’re not the candelabras Emma originally planned, but it's certainly romantic.

Blair stretches to reach the highest point of the arch, her white t-shirt riding up to reveal a strip of tanned skin above her sweatpants. I catch myself staring and quickly look away.

Was I imagining things earlier, or did we almost kiss? I could have sworn she was leaning closer. I wanted her to. Even lingering embarrassment from last night can't take away that physical pull. I'm sober and I still want to sleep with her. It's not wine-fueled desperation now—it's a clear-headed attraction that I can't seem to shake.

Sex. That's all I want. Like an itch I need to scratch.

"Can I ask you something?" Blair's voice comes from above me.

I nod, continuing to weave ivy through the lower section of the arch. "Anything."

"Why weren't you Emma's wedding planner in the first place?"

The question stops me mid-motion. I've been anticipating this conversation, knowing it would come up eventually. My hands still on the vine as I meet her eyes, and for a moment I consider giving her the easy answer—too busy, couldn't get away from work, scheduling conflicts. All technically true, but not the whole truth. I hesitate for a beat too long, and she notices. Blair seems to notice a lot.

"Between you and me, I don't believe in marriage," I finally say.

She frowns. "But you're a wedding planner."

"Yeah, but it's just a business for me." I shrug. "And for most of my clients, it's often not much more than a transaction either. Sure, sometimes there's real love involved, but even love is often an illusion. People get caught up in the romance, the fantasy, the idea of forever. But statistics don't lie."

Blair climbs down from the ladder and regards me. "Are you saying you don't believe in love either?"

"Don't tell anyone. I don't think it would do my reputation much good if people knew that." I let out a sigh. "Look, Emma has fallen into the trap of marriage, and I struggle to support that. I would never tell her as much—I was always going to be here with a smile—but to orchestrate it, to actually organize it, that was just a step too far for me. Because she's my sister, and I love her."

"But she seems genuinely happy with David," Blair says.

"Yeah, well, fifty percent of marriages end in divorce and the average marriage lasts eight years. And those are just the people who actually get divorced. How many couples stay together out of convenience, fear, or financial necessity while being miserable?"

I'm hiding behind numbers because they're safer than emotions. But Blair isn't buying it. She's watching me with those perceptive brown eyes, and I can see her putting pieces together.

"She hurt you, didn't she?" she says softly. "Andy?"

The blood drains from my face so fast that for a moment I can't breathe. "How do you know about Andy? Did Emma tell you?"

"No," Blair says. "You did. Last night. You cried."

Fuck. The missing pieces of last night finally slot into place. I mentioned Andy. While drunk and half-naked and throwing myself at Blair, I brought up the one person I never, ever talk about.

"I don't remember that," I lie, turning away from her, my hands shaking as I focus on the arch with renewed intensity.

"Liv." She presses on when I ignore her. "Liv, look at me."

Against my better judgment, I face her.

"You don't have to tell me anything you don't want," she says. "But I'm sorry someone hurt you so badly you lost all faith in love. I hope one day you'll find it again."

The kindness in her voice almost undoes me, and I press my lips together, fighting to keep my emotions in check.

"Andy was my fiancée," I hear myself saying, the words coming out before I can stop them. "We were together for two years, engaged for six months. I thought..." I shake my head, angry at myself for even starting this conversation. "It doesn't matter what I thought. What matters is that I was wrong about everything."

Blair doesn't push for more details, doesn't ask the obvious questions. She just waits, and somehow that makes it easier to continue.

"She was having an affair. With my maid of honor, Rachel. I found out on our wedding day. I was in my wedding dress, about to walk down the aisle. I went to use the bathroom at the venue and heard voices—Andy and Rachel. Andy was telling her they had to stop, that she couldn't continue doing what they were doing because she was getting married to me.” I puff out my cheeks. Rachel said, 'Don't say you don't love me,' and Andy said, 'I do love you. But this is the choice I made. I'm marrying Liv today and we can't see each other anymore.'"

I laugh, but it comes out broken. "And then they went quiet, so I walked in. Found them kissing while sixty guests were seated and waiting for our fairy-tale ceremony to begin."

Blair's eyes go wide. "Jesus, Liv."

"I ran. Left her standing there in her suit, left all those people in their seats, left my parents to deal with the aftermath. Got on a plane to New York the next morning and never looked back." I turn back to the arch and try to focus on the task at hand. "That's when I learned that marriage is an expensive party that ends in expensive lawyers. I was lucky to get out in time, and I'm not just talking about the marriage. I would have wilted away here."

I immediately regret my confession. This is exactly why I don't talk about Andy—because saying it out loud makes it real again, makes me feel like that devastated, humiliated woman, standing in a wedding dress while my world collapsed around me. It still hurts.

"I'm sorry," Blair says simply.

"Don't be. It taught me something valuable. Love is nothing but a chemical reaction that tricks people into making terrible decisions. And trusting someone completely just gives them better angles to destroy you from."

"So you decided to build a career around other people's delusions?" she asks. “That seems like a strange way to cope.”

"I didn't mean to," I say. "When I got to New York, I had to find work. The only job I could get was in events management—a company that handled corporate parties, charity galas, and weddings. It was so stressful that most event planners refused to do weddings, so they stuck me with those as I was the newbie."

I pause, remembering those early days when every wedding felt like walking through a minefield of my own trauma.

"But the job forced me to compartmentalize it really well. I just saw weddings as any other event—logistics, timelines, vendor management. I took all the emotion out of it, treated love like a line item in a budget." I shrug. "Turns out that made me really good at it. While other planners got caught up in the romance or stressed about the couple's happiness on the day, I just focused on execution. Perfect execution."

Blair is listening intently.

"I worked my ass off too. Long days, sleeping in the office during wedding season. I threw myself into it so completely that I didn't have time to think about what had happened to me." I meet her eyes. "That combination—emotional detachment and relentless work ethic—made me one of the best wedding planners in the city. Two years later, I started my own business. I'm very good at creating fantasies because that's all they are."

"Do you think Emma's wedding is a fantasy?" she asks.

I meet her eyes again, and this time I don't try to hide the pain. "Emma is the most genuinely kind person I know. She deserves to be happy today, even if I think she's setting herself up for heartbreak. So I'll smile and help her have the perfect wedding day, and I'll pray that I'm wrong about everything. Because if anyone deserves a fairy-tale ending, it's my sister.”
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Standing in the middle of what was a disaster zone this morning, I can barely comprehend what I'm witnessing. The transformation is nothing short of miraculous.

The oak trees tower above us like natural cathedral pillars, their branches still threaded with the fairy lights from last night's rehearsal dinner that will create a canopy of stars once the sun sets. Ten round tables are positioned across the lawn, each one draped in crisp white linens and topped with those ingenious watermelon centerpieces that overflow with white roses and trailing ivy.

White folding chairs are arranged in neat rows facing the ceremony area, creating a traditional aisle that's been made from a long strip of artificial turf. The bright green creates a walkway that contrasts beautifully with the white chairs and the white roses that have been scattered along the sides.

The archway itself stands proud at the end. What started as a simple metal frame has been woven into a living sculpture of ivy, wild grape vines, and roses. It frames the view of the rolling farmland beyond, creating a natural backdrop for the ceremony that no venue could replicate. Torches line the walkway to the house, creating a path so guests will be able to find their way around later.

Beth hurries past me carrying the last of the empty boxes toward the barn, her face flushed with exertion. She's been incredible today—making phone calls, coordinating, running errands without complaint.

Marcus is doing a final sweep of the area, collecting stray pieces of wire, empty water bottles, and the scattered tools they’ve used throughout the day.

But what amazes me most isn't the physical transformation—it's watching Liv orchestrate the entire operation. She's been everywhere at once today, somehow maintaining her composure despite the impossible timeline.

Everything makes sense since our conversation at the arch. The armor she wears, the way she holds people at arm's length, the cynicism about love and marriage despite building a career around both. Andy didn't just break her heart—she shattered it.

Beth returns and stands back to survey our work. "Okay," she announces, brushing her hands on her jeans. "I think we're done. Everything looks great so I'm going to rush home and get ready."

Marcus checks his watch. "Yeah, I'll get cleaned up too."

They head off and I suppose I should do the same so I walk toward the house. My phone buzzes in my pocket just as I reach the hallway, and when I see Danny's name on the screen, I smile.

"Hey, buddy," I answer, leaning against the back door.

"Blair!" Danny's voice is bright with excitement. "Are you coming to visit today?"

It's the same question he asks every time he calls, even though I live in New York and he's in North Carolina. "No, I'm at a wedding today, but I'll visit next week. Is that okay?"

"Next week works," he says seriously, then pauses. "Wait… Are you getting married?"

"No, buddy," I say with a chuckle. "I'd never get married without you. I'm just here with a friend."

"Okay, good. Because remember what happened to cousin Mike when he got married? His wife made him sell his motorcycle and now he can only eat vegetables."

I laugh out loud. "I think there might be more to that story, Danny."

"Nope. She's very mean about vegetables. So you're coming next week for real?"

"For real. I'll take you to a game if the Orioles are playing at home."

"YES!" His excitement is infectious. "And we can get hot dogs and I can tell you all the new statistics I learned. Did you know that⁠—"

"Danny!" I hear Mom's voice in the background. "Tommy's at the door!"

"Oh! I gotta go, Blair. Tommy's here and we're gonna practice batting. Love you!"

The line goes dead as I head inside with a ridiculous grin on my face. As I walk toward the kitchen, I hear voices; Emma and Liv. I watch them through the door that is slightly ajar.

Emma looks radiant in a simple white dress with delicate lace sleeves. Her blonde hair has been swept up in an elegant updo with small white flowers tucked throughout, and her makeup is natural and glowing. She looks like every bride should look on her wedding day—happy, excited, and beautiful.

Two bridesmaids stand next to her in matching pale pink dresses, their hair styled in complementary updos. The hair stylist is putting the finishing touches on Emma's hair, adjusting a pin here and smoothing a strand there.

Liv stands across from her sister, still in the same dress and heels she's been wearing all day. There's a small twig caught in her dark hair, a streak of dirt across her left forearm, and several scratches on her legs from crawling through the woods collecting foliage. I watch her, unnoticed.

"Just let me have one little peek," Emma is saying, gesturing toward the curtained windows. "Please? It's hard to believe I'm actually getting married today after this morning's disaster. I won't believe it's real until I see it."

"Emma, no. Just trust me, okay? It's going to be nothing like you originally planned, but it will be beautiful. I don't want you to stress about anything or second-guess any of the decisions we had to make."

I choose that moment to step into the kitchen, and all eyes turn toward me.

"Look at you, Emma," I say. "David is a very lucky guy."

Emma's face lights up. "Thank you, Sailor. I'm actually excited now, after such a disastrous morning and stressful afternoon. None of this would be happening if it weren't for Liv." She turns to her sister with tears threatening to spill. "Seriously, Liv. I don't know how you did it, but you saved our wedding."

Liv waves off the praise, but I can see the emotion in her eyes. "It's what sisters do," she says simply.

Liv moves toward me, meeting my gaze with a smile that reaches all the way to her tired eyes. Her gaze drops briefly to my mouth before she says, "You were a star today. And well done on the cake." She turns back to Emma. "Did I tell you Sailor got the cake? She somehow made it happen."

Emma's eyes widen with gratitude as she looks at me. "Oh my God, really? Sailor, I can't believe how lucky I am to have such an amazing new sister-in-law."

I catch the brief flinch that crosses Liv's face at her sister's words just before she takes a small step away from me and straightens herself. "We only have about forty minutes," she says, checking her watch. "Mind if I shower first?"

"Why don't we share the shower, sugar plum?" I suggest with a grin.

Emma giggles and Liv's face flushes deep red. "Very funny," she says, tugging on my hand. "Come on, Romeo. We don't have time for that right now. You can use the bathroom after I'm done; I won’t be long."

As she leads me toward the stairs, Emma calls after us: "You two are adorable!"
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I'm supposed to be watching my sister getting married, but instead I'm cataloging potential problems. The officiant's microphone could use adjusting—he's holding it too close to his mouth and I can hear him breathing. I should have done a sound check with him, but there was no time. The archway is holding up beautifully despite the breeze that keeps rustling the ivy, and generally everything looks good, which means I should be able to relax and actually watch the ceremony.

Except I can't. And it doesn't help that Blair is sitting beside me in that midnight blue suit looking unreasonably good. No—not good. Hot.

"Dearly beloved," the officiant begins, and I force myself to focus on Emma and David standing beneath the archway.

Emma looks dazzling. There's no other word for it. Her face is glowing as she stares up at David, and tears of joy are threatening to spill down her cheeks. She cried when she first saw the transformed yard and now she's about to cry again as the officiant reads some traditional passage about love and commitment and the sacred bonds of marriage.

Sacred bonds. Right.

I check that the photographer is capturing the right angles. The catering staff should be finishing dinner prep right about now. We'll need to transition smoothly from ceremony to cocktail hour to dinner service, and that requires precise timing that⁠—

Focus, Liv. Focus on Emma.

I glance at Blair beside me. She's watching the ceremony intently, and when I study her profile, I'm startled to see her eyes look teary. Her jaw is tense, like she's trying to keep her emotions in check.

Really? She's getting emotional over this?

When she feels me looking at her, she turns and meets my gaze. That slow smile spreads across her face and it makes my stomach flutter.

I pegged Blair as the casual type who keeps things light and uncomplicated. The perfect choice for a weekend fling. Maybe I misjudged her. Maybe deep down, she's secretly a romantic. For some reason, that thought amuses me.

Emma's voice cuts through my mental spiral, and I realize they've moved to the personal vows they wrote for each other. Emma is speaking directly to David now, barely holding it together.

"David, you make me laugh every single day. You support my dreams even when they're impractical. You hold me when I'm scared and celebrate with me when I'm happy. You make me feel like the most important person in the world, and I promise to do the same for you for the rest of our lives."

Around me, I hear the telltale sounds of guests getting emotional. Sniffling. The rustle of tissues being pulled from purses. A bridesmaid behind me lets out an audible sob, and I resist the urge to ask if she needs medical attention. The emotional contagion at weddings is real—put seventy-five people in formal wear, add some flowers and romantic music, and suddenly everyone's crying like they've just watched Bambi's mother die.

Even Uncle Pete is crying, which is both touching and concerning since he's the same man who once told me emotions were "for city folk and Democrats." Aunt Carol is patting his shoulder while simultaneously filming everything on her iPad, because nothing says "live in the moment" like watching a wedding through a tablet screen. Mom is sniffling to my left—she's been shedding happy tears since we sat down.

My parents have been married for thirty-seven years. They seem happy enough, I suppose. They still laugh together, still hold hands sometimes when they think no one is watching. They've weathered financial struggles and health scares and the stress of raising two daughters with very different ideas about life. But they're the exception. They just got really fucking lucky.

David starts his vows, and his voice cracks on the first few words. "Emma, you changed my life the day I met you. You challenge me to be better, and you love me exactly as I am. I promise to tend your garden when you're too busy to water it, to dance with you in the kitchen, and to always, always choose you."

Tend her garden. Sure he would. I grin, and then immediately have to bite my lip to keep from laughing out loud. I wonder if he'll also promise to prune her bush and plant his seeds in her fertile soil.

I steal another glance at Blair and see her throat work as she swallows hard. Then she takes my hand and squeezes it.

Suddenly I'm remembering this morning—waking up with her warm body pressed against my back, her arm draped over my waist, her fingers splayed across my stomach. I've been so busy today that I haven't had time to analyze that. Have I completely ruined any chance of something happening between us? Or would she be interested if I tried to seduce her sober?

Two drinks maximum, I remind myself.

The officiant is saying something about rings now, and Emma and David fumble with the exchange. David's hands are shaking—from nerves or emotion, I can't tell. The photographer is crouched at an angle that's going to give him a herniated disc to capture it from below. Professionals should be invisible, not performing interpretive dance during the ceremony, but I don't think anyone notices as all eyes are on the bride and groom.

They look happy. Genuinely, radiantly happy. Like they can't imagine being anywhere else, with anyone else, doing anything else. Like this moment is the culmination of everything they've ever wanted.

I remember feeling that way once. God, I was naive.

"I now pronounce you husband and wife," the officiant announces, and everyone around me erupts into applause and cheers.

I snap back to the present, realizing I've missed the final moments entirely. Emma and David are kissing under the archway, and this is the moment where I'm supposed to spring into action.

I have responsibilities. I need to coordinate the receiving line. I need to make sure the photographer captures all the important family combinations. I need to shepherd everyone toward the reception area while the catering staff finishes the dinner setup.

"Liv!" Emma blows me a kiss while she walks back down the aisle with David and mouths "thank you". I blow her a kiss back, then turn to Blair who's still looking suspiciously misty-eyed.

"Are you crying?" I tease.

She wipes her eyes with the back of her hand, grinning sheepishly. "What can I say? Weddings get to me. Unlike some ice queens I know."

"Ice queen?" I arch an eyebrow. "That's a bit harsh. I orchestrated this entire romantic circus out of the pure goodness of my charitable heart."

Blair laughs. "Actually," she says, her voice dropping lower as she wraps an arm around me, "I don't think you're an ice queen at all. I think you're someone who feels everything so deeply that you have to pretend you don't feel anything at all."

I roll my eyes and wave her off. "Wow, that's very deep, Dr. Freud. Did you get your psychology degree from the gym?"

She grins. "Nice deflection, Boss."

"Whatever." I nudge her along. "Come on, we need to get to the champagne station. I have to wrangle the bridal party for photos and make sure the receiving line doesn't turn into chaos."
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The dinner service has wrapped up, the cake has been cut and served, and the guests are getting louder. I'm sitting at the head table, nursing a beer and watching the farm wedding in full swing. The remainder of Emma's three-tiered cake sits on a side table, white fondant roses scattered at the base. Kids are running between tables and Liv's Uncle Pete is telling increasingly inappropriate stories to anyone within earshot.

The band that was indeed booked for the wrong date but was luckily available today is positioned near the makeshift dance floor—a section of artificial turf. They're playing something slow and romantic while Emma and David prepare for their first dance as husband and wife.

I look at Liv beside me. She's been in motion all evening, coordinating the dinner service, managing the photographer, and making sure every single detail runs smoothly. But now, for the first time today, she's sitting still. Her shoulders have finally dropped and she's blowing out her cheeks like she needed a breather.

Emma beams as David takes her hand for their first dance. David whispers something in Emma's ear that makes her laugh, and she throws her head back with pure joy.

The band begins "At Last" by Etta James, and Emma melts into David's arms like she belongs there.

Bill Barnes wipes his eyes while Moira clutches his arm, both of them beaming.

There's something undeniably moving about watching two people who are genuinely, completely in love. I understand why Liv is cynical about marriage after what happened to her. Hell, I'd probably feel the same way if someone had betrayed me like that. But some people get it right.

The song ends, and the guests erupt into applause. Emma and David kiss, still swaying slightly to music that's no longer playing, lost in their own little world.

"Ladies and gentlemen," the lead singer announces into his microphone, "we'd like to invite you all to join the bride and groom for a dance."

This is my cue. I stand up and extend my hand toward Liv, who's still sitting and staring at her sister with an unreadable expression.

"Dance with me," I say.

She looks up at me with surprise, then shakes her head, almost shyly. "I can't. I should check on the catering staff, make sure they're handling the cleanup properly. And the photographer needs to get those family group shots we discussed, and⁠—"

"Nonsense," I interrupt, keeping my hand extended. "You're done for today. You've done more than enough, and everything's running smoothly. Besides," I add, "your family will expect us to dance. We're madly in love, remember?"

She hesitates for another moment, then takes my hand. "Fine. But just one song."

I lead her onto the dance floor, where several other couples are already swaying to the next song. When I turn to face Liv, I'm struck by how beautiful she looks. She's wearing a navy wrap dress with a low neckline that makes it a struggle to ignore her cleavage, and the tie accentuates her waist. Her dark hair has come slightly loose from its style, and there's a flush across her cheekbones.

I place one hand on her waist and take her other hand in mine, and she steps closer, her free hand resting on my shoulder. We start moving together, and I'm surprised by how naturally we fit. She follows my lead easily, like we've done this before.

"You did an incredible thing today," I tell her as we dance. She smells so good.

Liv shakes her head, looking embarrassed by the praise. "It was a team effort. You, Marcus, Beth, Mom and Dad, the florists⁠—"

"Just take the compliment," I interrupt her. "You turned a disaster into something beautiful."

She smiles, and the music wraps around us. Other couples move past us on the small dance floor, but I'm only aware of Liv. The way she feels in my arms. The warmth of her hand in mine. Her body inching closer and closer until we're aligned.

My thumb starts tracing small circles on her waist, and I watch her face to gauge her reaction. Her eyes flutter closed for just a moment. I let my hand drift lower on her back, enough that she has to know it's intentional. She doesn't pull away. If anything, she leans into the touch.

"They'd probably expect us to kiss too," I murmur, close enough to her ear that my lips are brushing against it.

She shivers. "Probably," she whispers.

I pull back a little. Her lips are parted, her eyes dark and focused on my mouth. The energy between us feels charged.

I tilt my head and kiss her softly. This isn't for show anymore. This is real, and the moment our lips touch, something shifts. She kisses me back, her hand tightening on my shoulder as she lets out a soft whimper.

It's over too quickly—appropriate for a public setting but nowhere near enough. When we break apart, she's looking at me with layered emotions I'm still deciphering. Want, definitely. But something else too. Surprise, maybe?

I'm not usually the type to get caught up in romantic moments. I've always been practical about relationships—enjoy them while they last, don't expect forever, and in the past five years, I haven't been in a committed relationship at all. But dancing under the stars with Liv, I feel something I haven't felt in a long time.

She's getting under my skin in ways I didn't expect. It's not just physical attraction—though God knows there's plenty of that. It's the way she transforms when she's in her element, the fierce loyalty she has for her family despite her cynicism about love, the vulnerability she tries so hard to hide.

The song ends, and around us couples start moving apart, but we stay frozen for a moment longer. My hand is still on her back, her hand still in mine, and I can feel her pulse racing where my thumb rests against her wrist.

"I should check on—" she starts.

"Everything's fine," I interrupt. "Your work here is done, Boss."

She looks around one more time, then back at me. "I suppose you're right."

"I'm always right," I say with a grin. "It's one of my most attractive qualities."

She laughs, then wraps her arms around my neck. "Along with your modesty, of course." Her smile softens as she looks at me. "Well, thank you for the dance, Sailor. This was nice."

"And thank you for that kiss," I say, my voice dropping lower. "That was more than nice." I lean closer and whisper, "You know, if you try to jump me again tonight, I won't say no."
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My skin is still tingling from Blair's touch, and that last comment of hers has left me feeling breathless. She knows exactly what effect she has on me.

I'm still trying to process her words—if you try to jump me again tonight, I won't say no—when Emma's voice cuts through my thoughts.

"Ladies! All the single ladies, gather 'round! It's time for the bouquet toss!"

I freeze mid-step, my hand in Blair's as we’re about to head back toward our table. This cannot be happening. Not now. Not when I'm already feeling off-balance and turned on and completely unable to think straight because of the woman beside me.

Before I can fully process what's happening, Emma is climbing onto one of the tables. Her wedding dress billows around her as she waves her bouquet in the air.

"Come on, ladies!" she shouts, her voice carrying across the yard. "Don't be shy!"

This is what I get for not paying attention. If I'd been in proper wedding planner mode instead of mentally undressing my fake girlfriend, I would have seen this coming from a mile away. I would have had an escape route planned, maybe even faked a sudden emergency with the catering staff.

But no. Instead, I was too turned on to notice every unmarried woman at this wedding has suddenly materialized around me.

"Oh hell no," I mutter under my breath. "Not happening."

But getting away from the dance area is like trying to swim upstream in a river of satin and determination. Beth brushes past me, bouncing with excitement. David's cousin elbows her way to the front and one of the bridesmaids repositions herself. More women materialize. Where were they five minutes ago? Were they just lurking in the shadows, waiting for this moment?

Emma turns around, facing away from us. "Ready?" she calls over her shoulder.

"No!" I mutter under my breath, walking away from the group.

I don't even look up as she throws, and only notice the bouquet when it hits me square in the nose.

"Ow," I say stupidly, as the bouquet bounces off me.

And then—because apparently my reflexes are faster than my common sense—I catch it. I catch the damn bouquet.

The crowd is looking at me and cheering with the kind of enthusiasm usually reserved for lottery winners or surprise pregnancy announcements. Filming phones appear from every direction as I'm standing there holding Emma's bouquet.

"Oh my God, Liv!" Emma squeals from her table-top throne. "You caught it! You're next!"

Next for what? I want to scream. Next to have my heart shattered by someone I trust? Next to stand in a wedding dress while my fiancée declares her love for someone else? No thank you.

But everyone is still clapping and taking pictures, and I can't exactly throw the bouquet back at my sister on her wedding day.

So I do what I do best: I fake it. I plaster on my most convincing smile—the one I use for difficult clients who want to change their color scheme three days before their wedding—and raise the bouquet in acknowledgment of the crowd's enthusiasm.

I make my way toward Blair, who has returned to the table and is watching this spectacle with an infuriatingly amused expression. Her eyes are dancing with laughter, and her mouth is curved in that teasing grin that makes me want to either kiss her or throw something at her. Maybe both.

"Don't," I warn her as I approach, still holding the bouquet away from me like evidence in a crime scene. "Don't say a word."

Her grin widens. "I have to admit, your bouquet-catching technique needs work. Most people use their hands, not their face."

"Fuck off," I mutter quietly. I glare at her, but it's hard not to laugh when she's looking at me like that.

Around us, the excitement of the bouquet toss is starting to die down. Emma has climbed down from her table and is being swept back onto the dance floor by David for another dance.

I kick off my heels for the second night in a row and sit next to Blair. Walking in stilettos on farmland is a lot more challenging than wearing them in a five-star venue, and I groan with relief. "God, I can barely take another step."

Blair lifts my feet onto her lap, and I shake my head.

"Don't. My feet are gross. They're probably swollen and⁠—"

"I love your gross feet," she interrupts, her hands working gentle circles into my arches.

I narrow my eyes at her suspiciously. "You're not one of those people with a foot fetish, are you? Because I'm not into toe-licking or whatever stuff foot people do."

She chuckles. "No foot fetish, I promise. But I'm curious—is toe-licking really the first place your dirty mind went?"

I snort with laughter. "Shut up and just... keep doing that. It’s actually really nice." I close my eyes. After the day I've had—the hangover, the crisis management, the running around, the emotional roller coaster—having someone take care of me feels foreign but wonderful.

Her hands are strong and sure, and I let out an involuntary moan of pleasure. When her hands slide higher, past my ankle to massage my calf, I shiver.

Heat shoots straight up my leg, and I'm suddenly very aware of how close we're sitting, how her touch becomes more exploratory.

"If you're this tired," she says, "how about we head to bed? You know, before your parents head up."

My lips part at her suggestive tone. "You want to lure me to bed for a toe-licking session?"

"As I said, that's not really what I'm into."

"Then what are you into?" I shoot her a flirty smile. Knowing the physical attraction is mutual makes me feel reckless.

"I like to be in charge," she says. There's something dangerous in her gaze, something that makes my pulse quicken.

"But everyone knows," I say, leaning forward, "that I'm The Boss."

Her hands slide slowly up my leg, past my calf to rest just above my knees. She squeezes my thighs, and I have to bite back a gasp. The touch is possessive, claiming, and sends fire racing through my veins. She locks her eyes with mine and whispers, "Not in my bed, you're not."
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"So," Liv says, leaning against the closed door. "We're really doing this."

It's not a question, but I answer anyway. "Looks like it."

The expression on her face makes my stomach flip. It's want, plain and simple. “It’s been a while for me.” She kicks off her heels.

"Then let me remind you how good it can be. I won’t disappoint you."

I take her hand, turn us around, and press her back against the door, my hands finding her wrists and pinning them above her head. Her breath hitches, and I watch her face, searching for any sign of hesitation or discomfort. Instead, I find her pupils dilated with need, and she’s licking her lips.

"Is this okay?" I ask.

Instead of answering, she arches her back, pressing herself against me and trying to close the distance between our mouths. But I pull back just enough to keep her from kissing me, holding her there against the door while desire soars between us.

"Blair," she whispers as she strains against my grip.

"Patience," I murmur, enjoying the way her eyes flash with arousal. "We have all night."

She tries again to reach my mouth, pushing herself up on her toes, but I keep pulling back. Her breathing is getting faster, more desperate, and I feel her body tense as I hold her there, suspended in anticipation.

Finally, when I can't stand the torture anymore either, I lean in and kiss her.

It's nothing like the careful, public kiss we shared on the dance floor. This is hungry, carnal, sexual frustration pouring out. She moans against my lips, and I swallow the sound greedily, deepening the kiss as she melts into me.

Her mouth is soft and warm and perfect, and when I trace her bottom lip with my tongue, she opens for me immediately. She tastes addictive and intoxicating as she strains against my hold, wanting to touch me. I’m not going to let her. Not yet.

"Fuck," she gasps when I break away to trail kisses along her jaw. "I've been thinking about this all day."

"Have you?" I murmur against her throat where her pulse is racing. When I scrape my teeth over her skin, she pushes her pelvis into mine with a moan that makes my control slip.

"Since last night," she admits breathlessly. “No. Since Thursday night.”

I work my way down her neck, tasting her skin, breathing in the scent of her perfume. When I reach the spot where her shoulder meets her neck, I bite down gently, and she cries out.

"Fuck, Blair."

I release her wrists finally, and immediately her hands are on me, sliding over my shoulders, down my breasts, finding the buttons of my shirt. But before she can get very far, I catch her hands again and turn her around so she's facing the door.

"What are you—" she starts, but her words cut off in a sharp intake of breath when I press myself against her from behind, pulling at the tie that keeps her wrap dress closed.

"You first," I tell her, my mouth close to her ear. "How long has it been?"

"What?" Her voice is breathless, distracted.

"Since someone touched you like this." I open her dress at the front and slide my hands around her waist and inside it, trailing up to cup her breasts. They’re small and full and her nipples are rock hard. She’s not wearing a bra and that discovery makes me squirm.

She’s barely able to answer through her moans when I massage them. "Two… two years," she manages.

"Two years is a long time," I murmur against her ear. "So we have two years to make up for in a single night. I’ll take that challenge, Boss."

I slide the dress off her shoulders and it falls to the ground. When I step back, she turns around, and something between a gasp and a moan escapes me.

Her breasts are beautiful with dusky pink nipples, and her skin is pale and smooth. She's only wearing a pair of black lace panties that sit low on her hips.

"You’re killing me," I say, drinking in the sight of her. I need a moment to regain some control, and seeing her near-naked again is making it impossible to think clearly.

She fumbles with the buttons of my shirt while my hands move to her waist, spanning the narrow curve, and I lean in to kiss her neck before trailing my mouth up to her ear. When I bite down on her earlobe, she whimpers.

"You like that?" I whisper, my breath making her shiver.

"Uh-huh," she gasps, pushing herself against me.

I kiss her hard while sliding a hand into her panties to cup her sex. She’s wet. So wet. And she gasps, almost cries as I drag my fingers through her heat. It’s intense. The kiss, her arousal, my own pulsing need.

Liv grinds against my hand and the sounds she makes drive me insane. She struggles to release the last shirt button, then slides the shirt off me and unbuttons my pants.

I reluctantly remove my hand from her panties to pull them down. She steps out of them, and I step out of my pants.

Liv stares at my body, only covered by a sports bra and boxers, and I remove them, stripping before her.

For a beat, we take each other in. And then we clash together again in a searing kiss, our hands roaming, our bodies pressing. Her skin against mine feels crazy good, and I’m unable to wait any longer.

"Get on the bed," I command, and she obeys immediately, sliding onto the sheets and looking up at me with those hungry eyes.

I climb over her, straddling her hips, and lean down to capture her mouth. Her hands slide up my sides, over my ribs, to my breasts. When her thumbs brush over my nipples, I moan at the flash of arousal that shoots between my thighs.

I kiss her neck, her collarbone, moving down to take one perfect nipple into my mouth. The sound she makes when I swirl my tongue around the sensitive peak is beautiful, and I lavish attention on both breasts until she's writhing beneath me.

Liv’s fingers thread through my hair, holding me there. I take my time, savoring every moan, every shiver that runs through her body.

I move lower, kissing my way down her stomach, feeling her muscles tense beneath my lips. When I reach the thin strip of hair between her thighs, I inch back and spread her legs apart to reveal all of her. She's glistening, pink, and I'm dizzy with want.

I lower my head and run my tongue through her folds in one long, slow stroke. She tastes incredible. Her back arches off the bed with a strangled cry.

"Oh, God," she gasps, her fingers tightening in my hair.

I take my time exploring her, discovering what makes her moan, what makes her whimper. When I circle her clit with my tongue, her thighs begin to tremble.

I slip one finger inside her while sucking her clit into my mouth. She groans, and when I add a second, stretching her gently, she moans loudly, her hips moving restlessly like she doesn’t know what to do with herself.

I want all of her all at once, and I wish I knew how. Shifting so I’m straddling one thigh, I move back up to her mouth to kiss her while I fuck her. Slowly first, then harder, faster, deeper when she begs for it with her body. My mouth on hers, skin against skin, my fingers inside her, I grind against her thigh because I can’t take the pressure that's building between my own legs.

She’s close; I can feel it in her increasingly frantic movements, her moans muffled by our kiss. And then she suddenly lets out a groan and tenses, and I curl my fingers and grind harder into her thigh, my juices covering her skin as I let go myself.

We cry out, my mouth pressing harder against hers as we ride through our shared climax together. My body is trembling, every nerve ending electric and alive as I collapse against her.

Ragged breathing fills the room that smells like damp skin and perfume and sex.

"Jesus Christ," she finally whispers, her voice raspy and spent. "That was..."

"Worth the two-year wait?" I finish for her, lifting my head to look at her face.

"Understatement of the century," she says with a breathless laugh. Her hair is a wild mess, cheeks flushed, lips swollen from our kisses. She looks utterly ravished, and knowing I did that to her makes me feel a little smug.

“Well, that wasn’t nearly enough to make up for two years.” I bite my lip and shoot her a wicked grin. “I’m going to make you come again, and again, and again.”
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Fuck. This woman is insatiable and I’m not complaining. I’m achy in all the right places and I feel spent and immensely relaxed.

After Andy, I was too raw to even consider dating or having casual sex. Then came the rebound phase—a few women, a few weeks each, nothing serious. Or so I thought. Turned out they had different ideas. They wanted dinner dates that turned into weekend plans, weekend plans that turned into meeting friends, meeting friends that turned into conversations about the future. Every time, I'd pull back and watch the hurt flash across their faces when they realized I meant it about keeping things casual. Eventually, it seemed easier to just stop dating altogether. Work became my excuse, my shield, my entire identity. I didn't need a partner. I didn't need anyone.

Blair shifts behind me. She’s spooning me with one arm thrown across my waist. I should probably move, put some distance between us now that the heat of the moment has passed. But her body is warm and solid against mine, and honestly, I'm too satisfied to care about maintaining boundaries. My thighs are still trembling, my skin hypersensitive. It's been so long since I felt this physically good, this thoroughly spent. I stretch, feeling muscles I'd forgotten I had, and Blair's hand moves up to my breast, her thumb skimming my nipple.

I dozed off earlier but her touch jolts me wide awake again. Is she doing that in her sleep? Or is she awake, wanting more? It doesn’t matter; it feels good, so I close my eyes and enjoy her caress.

My nipple hardens and when she cups my breast fully, I let out a quiet moan.

“So you’re awake,” she murmurs, pressing a kiss to my shoulder.

“I am now.”

Blair chuckles. “Want me to back off and let you rest?” While she says it, her hand slides lower between my legs and I’m getting wet all over again. She has no intention of letting me rest and I couldn’t care less.

“No.” I smile even though she can’t see me. “Two years, remember?” No woman I’ve been with made me feel anything close to this, physically. Not even Andy.

She strokes me while she kisses my neck and I arch my back and tilt my head, moaning softly. My parents will be in bed by now and I don’t want to wake them. Or maybe we already did earlier; time has passed in a blur.

“You have endless stamina,” I whisper, moaning again when she slides a finger up and down my clit. “But I suppose you would have, given you’re a personal trainer.”

Blair’s movements stop for a beat, like she’s suddenly thrown off her game, but then she grabs my shoulder and turns me around onto my back.

“I am indeed.” She drapes herself over me, and her weight on top of me feels so good. “I can go on for days.”

A mischievous smile plays around her lips as she shifts, wedging one leg between my thighs before she starts grinding into me.

I gasp at the sensation of her pussy rubbing against my heat. The friction is incredible, intense in a way that makes my toes curl. Her body moves in sync with mine and she knows exactly how to position herself for maximum pleasure. I reach up to cup her breasts, thumbing her nipples as she rocks against me.

A delicious pressure builds with each roll of her hips. My hands find her ass, pulling her closer, urging her to press harder.

"You feel amazing," I gasp, my hips rising to meet hers.

“Shhh….” Blair's eyes are hooded, her lips parted as she watches me beneath her. “Quiet, Boss. We don’t want to wake your parents…”

She increases her pace, and I’m already building toward another climax. I'm so sensitive from before, but somehow I want more of her, want everything she can give me. She’s wet, slippery, like me, and each time she thrusts I have to bite back a moan.

"God, Blair," I breathe, my head falling back against the pillow.

"You like this?" she asks, though she clearly knows the answer from the way I'm moving beneath her.

"Yes," I hiss through clenched teeth, trying to keep quiet. "Don't stop."

Blair starts grinding in tight circles, and I'm right there on the edge. The friction is exquisite torture. I grip her hips, my fingers digging into her skin as I fight to stay quiet.

"Come with me," she murmurs, her words pushing me even closer. "I want to feel you come apart with me."

I nod because I can’t speak anymore and she gives one last hard and long thrust. The tension snaps, and I'm flying apart, my body convulsing. I bite down on my lip so hard I taste blood, trying to muffle the sounds I'm making.

She climaxes too but doesn't stop, working me through the aftershocks until I'm trembling and oversensitive. Only then does she collapse on top of me, pressing kisses to my cheek.

I wrap my arms around her and hold her tight. A part of me—the part that's still floating in post-orgasmic bliss—wishes this wasn't just for the weekend because I could get used to this. But that's just the endorphins talking. Good sex makes people stupid.

Blair rolls off me eventually, but keeps one leg tangled with mine, like she's not quite ready to let go completely. I stare at the ceiling, at the glow-in-the-dark stars I stuck up there when I was fourteen. They're still glowing faintly, a remnant of when I believed in things that don't fade. I count twenty-one stars before exhaustion finally takes over and sleep pulls me under.
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Liv is curled into my side, her head on my breast, one leg thrown over mine. Her dark hair is spread across my shoulder, and her breathing is deep and even against my skin.

We're both naked, tangled, and there's something profoundly intimate about this moment—more intimate than the incredible sex we had last night. This quiet morning cocoon feels so real it scares me.

A strange melancholy settles over me as I realize this is our last morning here. Tonight we'll be back in Manhattan, and this entire weekend will become just a memory. The thought bothers me more than it should. When I agreed to this arrangement, I thought it would be a fun distraction, a brief entertainment to break up the monotony of my empty days. I didn't expect to feel... whatever this is I'm feeling now.

Liv presses closer and she nuzzles into my neck.

"Good morning," she mumbles. The shy smile that follows makes my heart flutter.

"Good morning, beautiful." I brush a strand of hair away from her face.

She stretches, a yawn escaping her as she looks up at me. "What time is it?" she asks, though she doesn't seem particularly concerned about the answer.

I glance at the bedside clock over her shoulder. "Almost nine. Should we get up?"

"No," she says, snuggling closer. "Let's stay in bed a little longer. The brunch Mom organized isn't until eleven." She rubs her eyes. "We're getting together with Emma, David, and the extended family that came from different states. Just because we never get to see them, you know? We're meeting at a farm-to-table restaurant not far from here. I think there will be around twenty people."

"Okay," I say, stroking her cheek. "Should I dress up?"

"No, it’s super casual."

I can't resist leaning in to capture her lips in a slow, lazy kiss. It's different from last night's desperate passion—gentler, more tender, but no less affecting. When we break apart, there’s something vulnerable in her eyes.

"Blair?" she says.

"Yes?"

She shakes her head then, looking away. "Never mind."

"No, tell me," I say, cupping her chin to face me. "What is it?"

Liv hesitates, her teeth worrying her bottom lip in a way that's both adorable and distracting because it makes me want to kiss her senseless.

"Would you like to meet up when we're back in New York?" She pauses, then adds hastily, "I mean, we're obviously good in bed together, so maybe we could... you know. Meet up for a bit of fun sometimes."

I grin at her attempt to make it sound casual. "Are you asking me to be your booty call?"

Her face flushes a beautiful shade of pink, and she looks mortified. "God, when you put it like that, it sounds terrible."

"How about I take you on a date first?" I suggest.

"A date?" she repeats, her eyes widening like the concept is foreign to her.

"Yeah, dinner, maybe a movie." She's still staring at me, so I add, "You know what a date is, right?"

"Stop it." She gives me a playful nudge. "Yes, I know what a date is, and yes... Why not?"

"Really? You want to go on a date with me? With a broke personal trainer?"

She laughs. "Actually, yeah. I would."

"Great," I say, relieved she brought it up. If she hadn't, I would have gone to great lengths to see her again one way or another.

When she looks at me, she sees someone she's attracted to, someone she enjoys spending time with, someone she wants to get to know better. She doesn't see dollar signs or opportunity or a ticket to a more luxurious lifestyle. She just sees me—or at least, the version of me I've chosen to show her.

It feels good to know for certain that someone likes me for who I am, not what I have. And the fact that that someone is Liv—brilliant, complicated Liv who doesn't trust easily and has every reason to be cynical—makes it even more meaningful.

I should tell her the truth right now. I should explain that I'm not actually a struggling personal trainer, that I can afford to take her to any restaurant in the city or anywhere in the world for that matter.

She's been vulnerable with me in ways I don't think she's been with anyone in years, and here I am, still lying to her about the most basic facts of my existence. The guilt gnaws at me, but I push it down. I'll tell her when we're back in New York. Back in reality. Now is not the right time.

Before I can say any more, she's kissing me again, her mouth soft and eager. This time there's more heat behind it, her tongue sliding against mine as her hand begins to wander over my breasts. My body responds, awakening under her touch.

"Liv," I murmur, though I make no move to stop her as her hand trails lower.

"Mmm?" she hums, nipping at my bottom lip.

"Your parents," I manage.

"They'll be up by now. They can't hear us downstairs," she says, her hand finding its destination with confident strokes that make my vision blur. "Besides, after last night, I think you need to be reminded of who's The Boss."
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The Harvest Table sits in what used to be a nineteenth-century dairy barn, its exposed wooden beams creating a rustic elegance that Instagram influencers would kill for. Tall windows have been cut into the old structure, flooding the space with natural light and offering views of rolling farmland.

Twenty-three of us are crowded around a long harvest table. Emma glows with post-wedding happiness at the head, still wearing that dreamy smile that hasn't left her face since yesterday. David sits beside her, one hand resting on hers, the other gesturing as he talks about their honeymoon plans. It's a happy, relaxed gathering.

And Blair—God, Blair, or rather Sailor, fits into this scene like she was born for it.

She's sitting to my right, dressed in dark jeans and a navy henley that accentuates her trim body. She's been here for twenty minutes and already has my cousin's eight-year-old son teaching her some complicated handshake, Aunt Margaret asking for her opinion on just about everything, and Dad deep in conversation about how property prices are going these days.

I stare at her over my mimosa. How does a personal trainer know about the property market? I flip through everything I know about her—which, I'm realizing, is surprisingly little. She grew up in North Carolina, has a brother with Down syndrome she's close to, lost her father young. But the details are sparse, and most of what I know came from that thin dossier she provided. Meanwhile, she knows everything about me, right down to my irrational fear of butterflies.

"Livvy, you've been awfully quiet this morning," Mom observes from across the table. "You must be exhausted after all that wedding planning yesterday."

"Just enjoying listening to everyone," I say, taking a sip. I'm having trouble concentrating on the conversations because my body is still humming from this morning's activities. And last night. God, we had so much sex, it's ridiculous. I really did make up for two years.

I smile and try to focus on Emma.

"David booked a helicopter tour of the volcanoes," she says, leaning into him.

"That sounds amazing," I say. "You two are going to have the best time."

"What about you two?” Mom asks. “Any travel plans coming up?"

I freeze, my fork with eggs benedict halfway to my mouth. We haven't discussed this part of the story—what happens after the wedding, what our fake relationship looks like going forward. But Blair doesn't miss a beat.

"We're thinking about a long weekend somewhere," she says smoothly. "Maybe the Finger Lakes region. Liv's been working so hard lately; she deserves some time to relax."

The natural way she says it sends a little thrill through me and I remind myself this is pretend. Just because we might hook up in New York or go on a few dates doesn't mean this is more than a bit of fun. And that's all I want, right? Casual?

Still, watching her charm my family, seeing how effortlessly she fits into this world of farm-to-table brunches and multigenerational conversations, I can almost imagine what it would be like if this were real.

"The Finger Lakes are beautiful in the fall," Aunt Carol chimes in. "Very romantic."

Blair brings my hand to her lips, pressing a soft kiss to my knuckles that makes several of my female relatives sigh audibly. "I’m sure we’ll have many romantic getaways in our future," she says. “I adore Liv.”

The performance is flawless, but something in her expression suggests it's not entirely an act. It affects me and I know I'm in trouble. Big trouble.

I'm falling for her. It's not just lust, not just physical attraction. I'm falling for her easy laugh, her genuine interest in my family, the way she makes me feel protected and desired and understood all at once.

What if this turned into something more? I'd have to tell my family the truth eventually. That her name isn't really Sailor—though honestly, that might be a relief. That she's not in finance, that she lives in a shared apartment, that she struggles to make rent. Would they care? Would I?

A few weeks ago, the answer would have been yes. Status mattered, financial stability mattered, the ability to match my lifestyle mattered. But now, none of that feels important anymore. I never needed someone to take care of me but I preferred someone who matched me. Blair gives me other things, though. She makes me laugh, challenges me, sees through my armor and likes me anyway.

I excuse myself to use the restroom, weaving between tables of happy Sunday brunchers. The restaurant is busy—apparently the word has gotten out about their organic omelets and locally sourced everything.

I'm almost at the back hallway when I see her.

Andy.

She's sitting at a two-top near the window, her profile illuminated by the sun. Her auburn hair is shorter now, cropped just below her ears, and she's wearing jeans and a green sweater. Her favorite color.

Across from her, laughing at something Andy just said, is Rachel.

The world tilts. My feet stop moving of their own accord, and I'm frozen in the middle of the restaurant like a deer in headlights. My chest tightens, making it hard to breathe. I can hear my own heartbeat pounding in my ears, drowning out the ambient chatter and clinking silverware.

They're still together. After everything—after destroying our relationship, after humiliating me in front of sixty people, after making me question every instinct I'd ever had about love and trust—they're still together. Sitting in a restaurant thirty minutes from my parents' farm, having brunch like a normal couple.

Andy reaches across the table and takes Rachel's hand, her thumb stroking across her knuckles in a gesture so familiar it makes my stomach lurch. She used to do that to me.

I need to move. I need to either go to the restroom or go back to my table, but I can't do either because my legs have apparently forgotten how to function.

And then Andy looks up.

Her eyes meet mine, and recognition dawns across her face. Her smile falters and Rachel turns to look too. Rachel, who used to be my best friend. My ride or die. Now they're both staring at me with matching expressions of shock and—what is that? Guilt? Embarrassment? Or maybe I'm just projecting.

Move, Liv. Do something.

Andy raises her hand in an awkward half-wave, like we're old acquaintances who ran into each other at a coffee shop. Like she didn't tell another woman she loved her on our wedding day. Like she didn't kiss her while I was waiting to walk down the aisle.

Something hot and sharp rises in my chest. Anger. Pure, clean anger that cuts through the shock and the hurt and the humiliation. I don't wave back. I don't smile. I just hold her gaze for a long moment, letting her see that I see her, that I remember everything, that I haven't forgotten.

Then I head for the restrooms.

I’m shaking when I return to our table. I slide back into my seat next to Blair, reaching for my mimosa and draining it in one long swallow.

"Hey." Blair's voice is concerned as her hand finds my knee under the table. "What's wrong? You look like you've seen a ghost."

"Something like that," I manage, nodding toward the back of the restaurant. "That’s Andy." The name tastes bitter on my tongue. "And Rachel."

Andy is watching us, her eyes fixed on me.

“Oh…” Blair stiffens beside me as she takes in the pair. "Do you want to leave?" she asks quietly. "We can make an excuse. Say you're not feeling well."

I shake my head, though part of me desperately wants to flee. "No. I'm not going to let her ruin anything anymore."

Blair nods and hesitates for a beat before she asks, “How does it feel, seeing her again?”

I consider the question. "Honestly? I don't feel what I expected to feel." I glance toward them again, then back at Blair. "No jealousy. No longing. I don't look at Rachel and wish it were me sitting there. I just feel... angry. Angry that she gets to sit there and hold hands with the woman she chose over me, like what she did to me was just collateral damage on the way to her happy ending."

Blair squeezes my hand but doesn't interrupt.

"I'm over her," I continue, surprised by how true it feels. "I really am. I don't want her back.” I look at Blair. “I’m thinking I should feel something about the fact that they made it work. Relief that it wasn't pointless? Resentment that it paid off for her?" I shake my head. "I don't care enough to decide. They're just... two people who chose each other. It doesn't have anything to do with me anymore.”

“You don’t have to downplay it,” Blair says. “It’s okay to be upset. This must be so traumatic for you.”

I shrug. “I suppose. Being in the same room as them makes my body remember things my mind has moved past. It's like a reflex. Fight or flight." I exhale slowly. “But I’m okay. I can ignore them.”

"Good," she says, wrapping her arms around me and kissing my forehead. “You’re not alone. You have me. And if you want to leave at any moment, I promise you, I can get us back to New York in no time.”

I close my eyes and breathe in her scent. "Thank you," I whisper. “I’m really glad I met you.”
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Liv’s shoulders are squared with determination. She's handling this better than most people would—seeing their ex and the woman they cheated with, having brunch like nothing ever happened. But there’s tension in her jaw and her fingers grip her mimosa glass a little too tightly.

Andy is still stealing glances at our table. Part of me wants to march over there and tell her exactly what I think of someone who could do that to another person on their wedding day. And Rachel—God, Rachel might be worse. She was Liv's best friend. Her maid of honor.

A thought surfaces that I'm not proud of: if Andy hadn't done what she did, Liv would be married right now. She'd be someone's wife, living some other life, and I would never have met her. I wouldn't know what it feels like to wake up with her, or to watch her eyes light up when she laughs, or to see her transform into a force of nature when everything falls apart around her. The selfish part of me is grateful for a betrayal that broke another woman's heart.

"You okay?" I ask her.

Liv nods, then leans close, lowering her voice to a whisper. "Even if this is just casual," she says, "promise me you'll never lie to me."

I swallow hard, guilt clawing at my insides. "It doesn't feel that casual to me anymore," I admit.

She pulls back to look at me, her dark eyes searching my face.

I need to tell her. Right now. I need to take her outside, away from her family and the noise and Andy's watchful gaze and confess everything. The fake name, the fake job, the money, all of it. She deserves to know who I really am before this goes any further.

I'm about to suggest we step outside when my phone buzzes. I glance at the screen—a North Carolina number I don't recognize. Probably a spam call, but with Mom and Danny back home, I can never ignore them.

"I'm sorry," I say, pushing back my chair. "I need to take this."

I weave between tables toward the restaurant's entrance and answer.

"Ms. Davis?" a woman asks. "This is Dr. Sarah Marshall at Wake Forest Baptist Medical Center. I'm calling about your brother Daniel."

My stomach drops. "What happened? Is he okay?"

"Daniel sustained a significant head injury. From what we understand, he was struck in the head with a baseball bat."

"What?" The word comes out strangled. I have to lean against the wall to stay upright. "A baseball bat?"

"He has a skull fracture and is currently unconscious. We've induced a medical coma to reduce brain swelling and minimize further damage."

A coma. My brother is in a coma. "How... how serious is this?"

"We've discovered some internal bleeding around the brain—a subdural hematoma. He's in surgery right now. Our neurosurgical team is working to relieve the pressure and stop the bleeding."

Surgery. Brain surgery. I close my eyes, trying to process what she's telling me. "How long will the surgery take?"

"These procedures typically take two to four hours, depending on the extent of the injury. I want to be honest with you, Ms. Davis—the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours will be critical. Head injuries like this can be unpredictable."

"What does that mean? Unpredictable?"

"It means we won't know the full extent of any potential complications until he's stable and we can run more comprehensive tests. The good news is that he's young and otherwise healthy, which works in his favor. But with traumatic brain injuries, we have to take things one step at a time. Your mother is already here. She asked me to call you to explain the situation."

"I'll be there as soon as I can," I say.

"Okay. When you arrive, ask for the neurological ICU. We'll have more information once the surgery is complete.”

I end the call and immediately dial Sam, my assistant. She answers on the first ring.

"Blair?"

"Sam, I need your help. Danny's been in an accident. He's at Wake Forest Baptist in North Carolina. I need a helicopter and a plane. Now. I’m in Maryland, somewhere near Crayfield."

"On it," she says without hesitation. "Where are you exactly?"

I give her the restaurant's name and location and add, "There's a harvested field behind the building. I’ll ask if the helicopter can land there."

"Give me five minutes."

While I wait, my phone buzzes again. Mom.

"Blair." Her voice is thick with tears, barely holding together. "Did the hospital call you?"

"Just now," I say. "They told me he's in surgery."

"What if he doesn't make it? I'm so scared. There was so much blood..."

"Mom, I need you to calm down," I say as gently as I can while fighting my own panic. "Tell me what happened. How did he get hit with a bat?"

"It was an accident," she chokes out between sobs. "He was playing with Tommy—you remember Tommy from down the street? They were just practicing batting, taking turns. Danny was so excited because his swing was getting better." Her voice breaks completely. "Tommy was swinging and Danny must have leaned forward, and the bat caught him right in the head."

I sigh. A stupid, random accident. Danny's always been clumsy—tripping over his own feet, walking into glass doors, misjudging distances. When he was younger, we hovered constantly, trying to cushion every potential fall. But eventually we had to let him live his own life. We had to let him walk to work alone, hang out with friends unsupervised, make his own mistakes. I just never thought one of those mistakes could be this catastrophic.

"There was so much blood, Blair," Mom says again. "He was just lying there, and Tommy was screaming for help. I thought he was gone. I thought my baby was gone."

My throat tightens. "Mom, listen to me. Danny's in good hands. The doctors know what they're doing, and he's strong. He's going to be okay. We have to believe that."

"But what if⁠—"

"No what-ifs," I interrupt, trying to project a confidence I don't feel. "Danny's a fighter. You know that. Where are you now?"

"I'm in the waiting room. John just got here."

Good. My stepfather will be able to calm her down.

My phone buzzes—Sam calling back. "Mom, I have to go. I'm arranging a flight and I'll be there as soon as I can, okay? I love you."

"I love you too, sweetheart. Please hurry."

I switch calls. "Sam, tell me you have something."

“Yes.” Sam clears her throat. “The helicopter will be with you in twenty minutes. The service we keep on retainer had an aircraft nearby, so you got lucky. It'll take you to BWI where I've chartered a jet that can get you to Winston-Salem Regional in under an hour. Total travel time should be just under three hours."

"Thank you, Sam."

"There'll be a car waiting to take you to the hospital. Anything else?"

"I'll let you know."

As I end the call, I see Liv watching me through the window, her face creased with concern. I raise my hand to acknowledge her and point to my phone. She nods.

All I can think about is Danny's voice on the phone yesterday, asking when I was coming to visit. "Next week," I promised him—the same promise I've been making for months while I filled my empty days with meaningless distractions. This time I really meant it. I should have been there moreShould have made time for him. The thought of losing him now, of never getting another chance to hear him laugh is devastating, and I've never been so afraid.
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Iwatch Blair through the windows as she paces outside, one hand running through her hair in a gesture I'm beginning to recognize as stress. She's on the phone for a long time—one call, then another, then another.

"Everything alright?" Mom asks, following my gaze.

"I don't know… I'm sure it's fine," I say, though uncertainty gnaws at me. She’s been on and off the phone for a while now. Could it be another woman? Great. Now I'm getting jealous.

Finally, Blair ends her last call and heads back inside. Instead of returning to our table, she goes straight to the manager. They have a brief conversation, and he nods, gesturing toward the back of the restaurant. Then she moves to lean against the wall near the entrance, typing furiously on her phone, her brow furrowed in concentration.

I try to focus on the conversation at our table—something about Emma and David's honeymoon itinerary—but I keep glancing toward her. She's still typing, occasionally pausing to read something on her screen before typing again.

Minutes pass. She doesn't look up. She doesn't come back to the table.

I can't take it anymore. Isn't this what a real girlfriend would do? Go and find out what's happening?

I excuse myself from the table and make my way toward her.

"Is everything okay?" I ask. "You look upset."

She shakes her head, her expression tight with worry. "It's Danny. He's had an accident. He's in the hospital."

"Oh, Blair…" My stomach drops. "Is he going to be okay?"

"I don't know," she says, running a hand through her hair again. "I'm so sorry, but I have to leave."

"Of course," I say immediately. "I can call you a cab to the airport⁠—"

"No need, I've already taken care of it." Her phone buzzes and she glances at the screen. "Sorry, I have to take this." She heads back outside, pressing the phone to her ear.

I turn to the manager, who's still standing nearby.

"Excuse me," I say. "Do you know if the taxi is on its way? For my girlfriend?"

The manager frowns. "A taxi? No, Ms. Davis’s assistant arranged for a helicopter. It should be landing shortly."

I blink. "Ms. Davis?"

"Yes." He glances at his notes. "Ms. Blair Davis. She has a retainer with a private aviation service. I’ve just given them permission to land in the field."

“But she’s…” My voice trails off as my mind starts spinning. Davis. Not Miller. An assistant. And a helicopter. A private aviation retainer.

I'm still trying to process this when Blair pushes back through the entrance. Her eyes are red-rimmed, her jaw tight. She strides directly to me, cups my face in her hands, and kisses me.

The kiss happens so fast I barely register it. One second I'm standing here, utterly confused from what the manager just told me, and the next her mouth is on mine. My hands instinctively reach up to touch her face, but she pulls away and steps back.

"I'll explain everything when we're back in New York, okay? I promise," she says, clearly panicked. "I have to get to the hospital."

"Wait," I manage. "Blair⁠—"

But she's running through the restaurant, heading for the back exit. She bursts through the rear doors.

My cousin Jake is staring after her with raised brows. The rest of my family has stood up now.

"What's going on?" Mom asks as I approach her.

"Her brother’s in hospital," I say. "In North Carolina."

Blair crosses the terrace, jumps over the fence, then continues to run toward the middle of the field.

"Uh, hate to break it to her," Jake says, "but North Carolina's the other way."

I shoot him a look that could kill. "It's not funny, Jake."

"I'm just saying," Jake holds up his hands defensively. "If she's planning to run the whole way, she'll need directions."

That's when I hear it. A low, rhythmic thumping that's getting louder by the second, coming from somewhere overhead.

"Well, I'll be damned," Grandma Ruth mutters. "Would you look at that."

"Holy fuck," Uncle Pete says, and nobody bothers to scold him for the language because we're all staring like kids watching a parade.

The helicopter appears—sleek and black with blinking navigation lights. It circles once, then begins to descend toward the exact spot where Blair is waving.

The downdraft from the rotors flattens the field in a wide circle. Even through the closed doors, the thunderous roar of the engine is deafening.

The aircraft touches down and Blair sprints toward it. The rotors are still spinning when she yanks open the door. For just a split second, she turns back toward the restaurant—toward us—and even from this distance I can see her scanning the windows.

Then she climbs inside, the door closes, and the helicopter lifts off. Within seconds, it's just another set of blinking lights in the distance, disappearing toward the south.

The silence that follows is absolute. Nobody speaks. We just stand there staring out at the empty field.

I sink into my chair while my heart hammers against my ribs.

"She must be doing really well for herself," Uncle Pete mumbles, scratching his head. "Those things cost thousands of dollars an hour."

I try to calculate the timeline, to make sense of what just happened. Blair got that first phone call twenty minutes ago? Thirty at the most? And within that timeframe, she arranged for a helicopter to pick her up in rural Maryland? Who is this woman?

I thought I knew parts of her—the struggling personal trainer, the woman who was sweet and funny and seemed genuinely interested in me. The woman who kissed me like it meant something. But personal trainers don't have helicopters on speed dial. And her last name isn’t Miller.

I start to catalogue all the small inconsistencies I ignored—her expensive-looking clothes, her knowledge of wine, the way she handled the cake situation so easily, her familiarity with property prices.

The betrayal hits me sharp and sudden, like a knife between my ribs. It reminds me of my wedding day. That sickening realization that everything I thought I knew was wrong. She's not who she said she was. She's someone else entirely.

Embarrassment creeps in alongside the betrayal. My family is going to find out I brought a complete stranger to Emma's wedding, that I've been lying to them about having a girlfriend. They're going to realize I don't know anything about this woman—not her job, not her background, not even her real name.

I look up and realize everyone in the restaurant is staring at me. My family, the other diners, the staff. And at their table by the window, Andy and Rachel are watching too.

I can't sit here and face their questions. I can't explain what's going on. A familiar urge hits me, the same one I felt standing in that wedding dress years ago—the desperate need to run.

"I'm sorry," I say, grabbing my purse. "I have to go."
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The neurological ICU is a maze of beeping machines, hushed conversations, and the antiseptic smell that coats everything in hospitals. I've been sitting in this same uncomfortable chair for ten hours now, watching the rhythmic rise and fall of Danny's chest.

The doctors removed the breathing tube this morning—a good sign, they said. His brain swelling has gone down significantly, and all the monitors show stable vitals. But he hasn't woken up yet, and every hour that passes feels like an eternity.

Mom sits on the other side of Danny's bed, her hand wrapped around his like she's trying to anchor him to consciousness through sheer force of will. She hasn't slept since I arrived, despite John's gentle attempts to convince her to rest in the family lounge.

John himself dozed fitfully in the reclining chair by the window for a few hours, but he's awake now, making his third trip to the cafeteria to bring us coffee.

Danny looks smaller here, his face pale against the white pillowcase. There's a bandage covering half his head where they drilled the burr holes to relieve the pressure, and the bruising around his eyes has deepened to a shade of purple-black. But he's breathing on his own, and Dr. Marshall assured us that's significant progress.

I keep thinking about our phone conversation, about how excited he was about baseball practice.

I've been so stupid. I spent months complaining about having nothing meaningful to do while Danny was here living each day with genuine joy and wanting me to be a part of it. He finds wonder in batting averages and grocery store efficiency protocols. He forms deep friendships and he's never questioned whether his life has meaning—he just lives it, fully and authentically.

"Blair," Mom says softly. "You should eat something. John brought back those sandwiches from the cafeteria earlier but you haven’t touched them."

I shake my head, not taking my eyes off Danny's face. "I'm not hungry."

"But you haven’t eaten anything since you arrived and –"

"I'm fine, Mom." I sigh. "I’m sorry. I should have been here more. I kept saying I'd visit, kept putting it off. What kind of sister does that make me?"

"It makes you human," Mom says. "You had things to do, a life in New York. And Danny never doubted that you love him. Not for a single second."

She’s wrong. I didn’t have a life. I became complacent, embarrassed about my lack of direction. Danny used to look up to me. I told him I fought cybercrime and he saw me as some superhero. I used to tell him about the online pirates we caught, saving our clients from imminent attacks. But after we sold the company, I had nothing to tell him about. Nothing to make him proud.

John returns with three fresh cups of coffee. He's a good man, my stepfather—steady and kind, the sort of person who shows up when needed. He married Mom when Danny was young, but he never tried to replace our father. Instead, he just quietly became the person we could depend on.

"Any changes?" he asks, settling back into his chair.

"Still nothing," I say, accepting the coffee with a grateful nod, then look up when Dr. Marshall appears in the doorway. She's maybe in her early thirties, with kind eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses and the sort of calm competence that's reassuring in a crisis.

"Good morning," she says, approaching Danny's bed with a tablet in hand. "How are we all holding up?"

"Tired," Mom admits. "Please tell me he’s going to wake up."

Dr. Marshall checks the monitors, makes notes on her tablet, then lifts one of Danny's eyelids to shine a small flashlight. "His vital signs continue to look good. Brain pressure is normal, no signs of additional bleeding or complications. The swelling has decreased significantly."

She checks a few more readings, makes additional notes, then turns back to us. "I know this is difficult, but try to stay positive. Talk to him—patients often hear more than we realize, even when they’re unconscious."

After she leaves, the silence settles over us again. I've been talking to Danny sporadically since yesterday, feeling awkward about one-sided conversations but following the doctor's advice. I told him about the wedding, about the helicopter ride that probably shocked half of rural Maryland. I told him I was sorry for not visiting more, that I love him, that he needs to wake up so I can take him to an Orioles game like I promised.

But mostly I just sat here, watching and waiting and thinking about how much I've taken Danny for granted.

My phone has been buzzing intermittently—missed calls from Liv, text messages I haven't opened. I should respond, should explain what happened, but I don't know where to begin.

I'm terrified of her reaction. I know she’ll feel betrayed. Again. Like she did with Andy. I never wanted to be another person who lied to her, another reason for her to lose faith in people's capacity for honesty. I didn't want her to find out like this.

I'm lost in these thoughts when I hear a sound from the bed—something between a sigh and a moan. My head snaps up, and I see Danny's eyelids flutter.

"Danny?" Mom leans forward, her voice tight with hope.

His eyes open, unfocused at first, blinking against the fluorescent lighting. He tries to speak but his voice comes out as a croak, his throat dry.

"Water," John says immediately, reaching for the cup with a straw that the nurses left on the bedside table. "Small sips, buddy."

Danny accepts the straw gratefully. After a few careful sips, he turns his head toward me, and recognition dawns in his eyes.

"Blair. You came," he mumbles.

"Of course I came," I say. "You scared the hell out of all of us."

He blinks slowly, processing. "My head hurts."

"I bet it does," Mom says, stroking his hand. "You had surgery, sweetheart. But you're going to be okay." Her voice wavers on the last word, and she turns her face away, pressing her free hand against her mouth. Her shoulders shake once before she steadies herself.

Danny's brow furrows as he tries to piece together what happened. "Surgery? Did I... did I do something wrong?"

"No, honey," Mom says quickly. "It was an accident. You and Tommy were playing baseball, and the bat accidentally hit your head. It wasn't anyone's fault."

"Is Tommy okay?" Danny asks, because of course that's his first concern. "Is he sad?"

"Tommy's fine," John assures him. "He's been calling every few hours to check on you."

Danny nods, then turns back to me. "How was the wedding?"

His question makes me laugh—a sound somewhere between relief and hysteria. Here he is, barely conscious after brain surgery, and he's asking about Emma's wedding like we're continuing our casual conversation from yesterday.

"The wedding was... It was fun."

"Did you dance?" he asks, his words slightly slurred but coherent.

"I danced," I admit. "A few times, actually."

Danny's face lights up with genuine delight. "With the bride?"

"No, buddy. With my date."

"Date?" Danny's eyes open a little wider. "Do you have a girlfriend?"

I feel Mom and John's curious gazes on me, but this isn't the time or place for that conversation.

"Why don't we get the doctor in here, buddy?" I say instead, reaching for the call button. "Let's see how she thinks you're doing."

Danny nods and smiles. "Will you stay?"

The question lands somewhere unguarded, and I swallow down the lump in my throat. "Yes," I say, squeezing his hand. "I'll stay as long as you want."
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Striding between round tables, my clipboard in one hand and my phone in the other, I'm checking and rechecking details that were already perfect an hour ago.

"The centerpiece on table twelve needs to be rotated fifteen degrees clockwise," I call out to today's lead floral coordinator. “It looks off.”

It's been four days since I returned from Maryland, and I've thrown myself into work with a manic intensity that would concern my therapist if I still had one. The Worthington-Massey wedding is a huge affair and every detail has to be flawless. Not just because that's what the clients are paying for, but because staying busy means I don't have to think.

I don't have to think about helicopters appearing out of nowhere and about the way my entire family stared at me across that restaurant table, waiting for explanations I couldn't give. I don't have to think about the fact that I brought a complete stranger to my sister's wedding, slept with her, and have no idea who she actually is.

Most importantly, I don't have to think about how stupid I feel because she still hasn't called or messaged me back.

Sophie approaches. "The band wants to do a final sound check, but the florists are still working on the archway on the stage."

"Tell the band they have to wait twelve minutes," I say without looking up from my tablet. "And remind the florists that setup was supposed to be completed four minutes ago. I'm giving them an extra eight and that's generous."

My phone buzzes but I ignore it—another missed call from Emma. That makes six today. Even on her honeymoon she’s not letting it go. Mom has called twice, and there are seven unread text messages I haven't opened because I can't deal with their questions right now.

How do I explain that the woman they welcomed into their home, the woman they started referring to as their future daughter-in-law, was essentially a fiction? How do I admit that I know literally nothing real about her other than what I’ve learned from Google so far?

It's humiliating.

The worst part isn't even the lying, though that stings. The worst part is that for a brief, terrifying moment, I thought maybe I'd been wrong about everything. Maybe love wasn't just a chemical reaction designed to make people do stupid things. Maybe trust didn't inevitably lead to betrayal. Maybe I could let someone in without having my heart systematically dismantled.

"Florists are nearly done and the pink chocolate fountain is operational," Sophie reports, appearing at my side again.

"Great. Temperature check on the raw bar?"

"Holding steady at thirty-eight degrees."

I nod and continue my circuit of the space. The bride and bridesmaids will be here in two hours for photos, followed by the groom and wedding party. Cocktail hour begins at six, ceremony at seven, reception immediately following. I have the timeline memorized down to the minute, every potential complication anticipated and contingency planned.

My phone starts ringing, and when I glance at the screen, the world tilts sideways. Blair's name flashes across it, and my body reacts like I've been electrocuted. My pulse spikes, my hands start trembling, and there's this terrible flutter in my chest that feels like hope and dread having a knife fight.

"Liv?" Sophie's voice seems to come from very far away. "Did you hear what I asked? Are you okay?"

"I'm fine," I manage. "I've got to take this. Give me a minute."

I head toward the lobby and swipe to answer.

"Blair?" I clear my throat. "Blair Davis? I did some digging after your helicopter exit. Imagine my surprise when I discovered you're not a struggling personal trainer at all."

There's a pause on the line. "I'm sorry, Liv. I wanted to tell you⁠—"

"But you didn't." I blow out my cheeks. "And your brother? How is he? I assume that wasn't a lie from the way you reacted and suddenly took to the sky? Or was it?"

"No, I'd never lie about anything like that. Danny had a really bad head injury. It was an accident while he was playing with his friend. They put him in an induced coma and he had surgery. It was touch and go, but luckily he pulled through and he's recovering now." She pauses. "I've been at the hospital with him the whole time. I know I should have called you earlier, but⁠—"

"That's okay," I interrupt, fighting against the sympathy threatening to crack my resolve. "I'm glad your brother is going to be fine. That's all I wanted to know."

"I'll probably be here for a while," she continues. "But can we please meet up when I'm back in New York?"

"No, Blair," I say. "As I said, I'm glad your brother is going to be fine but as far as we're concerned, we're done."

"Please, Liv. I just want to explain⁠—"

"Explain what? That you lied to me?"

"I didn't lie, I..." she hesitates. "Yes, I lied, but only about my last name and what I do for a living."

"Oh yeah?" I huff. "What about sharing an apartment with your friend? What about all of those details? The mess, your lifestyle, your neighborhood..." Blair doesn't answer, and my anger builds. "Let me guess—you don't actually live in a shared apartment on the Upper West Side either, do you?"

"No," she admits. "I live on Central Park West."

I whistle through my teeth. "So then you certainly don't struggle to pay your rent."

"No."

"I figured as much. So literally everything you told me about your life was bullshit." I have to force myself to keep my voice down in the hotel lobby. "I read in Forbes that you retired at thirty-six. Must have been some company. So you're what—a multimillionaire?"

“All cards on the table, I’m a billionaire, actually.”

“A billionaire…”

The word lands like a punchline to a joke. It's so absurd it almost circles back to funny—except it’s not.

"And you thought it would be fun to slum it with the wedding planner? See how the other half lives?"

"It wasn't like that," she says.

"Then what was it like, Blair? Because from where I'm standing, it looks like you were bored with your rich life and decided to play pretend with someone desperate enough to hire a fake girlfriend. Did you laugh about it? About how pathetic I was?"

"God, no. Liv, I would never⁠—"

"You know what the worst part is?" I interrupt. "It's that I actually started to trust you. I told you things I don't tell anyone. I thought our conversations were real."

"It was real for me."

"Nothing about you was real. Your entire backstory was fiction and you had every chance to tell me the truth." My voice cracks on the last words, betraying me. "I opened up to you and got nothing in return."

"That's not true, Liv. Everything I felt was real."

"Whatever. I've got to go." I cut her off, my professional mask sliding back into place as my heart shatters. "I've got an event on and it's two hours until showtime. Don't ever call me again."
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Danny's bedroom overlooks Mom's vegetable garden, where neat rows of late-season tomatoes and peppers stretch toward the tree line. His walls are covered with baseball memorabilia—signed photos, vintage pennants, and a collection of baseballs from every major league stadium he's ever visited. The shelf above his desk displays his prized possession: a baseball signed by Cal Ripken Jr. that John surprised him with for his twenty-first birthday.

We've been camped out here for five days now, ever since the doctors cleared him to come home with strict instructions to "take it easy." Of course, Danny's version of taking it easy would involve throwing fastballs in the backyard within hours, so we've had to implement what Mom diplomatically calls "fictional medical guidance." We told him he needs to stay in bed for a full week to let his brain heal properly or he might not be able to play baseball again. It's not entirely untrue—rest is important—but mostly it's the only way to keep him from overdoing it.

The evidence of our extended sleepover is scattered across every surface: empty ice cream containers, Danny's laptop open to Netflix, and his running commentary notebooks where he's been documenting every statistical detail mentioned in each film. We've binged The Natural, Field of Dreams, Bull Durham, Major League, and The Sandlot twice. Danny's personal favorite remains A League of Their Own, which he quotes while keeping notes about the Rockford Peaches' batting averages.

My family home sits on fifteen acres of rolling hills about twenty minutes outside Asheville—a sprawling colonial that Mom and John bought when they married. It's a peaceful place where you can sit on the wraparound porch and see nothing but trees and pasture for miles. John's workshop occupies the converted barn, and the constant hum of his sander or table saw provides a comforting background soundtrack during the day.

Danny shifts beside me on his bed, adjusting the bandages that still cover half his head. The bruising around his eyes has faded to a yellowish-green.

"I'm so bored," he announces with a deep sigh. "This is the most boring I've ever been in my whole life. I mean, I like that you're here, but I don't like being in bed."

"Just a few more weeks," I remind him. "But I promise you, when you're all better, I'll take you anywhere you want to go. Anywhere at all."

Danny's eyes light up immediately. "Really? Anywhere?"

"Anywhere. Your choice."

He doesn't even hesitate. "The National Mustard Museum."

I blink. "The what now?"

"Well, I would pick a baseball museum," Danny explains, "but you and John have already taken me to all of them. The Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum in Kansas City, the Babe Ruth Museum in Baltimore, even that little one in Louisville where they make the bats."

He's right. Over the years, John and I have made it our mission to take Danny to every baseball-related museum and landmark we could find. He's probably seen more baseball history than most professional players.

"So my next favorite thing is mustard," Danny continues matter-of-factly. "That's why I want to go to the National Mustard Museum in Middleton. They have over a thousand different mustards from all fifty states and seventy countries. And you can taste them. All of them."

"Okay, that makes sense," I say, though I'm not entirely sure it does. "So where is this mustard museum? Where’s Middleton?"

"Wisconsin."

I start laughing. Here I am, offering to take my brother literally anywhere in the world—Paris, Tokyo, the Great Barrier Reef—and he wants to go to Wisconsin to look at mustard jars.

"What's so funny?" Danny asks, looking genuinely confused.

"Nothing, buddy. It's just... you could pick anywhere. The pyramids in Egypt, the beaches in Hawaii, anywhere at all. And you want to go to Wisconsin for mustard."

"It's not just mustard," Danny corrects me in all seriousness. "They also have mustard artifacts and mustard history and a mustard tasting bar where they put them on hot dogs. Plus they give you a certificate when you finish the tour."

Of course they do. Danny loves his certificates. "Okay, deal,” I say. “When you're better, we're going to Wisconsin to become mustard experts."

"That’s going to be the best day ever." Danny shoots me a grin. Then he pauses and frowns. "Blair?"

"Yeah, buddy?"

"How come you're sad?"

I glance at him, surprised. "I'm not sad. Why would you think that?"

It's a lie, and apparently not a convincing one. I've been carrying this weight in my chest since my phone call with Liv. The hurt in her voice, the way she cut me off when I tried to explain—it's been eating at me.

Danny turns to face me fully. People underestimate him because of his disability, but his emotional intelligence is razor-sharp. He reads faces, picks up on subtle changes in tone and body language that others miss.

"Your mouth is different," he says, pointing at my face. "It goes down now instead of up. And your eyes look tired, but not sleepy-tired. Sad-tired."

Damn it. Danny notices everything—it's one of his superpowers.

"And you keep looking at your phone but you don't call anybody," he continues. "You just stare at it and put it away and make that noise."

"What noise?"

"The sad noise. Like this." He demonstrates with a heavy sigh that's so accurate it makes me wince. "Mom makes that noise when she's worried about something but doesn't want to tell me."

I can't help but smile. "You don't miss much, do you?"

"Nope," he says with pride. "So why are you sad?"

I consider deflecting again, but decide to be honest. He's been through hell this week, and here he is worried about my emotional state.

"Okay, maybe I am a little sad," I admit. "Remember that friend I told you about? The date at the wedding?"

"The one you danced with?"

"Yeah, Liv. Well, she was my friend. And I really liked her. A lot." I run my hand through my hair. "But I lied to her about some things, and I shouldn't have done that."

Danny's expression grows serious. "What kind of lies?"

"I told her I had a different job, I told her I lived in a different place, and I made her think I was someone I'm not."

"Why did you do that?"

Such a simple question. Why did I lie to Liv? At the time, it seemed like harmless fun. But looking back, I can see the deeper motivations.

"I should have told her the truth sooner but by the time I got to know her better I guess I wanted her to like me for me," I say. "Not because I have money or because I could do things for her. I wanted to know if she'd like me just as a regular person."

Danny nods thoughtfully. "But you're not a regular person. You're Blair."

"I know, but⁠—"

"And she liked Blair, right? Even when you were pretending to be someone else?"

"Yeah, I think she did."

"So she liked you even when you were lying?" Danny's brow furrows in concentration. "That means she liked you, period."

His logic is both simple and profound.

"But I hurt her feelings," I explain. "When someone lies to you, it makes you feel bad. It makes you not trust them anymore."

"Did you say you were sorry?" he asks.

"Yeah, I tried to. But it's too late. She doesn’t want to talk to me anymore."

Danny considers this, his face scrunched in thought. "When I broke Mom's favorite vase, I said I was sorry but she was still sad about the vase because it was Grandma's and she could never get it back."

"Right."

"But then I helped her clean it up and I bought her a new one from the store downtown. The biggest and nicest one I could find.”

I smile. That explains the vase currently terrorizing the hallway—an enormous ceramic nightmare painted in swirling purple and orange with what might be dolphins or possibly deformed cats. I suppose Mom keeps it in the most prominent spot because she loves Danny more than she values aesthetics.

“And then she wasn't sad anymore because she knew I was really sorry," Danny adds.

"That's different, buddy. You can't just buy a new person's feelings."

"No, but you can do something to show you're sorry. Like how Tommy has been bringing me baseball cards every day since I got home because he felt bad about almost killing me." He shrugs. "I was never angry with him but now I have more baseball cards."

I smile and squeeze his hand. Danny's never pretended to be someone else, never been able to hide behind false personas. What you see with Danny is what you get, and maybe that's why he understands human nature better than most people.

"So you think I should try again?"

"I think you should try until she believes you're sorry," Danny says firmly. "Because if you really like her, you don't just give up. You keep trying."
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Iput my laptop on the corner table and hang my blazer over the back of my chair. This used to be my go-to place but I'm not sure how I feel about it anymore. I'm in the same place where this whole mess started and now all I can think about is Blair. I refuse to let one fraud ruin my favorite caffeine sanctuary though, and Jake behind the counter starts making my regular order before I even reach the register.

“I haven’t seen you in a while," he says.

"Yeah, I've been busy." I slide my credit card across the counter.

"Rough day? You've got that look."

"Just the usual chaos," I say, managing a tight smile. "I have a lot going on."

"Well, you came to the right place." He hands me the card back. "Ten minutes with a good coffee can turn just about anything around."

I wish that were true.

I sit at my table and pull out my phone. Seventeen new messages since I left the office an hour ago, including two from potential clients, one vendor confirmation, and a few to-do reminders from Sophie.

The chaos of crisis management should feel overwhelming, but to me it's oddly comforting. This is what I'm good at—fixing the unfixable, making the impossible happen, turning disasters into triumphs. Unlike relationships, work has clear parameters. You deliver, clients pay handsomely, everyone's happy. No mysterious helicopters, no false identities, no emotional minefields disguised as romance.

My phone buzzes with another text from Sophie: Florist confirmed for next week’s event. Caterer wants to discuss menu changes. Should I handle or wait for you?

I type back quickly: Handle it. You know my standards.

Three dots appear immediately, then: Consider it done, Boss.

Jake delivers my latte with a nod, and I take a sip while opening my laptop. The Bolton-Martinez wedding budget spreadsheet loads, and I start reviewing line items. Florals are running over budget by two thousand, but I can offset that by negotiating down the linens.

My phone lights up again—Emma's name flashing across the screen. That makes twelve calls from her in the past week, not counting the texts. I've been sending brief responses to let her know I’m okay, but actual conversation? I’m not ready for that.

I let it ring.

The door opens and my eyes shift toward it before I can stop myself. A woman in workout clothes walks in, ponytail swinging. Wrong height. Wrong build. Wrong person entirely.

I look back at my screen, annoyed with myself. What am I doing? Waiting for someone I don’t even want to see?

My phone immediately starts ringing again. Emma. She's persistent; I'll give her that.

I stare at her name on the screen. She's on her honeymoon in Hawaii right now, should be lying on a beach with David, completely blissed out. Instead she's calling her disaster of an older sister over and over because I've been too much of a coward to actually talk to her.

I can't keep avoiding this; I don’t want to ruin her honeymoon.

I swipe to answer. "Hi, Em."

"Finally!" Emma sounds relieved. "Liv, I've been trying to reach you for a week. A whole week. All I get back are these short messages—'I'm fine,' 'Just busy,' 'Talk soon'—like I'm some client you're brushing off. What the hell is going on?"

"I'm sorry." I wrap my hand around my coffee cup, needing something to hold onto. "I didn't mean to worry you. I've just been slammed with work and⁠—"

"Stop. Just stop with the work excuse." Emma's tone softens slightly. "I know you, Liv. You're hiding. You've been hiding since you ran out of that brunch and flew back home without saying goodbye. So please, just tell me what happened."

"How's Hawaii?" I ask, deflecting. "How's the honeymoon?"

"Liv—"

"Please, Em. Just tell me about Hawaii. I need to hear something good right now."

She clears her throat. "Okay… Well, it's beautiful. The water is this insane shade of blue and we've been snorkeling and hiking and eating way too much poke." She pauses. "But I'm worried about my sister who disappeared without an explanation."

"I'm fine," I say, but my voice betrays me with a slight crack.

"You're not. This is about Sailor, isn't it?" Emma's voice loses its edge, going gentle. "What happened, Liv? She suddenly took off in a helicopter and then you vanished too."

I take a breath, then another. A knot forms in my throat and I have to swallow past it. Come on now. Don’t get emotional. Not over a stranger.

"Her name is Blair Davis," I say finally. "And nothing she told me was true. I mean, nothing I told you about her was true either; I made her up."

“But… What?” Emma pauses. “But she was there.”

“Yeah. I hired her as my fake girlfriend to bring to the wedding. Sailor wasn’t real. I made her up.” I shake my head. “I feel so stupid, Em. For lying to you and Mom and Dad. That was unforgivable.”

Emma is quiet for a while, clearly confused. "That doesn't make sense though. The way she looked at you, the way you looked at each other…"

“That wasn’t part of the act. Not all of it, anyway.” I blow out my cheeks. “I fell for her. I slept with her. She knew everything about me. I gave her a whole file of my life, my history, my fears. I even told her about Andy. And then I found out that she wasn’t who I thought she was.”

A tear slides down my cheek and I wipe it away, hoping no one noticed. I hate that I’m getting emotional over Blair. I hate that in the short amount of time we spent together, I somehow let her in.

"I hired a stranger to pretend to love me and then I actually started to believe it was real. What does that say about me? I'm the wedding planner who doesn't believe in love, and I fell for a fantasy anyway. I’m pathetic."

"You’re not pathetic, Liv. Yes, it’s a weird thing to do and I’m not sure how I feel about you lying to me and bringing a total stranger to my wedding but…." Emma sighs. “Why did you lie? Why did you tell me you had a girlfriend named Sailor? I mean, if you’re cooking up a fake girlfriend, at least give her a normal name.” She lets out a chuckle, releasing some of the tension between us.

“It’s a long story. We can talk when you’re back but not right now. Anyway, I just want you to know that I’m really, really sorry.”

"Look, I'm not going to pretend this doesn't hurt," Emma says. “I’ll call you when we’re back and we can talk more, okay?” She pauses. “But Liv? I love you. And I want you to be happy. Actually happy, not just busy enough to avoid being sad."

"I love you too, and I’ll be fine. Enjoy your honeymoon and stop worrying about me."

"Can't promise that. You're my sister."

We hang up and I sit there, staring at my dark laptop screen. At least the truth is out now. Maybe that means I can put it behind me and stop thinking about Blair. Because I don’t want to think about her ever again.
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"Blair, honey..." Mom shakes her head, cradling her teacup. "You went along with the charade just because you were bored?"

We're sitting on the back porch in rocking chairs. The setting sun slants across Mom's vegetable garden, illuminating rows of tomato plants heavy with fruit and pepper bushes that are still producing despite the season. Beyond the garden, the pasture stretches toward the tree line—a mix of oak and maple hinting at autumn colors. It's still warm, the kind of Indian summer day where the air feels thick and golden.

Mom made us tea after I finished telling her everything. "There's nothing a good cup of tea can't fix," she said, a phrase she picked up from Mrs. Patterson, the British au pair who lived with us for three years when Danny was younger. Mrs. Patterson believed tea was the solution to every crisis, from scraped knees to existential dread, and apparently the philosophy stuck with Mom.

"I know it’s ridiculous." I take a sip of my Earl Grey with milk and sugar, watching steam rise from the cup. "I really liked her, Mom. And now she wants nothing to do with me anymore." I let out a hollow laugh. "Though Danny says I should keep trying."

"Maybe he's right.”

"Maybe." I set my cup down on the small table between us. Through the open workshop door, I hear the buzz of John's table saw—he's been working on a new bookshelf for Danny's room all afternoon. Danny is upstairs, finally asleep after another movie marathon wore him out. I'm grateful for this moment alone with Mom, for the chance to talk without an audience.

"I just want you to be happy, sweetheart," Mom says. "I'm so proud of everything you've accomplished—the company you built, the success you achieved. But money doesn't buy happiness, cliché as that sounds. I think this situation with Liv is just highlighting something deeper. Everyone needs focus in their lives to make them feel fulfilled. Love is just the cherry on top."

I nod, staring out at the garden. She's got a point.

"I've been thinking about that," I say, ready to change the subject because dwelling on my romantic failures isn't getting me anywhere. "About what comes next, I mean. I think I'd like to buy an old building and restore it."

Mom's eyebrows rise with interest. "What kind of building?"

"I'm not sure yet. Something historic, something with bones that deserves to be saved." I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees. "I need a huge project, Mom. Something tangible. I'm done with cybersecurity, done with staring at screens. I want to create something that people can actually see and touch, and I have the funds to do it."

Mom smiles. "That sounds amazing. You always loved helping me restore furniture when you were younger. Making old and tired things beautiful again. Do you remember that secretary desk we found at that estate sale in Hendersonville?"

"The one that was covered in about twelve layers of paint?" I grin at the memory. "We spent days stripping it down."

"And you were so patient with it. You were only fourteen, but you understood that restoration can't be rushed." Mom turns to me. "Maybe it's something we could do together?"

I blink, surprised. "Together? But you already run a big business."

"I've employed good people," she says with a wave of her hand. "The managers know what they're doing, and honestly, I've been looking for something new to sink my teeth into. The shops practically run themselves at this point." She leans back in her chair, considering. "Are you thinking New York?"

"Yes. It's my home now. And Mom, there are so many derelict buildings there—places that used to be landmarks, buildings with incredible architecture just sitting there, wilting away."

The word choice makes her smile. "Wilting. Like they're living things."

"They are, in a way." I think about the buildings I sometimes pass that make me stop and stare. "There's an old theater in the Lower East Side—the Royale. It's been abandoned for decades, but you can still see the Art Deco details on the facade, these beautiful geometric patterns in the stonework. And there's an old textile factory in Brooklyn, right on the waterfront. Must be twelve stories at least, with these massive arched windows."

"A textile factory?" Mom's eyes light up. "I love industrial conversions. There's something really special about those big open spaces."

"Exactly. There's also an old hospital in Queens that's been sitting empty for twenty years, a department store in the Bronx with copper cornice work, and a row of carriage houses near the East River that are literally falling apart." I trail off, realizing I'm rattling off a mental list I didn't know I'd been keeping.

Mom is watching me with an amused expression.

"What?" I ask.

"I haven’t seen you this animated about something in a while," she says.

"I've felt lost," I admit. "After selling the company, I thought freedom would feel... different. Better. But it's just been empty."

"Well..." Mom sets down her cup with a decisive clink. "New York restoration projects. Where would we even start?"

"You're serious?” I ask. “About doing this together? I mean, it would be amazing. You have the knowledge and I have…" I chuckle and shake my head. “Well, apart from a lot of money I’m not sure what I’d bring to the table but I’m willing to learn.”

“Nonsense. You know more than you think. And with your background, you’d make an excellent project manager. I could be your consultant,” Mom says. “Not a structural one, of course. But design-wise I think I’d be good at it and we’d make a great team.”

“I suppose that’s true,” I say. “But what about Danny? New York isn’t exactly around the corner.”

“I could take trips to New York with Danny to discuss milestones. Danny would love that. Or I could come alone; he’ll be happy to stay here with John too.”

Mom stands and picks up our empty cups. "I'm excited about this, Blair. Really excited." She pauses at the porch door, looking back at me with a grin. "How about another cup of tea while we do some online research?"
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The elevator doors open on the fourth floor, and I step into the hallway juggling my coffee, laptop bag, and the dry cleaning I picked up on the way. It's Monday morning, which means I'm mentally running through this week's schedule. I have an engagement party on Wednesday, final venue walk-through for a wedding on Thursday, and seventeen vendor calls that need to happen before⁠—

I push open the office door and stop dead.

Red roses. Everywhere.

Glass vases cover every available surface. They’re on the conference table, the filing cabinets, the windowsills, the desks, even the floor. They're clustered so densely I can barely see my team behind them.

My office isn't large—we don't need it to be. Only six people work here full-time: me, Sophie, two junior event coordinators, an accountant, and our social media manager. Most of the people I employ are freelancers with their own workspaces—florists, photographers, musicians, caterers. I meet clients in their homes to discuss wedding plans, so we only need a home base for practical reasons. Storage for samples, a place to make calls, somewhere to handle the administrative side of running a business.

The space itself is simple and functional. White walls, concrete floors, a conference table that doubles as a workspace. Everything is organized and minimal. There’s nothing romantic about it.

Or at least, it wasn’t until someone turned it into a botanical garden.

"Okay." I set my coffee down on the only clear corner of my desk I can find, nearly knocking over a vase in the process. "What's going on? Who caught their partner cheating? Husband? Boyfriend? Girlfriend?" I look around at my staff, who are all watching me with varying expressions of amusement. "Because someone is clearly very, very sorry about something they did. Which, for the record, doesn't make it okay. Whoever it is—" I gesture vaguely at the sea of roses, "—dump them. Immediately. They cheat once, they'll do it again. They lie once, they'll lie again. That's just human nature."

Sophie stands up from behind a massive arrangement on her desk. "They're not for any of us, Liv. They're for you."

My stomach drops. "What?"

"You," Sophie repeats. "All of these are for you."

“No... They can’t be. Who would do that?”

But even as I'm saying it, I know exactly who would do something this excessive, this dramatic, this completely over the top. There's only one person who would buy out multiple florists' entire stock of red roses and have them delivered to my office.

Blair.

"The delivery guys showed up at seven-thirty this morning," Jennifer, one of our coordinators, says. "Twelve different florists. It took them forty-five minutes to bring everything up."

"Twelve different florists?" I repeat weakly.

"Apparently one couldn't fill the entire order," Sophie explains. "They apologized. The delivery guys said they’d never seen anything like it. There were supposed to be a thousand stems here but five are missing so..." She shrugs. “Do the math.”

"Jesus Christ," I mutter.

"The building manager called," Sophie adds. "He wanted to know if someone died."

"Only my patience," I say under my breath.

"There's more in the restroom. We couldn’t fit them all in the office." Sophie’s clearly trying hard not to laugh. "It's kind of romantic, though." She sighs dramatically. "In an overwhelming, slightly unhinged kind of way. It definitely makes a statement."

I don't answer, so Sophie continues.

"There’s a card on your desk," she says. "Under that vase to the left of your computer."

I find it—a small white card tucked beneath a vase.

"It’s from Sailor," Jennifer says. "That's what the delivery guys said when they were bringing everything up. 'Delivery for Liv from Sailor.'"

Part of me wants to laugh at the absurdity of it as I pick up the card.

Please call me. I know I don't deserve it, but please.

"Fuck," I say, setting the card back down on my desk. Blair Davis, billionaire entrepreneur who can buy anything she wants, is begging. But she can’t buy me.

"Get rid of them," I say to no one in particular.

The room goes silent. My entire team stares at me like I've gone mad.

"Wait," Amanda, our social media manager, holds up her hand. "Can I at least get a few shots first? This is incredible content."

"No," I say. The last thing I need is Blair seeing photos of her grand gesture on our Instagram, thinking it worked, thinking I'm touched or flattered or whatever reaction she's hoping for. "No photos. Just get rid of them."

"But Liv—" Amanda starts.

"No photos," I repeat firmly.

Then I realize what I've just asked them to do. It's going to take them a while to clear this many roses, and we have a Monday morning meeting in fifteen minutes.

"Actually," I say, scrolling through my phone. "This isn’t your problem. I'll call the building manager. He can send someone up to clear them out. Have them put the vases on the sidewalk. I'm sure people walking by would be thrilled to pick up free roses. And keep as many as you want for yourselves, as long as they’re not in the way."
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Danny's sitting on the edge of his bed, still wearing his Baltimore Orioles pajamas even though it's nearly noon. The bandages are off now, replaced by a neat line of stitches that the doctor says will fade with time. He looks better—color back in his cheeks, that spark returned to his eyes.

"You promise you'll come back?" he asks for the third time this morning.

"I promise," I say. "We're going to Wisconsin, remember?"

He grins. "The National Mustard Museum."

"The National Mustard Museum," I confirm. "We'll taste every single mustard they have and get you that certificate."

"And hot dogs," he adds seriously. "They put the mustard on hot dogs."

"The best part." I sit down beside him on the bed. "Are you going to be okay?"

"Yeah." He nods and looks up to meet my eyes. "I'm sorry the roses didn't work."

Two weeks. It's been two weeks since I sent a thousand roses to Liv's office, and she hasn't called. Hasn't texted.

"That's okay, buddy," I say. "It was worth a try. I think it’s time to move on."

"No. You should keep trying," Danny insists. He reaches under his pillow and pulls out a spiral notebook. "I made you something."

The cover reads: APOLOGY AND ROMANCE RESEARCH in block letters, with hearts colored in with red marker.

"What's this?" I ask, flipping it open.

"Research," Danny says proudly. "From all the movies Mom and I watched together. I wrote down everything I could remember that might help you."

The first page is titled: ROMANTIC MOVIES followed by a numbered list that fills the entire page and spills onto the next. I recognize some titles—classics Mom has loved forever—mixed with what I assume are Hallmark Christmas movies.

I flip to the next page, which is titled: GRAND GESTURES

Danny has created a chart—an actual chart with columns and rows. Down the left side are categories: Flowers, Boom Box Outside Window, Chasing Someone at Airport, Standing in Rain, Big Public Speech, Showing Up Unexpectedly, Letters and Poems, Learning New Skill to Impress Them, Saving their Puppy or Child.

I look at his serious face, his clumsy handwriting, and feel a surge of love for him. He made me a romance manual. Only Danny.

"See," Danny says, pointing at the chart, "flowers are pretty common but they don't always work by themselves. You sent a thousand roses, which is way more than anyone in any movie ever sent, so maybe you broke the system."

"Broke the system?"

"Yeah, like when you put too much data in a computer and it crashes." He frowns. "Maybe a thousand roses was too many roses and her brain crashed."

I laugh. "Okay, buddy. You might have a point."

"The thing that works the most is the Airport Chase," Danny continues, flipping to another page where he’s described a scene. "In the movies, they always run through the airport and catch the person right before they get on the plane. But you have to get through security, and Mom says that's not realistic anymore because of 9/11. So I put a note that says this one might not work in real life."

"I don't think Liv is getting on any planes anyway," I say.

"That's a problem." Danny frowns. "But the second best thing is telling someone you love them in the rain. The rain is important because it shows you don't care about getting wet because your feelings are more important than being dry."

"What if it's not raining?"

Danny considers this. "You could wait for rain? Or use a garden hose?"

I try very hard to keep a straight face as he suggests this.

He shakes his head. "No. You need real rain. Fake rain would be lying and you're already in trouble for lying."

I flip through more pages, increasingly amazed by the level of detail. There's a section on "Things NOT to Do" which includes:

	Don't lie 

	Don't pretend to be someone else 

	Don't get in a fight with their new girlfriend (there might be a new girlfriend??? I hope not) 

	Don't give up (very important) 




"I underlined that last one twice," Danny says, pointing. "Because you gave up really fast."

"But she wants nothing to do with me."

Danny waves a hand. "In the movies, they always say that but they don't mean it. That's the rule."

Another section is titled: APOLOGY IDEAS

	Apologize while explaining what you did wrong and why it was wrong (shows you understand) 

	Apologize while it's raining (see: rain section) 

	Apologize at the airport (see: airport section) 

	Apologize with grand gesture that proves you listened to them (not just expensive but meaningful) 

	Write a letter if they won't see you in person but only if you have nice handwriting 




"Blair!" John calls from downstairs. "We should get going if you want to make your flight window."

"Coming!" I call back, then turn to Danny. "I have to go. Thank you. This is... really insightful, Danny. I’ll read all of it as soon as I get home." I smile and ruffle his hair gently, careful to avoid the healing wound. "I’ll see you soon. I love you."

"I love you too." He stands up and throws his arms around my waist in a fierce hug.

I hold him tight for a moment, grateful beyond words that he's okay, that he's here, that I get to have these absurd and wonderful conversations with him.

Downstairs, John is waiting by the front door. He's wearing his usual weekend uniform—faded jeans and a flannel shirt dusted with sawdust from whatever project he's been working on.

"Ready?" he asks.

"Yeah. Thanks for everything, John. For being here for Mom and Danny, for⁠—"

"That's what family does," he says, patting my back. "You don't need to thank me for that."

Mom appears from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dish towel. She walks over and rubs my arm. "Let’s get together soon for some viewings," she says. "I'm excited about working with you." Her eyes land on the notebook in my hands and she chuckles. "I see he finished it."

"You knew about this?"

"He's been working on it since day three of his recovery. Kept asking me to help him remember movies we've watched." She shakes her head, smiling. "I didn't have the heart to tell him that most of those grand gestures only work in fiction."

"I don't know, he's got some solid ideas," I joke, tucking the notebook into my bag.

"Don't tell him that. He'll start charging for consultations." Mom laughs and pulls me into a hug. "Fly safely and call me when you land."
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Chloe weaves through the sea of suits gathering for after-work drinks at The Merchant, her Hermès bag on her arm and her phone pressed to her ear. She's wearing a fabulous bright orange pantsuit, and her blonde hair falls around her face like a well-coiffed cloud.

The bar is packed with the usual Monday evening crowd—investment bankers, executives, lawyers. The Merchant caters to a specific type: ambitious, well-paid, and perpetually networking.

It’s not my favorite spot—the drinks are overpriced and the crowd skews too heavily toward finance bros for my taste—but it's exactly halfway between my office and Chloe's, which makes it our default meeting place. We've been coming here for after-work drinks ever since she moved to Goldman, always ordering the same thing, always claiming the same table when we can get it. It's become our routine, one of the few constants in our chaotic schedules.

Leather banquettes line the walls, already claimed by groups who got here early enough to secure the prime real estate.

"I don't care if the client thinks the projections are aggressive," Chloe's saying into her phone. "If they wanted conservative estimates, they should have hired their grandmother's financial advisor."

She sits next to me, still talking, and holds up one finger in the universal gesture for 'give me thirty seconds to destroy this person's will to live.' I sip my martini and watch her work, admiring how she dismantles whatever poor soul dared to question her analysis.

"No, the numbers are what they are," she continues. "We've run the models three times. The assumptions are conservative, not aggressive." She pauses, listening, then sighs. "Fine. Schedule the call for Monday, but I'm not changing the methodology because it makes them uncomfortable. If they don’t want to make money, I’m not the right person for them."

Chloe hangs up and picks up the martini I’ve ordered for her. "Sorry," she says, dropping her phone into her purse "Clients who think they know better than the people they're paying a small fortune to advise them. It's like hiring a heart surgeon and then questioning whether they really need to cut you open."

"The eternal struggle," I agree. "How was your day?"

"I survived." She leans back, her sharp edges softening now that she's off the clock. "Thanks for the drink. But why are these glasses so tiny?” She gestures to the waiter for another round before she’s even taken her first sip.

She knows we’ll finish our first round faster than usual, which means this conversation is going exactly where I was afraid it would go. Chloe has a tell when she's about to push me on something uncomfortable—she orders more alcohol, establishing that we're settling in for the long haul.

“Anyway,” she says. “Enough about me. How are you holding up, honey? Is Sailor still calling? Are you still ignoring her?”

“Blair,” I correct her. “And no. She stopped after I ignored the thousand roses she sent to my office.”

I told Chloe everything after I confessed to Emma. Chloe’s seen me drunk-cry over Andy at three in the morning and I've held her hair back after she threw up tequila shots following her own breakup. We're past the point of trying to appear dignified for each other.

Chloe’s eyes widen. "A thousand roses? Jesus Christ, Liv." She takes a long sip of her martini. "That’s bold. So are you finally going to call her back?”

"What? No, of course not." My jaw tightens. "Why should I?"

"Well, maybe you should hear her out. I mean, she’s clearly quite the catch and⁠—"

"No," I cut Chloe off. "Are you saying I should give her a chance just because she’s wealthy? Would you have suggested the same if she actually was a struggling personal trainer?”

Chloe holds up her hands. "Whoa, chill out. I wasn't suggesting you need a sugar mama. But maybe the woman was scared you'd think differently of her because of her wealth." She pauses. "Maybe she wanted to know if you'd like her just for her."

She squeezes my hand. “Look, I know you've been burned, but you've also been completely closed off since Andy. You don't let people in anymore."

"You're one to talk," I fire back. "You name your hookups after weekdays. Tuesday, the lawyer with the tiny hands, Thursday, the hedge fund woman who cried during sex because she was married and felt guilty, and let's not forget Monday, the bartender who you only kept around because she made good martinis."

Chloe lets out a bitter laugh and holds up her glass in a toast. "She made them a hell of a lot better than this one, that’s for sure. And yes, I'm emotionally unavailable, just like half the successful women in this city who've been screwed over by people they trusted." She meets my eyes. "It takes one to know one, Liv."

I look away, staring at the condensation on my glass. She's right, and I hate it. I've built walls so high that even I can't see over them anymore.

The waiter appears with our second round, setting down fresh martinis. I take mine immediately, grateful for the interruption, and take a long sip that burns going down.

"You're doing that thing," Chloe observes, watching me over the rim of her glass.

"What thing?"

"That thing where you retreat into your head and start building your case. I can literally see you compiling a mental list of all the reasons why this woman is wrong for you." She tilts her head. "How many are you up to? Ten? Fifteen?"

"I'm not—" I start, but she cuts me off.

"I know you, Liv."

"So what do you want me to do?" I ask. "Just forgive her because she sent flowers and move on like nothing happened?"

"No," Chloe says. "But I think you need to be honest about why you're so angry. Is it really just about the lying? People lie for all kinds of reasons, and some of them are actually understandable. Or is it that she got past your defenses and that terrifies you?" She pauses. "I want you to think about whether you're refusing to call her back because you're genuinely done, or because you're scared of getting hurt again. Because there's a difference."
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Ipace across my bedroom floor for what feels like the hundredth time in the past hour. Through the closed door, I hear voices—people asking questions, Liv giving directions. Hearing her voice again causes a shiver to run down my spine.

"Champagne glasses at one o'clock from the dinner plate," she's saying. "Water glasses to the right. Have you not looked at the table design? It's pretty straightforward and it's only for two. Come on, people, this should be easy."

My heart hammers against my ribs. It worked. She’s here.

Sam, my loyal assistant's plan was brilliant in its simplicity. She contacted Liv's company, claiming to represent a wealthy couple who needed an emergency elopement arranged. "Very small, very private, very exclusive," Sam explained to me. "An easy, last-minute job that would be too lucrative for her to turn down." The story was that the couple had decided to elope some time this week instead of having their huge planned wedding next month—family drama, cold feet about the big production, the usual reasons wealthy people suddenly opt for intimate ceremonies. She mentioned they were flexible with dates, which gave Liv's team the option to choose a time that worked with their existing schedule and squeeze them in.

Sam fed Liv's team an address—my address—claiming it was the bride's penthouse. She provided a substantial deposit and emphasized the need for absolute discretion.

Essentially I'm paying to talk to Liv, for her to hear me out. But she's been ignoring me, so I have no choice. If, after tonight, she still wants nothing to do with me, I'll leave her alone forever.

"Where's the officiant?" Liv asks someone. "The bride and groom will be here soon and the ceremony is supposed to start in twenty minutes."

"Must be the traffic," comes a male voice. "It's bad tonight."

I squeeze my eyes shut. There is no officiant. There's no couple eloping. There's just me, hiding in my bedroom, waiting to have a moment with the woman I adore.

I've never been unable to get a woman out of my head, never found myself orchestrating schemes just for five minutes of someone's time.

"The roses look beautiful." Liv's voice again, and I can hear the soft scrape of furniture being adjusted on the terrace. "And so do the candles. Good job."

The elevator chimes, and Sam's voice cuts through the ambient sounds of preparation.

"Hi, are you Olivia Barnes? We spoke on the phone. I'm Sam, the bride's personal assistant."

There's a brief pause, and then I hear Sam let out a low whistle. "Wow. I just came to check everything looked good, but this is absolutely incredible. She'll be very pleased."

"Well, it has to be perfect," comes Liv's response. "When someone trusts me with their most important day, they get nothing short of extraordinary. Are the bride and groom en route?"

"Yes, they should be here within the next few minutes," Sam replies smoothly. "Actually, would it be possible to clear out everyone except the pianist, the waiter, and the chef? They're both very private people. Oh, and you’ll stay too, right?"

"Of course," Liv says. "I'll brief the officiant when he arrives."

I hear her addressing her team—thanking them for their work.

Then comes the knock on my bedroom door—Sam's signal that it's time.

This is either the most romantic gesture I've ever attempted or the worst mistake of my life. Danny's words echo in my head: You keep trying until she believes you're sorry.

I take a deep breath and step into my living area.

The entire space has been transformed and I barely recognize my own home.

Flower arrangements with lilies and pastel pink roses are everywhere. They spill from elegant vases positioned throughout the living room and create romantic clusters on every available surface. The scent makes the air itself feel luxurious.

In my open kitchen, a chef in crisp whites works quietly.

The sliding glass doors are thrown wide open, and my usually minimalist terrace has been transformed into an intimate dining paradise. A small round table sits in the center, draped in ivory linens and set for two. More flowers surround the table, and a pianist sits at the baby grand I bought on impulse but rarely play, his fingers dancing across the keys in something soft and classical.

Hurricane lights line the full length of the terrace, their glass protecting the flickering candles from the evening breeze.

The city skyline twinkles beyond the railing. Central Park is a dark canvas dotted with lights. It couldn't have looked more romantic if I'd hired a team of Hollywood set designers. And there, in the middle of it all, is Liv.

She's wearing a stone-colored pantsuit, those heels that make her legs look endless, and her dark hair is pulled back in a chignon that shows off the elegant line of her neck. She's adjusting one of the flower arrangements.

When she senses a presence, she looks up with an instinctive smile. But the moment she registers that it's me, her expression shifts from professional warmth to complete shock.

"Blair? What are you doing here? You can't just waltz in and⁠—"

She stops mid-sentence, her eyes darting around the space. Then her gaze travels down and she notices I'm barefoot under my jeans and white shirt. I watch as understanding dawns, her lips parting while she pieces it together.

"Wait..." She turns back to me, her brow furrowed in confusion and growing realization. "Is this your place?"

"Yes," I say, shoving my hands into my pockets as I lean against the open terrace door. "I'm sorry about all this but it was the only way I could get you here for five minutes to explain myself." I shrug. "I was hoping you might consider having dinner with me too, but I won’t push my luck."

I pause, then add with what I hope is a disarming grin, "And don't worry; there's no officiant involved."

She doesn't laugh. She just stares at me, her expression cycling through disbelief, anger, and something else. I can see her considering her options—the set of her shoulders suggests she's about to storm out. But then our eyes meet across the candlelit terrace, and something in her posture softens. Her shoulders drop slightly, and she lets out a sigh.

"Okay," she says finally. "You have five minutes to explain yourself." She pauses, her gaze flicking over the romantic tableau. "But I'm not sitting down. Five minutes. We'll take it from there."
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Iremain standing, my arms crossed tightly in front of my chest. The shock of seeing Blair so unexpectedly has messed me up—this setup, the flowers, the candlelight, the sheer audacity of it all. Part of me is cornered, trapped in this beautiful cage she's created. But another part—a part I'm trying to ignore—is flattered. No one has ever gone to these lengths for me.

Still, I can't let my guard down. Not again.

Blair just looks at me, her dark eyes intense and searching, like she's trying to figure out what I'm thinking.

"Okay, shoot," I say, glancing pointedly at my watch again. "You've already wasted thirty seconds."

She shakes her head as if snapping out of some trance. She takes a step closer and I take a step back. Being near her is dangerous—all I want to do is reach out and touch her face, kiss her until we're both breathless. But I have to protect myself. She lied once; she'll lie again. That's what people do.

"You didn't care who I was when we got on the plane that day," she begins. "You even said yourself you didn't care if whatever was in my file was the truth as long as we were on the same page⁠—"

I open my mouth to interrupt, to point out how everything changed the moment we got intimate, but she holds up a hand.

"Please," she says. "I need my five minutes."

I nod curtly and remain quiet.

"You're right," she continues. "I was bored when we met that day in the coffee shop. I've been feeling useless for a while, ever since I sold my company. Or rather, our company. My friend Dougie—my business partner—fell in love and wanted out to run a vineyard in Napa with his new flame. I thought maybe I wanted something different too, so it seemed like a good idea to sell at the time." She runs a hand through her hair.

"But then I just fell into this void. I had so much money and no idea what to do with myself, no idea how to fill my days. Every morning I'd wake up and think, 'Now what?' And then I saw you that day in the coffee shop, and I don't know what got into me. It seemed like a funny thing to do, I suppose—play some stranger's girlfriend for a weekend. And I liked you. I liked your feistiness and I found you very attractive."

Despite everything, I feel my lips twitch at that.

"Go on," I say.

"I had the best time with you," she says, taking another small step forward. This time I don't step back. "I loved being Sailor. But what I loved most was that you liked me for me, not for my money. I was planning on telling you when we got back to New York, but I just loved being in that bubble with you and your wonderful family." Her voice drops. "And honestly, Liv, I haven't felt so happy in a very long time."

Our eyes meet and hold, and I'm torn—so desperately torn between wanting to give in and running away. The rational side of my brain knows that trust, once broken, is nearly impossible to rebuild. But the part that remembers how safe I felt in her arms, how she made me laugh, how she looked at me like I was the most fascinating person in the world—that part is winning.

"I liked being with you too," I admit.

Her face lights up with hope. "Enough to have dinner with me?"

I look at the intimate table set for two. It feels surreal knowing it was all for me. When she pulls out my chair, I sink into it.

The waiter appears, pouring champagne into crystal flutes before disappearing again. I take a sip, letting the alcohol calm my nerves a little.

"So is Sam your PA?" I ask, because I need to know everything now. No more surprises.

"Yes," she says.

"She's pretty." I internally cringe. I sound jealous but I want the truth—the whole truth and nothing but the truth. It's the only way we can even attempt to move forward. "Have you two ever been involved?"

"No." Blair shakes her head. "Sure, Sam is pretty. She's also straight and like a sister to me. We’re close. That's why she still works for me part-time."

I nod and study Blair’s face in the candlelight. The sharp line of her jaw, the way her eyes crinkle slightly at the corners when she smiles. "I want to know everything about you," I say finally. "And no lies this time."

I glance at my watch and, for the first time since she revealed herself, I smile. The effect on her is immediate—her entire face transforms, that devastating smile spreading across her features.

"You have another hour,” I say. “We'll reassess after that."

The chef appears with our first course—seared scallops that smell like heaven—and I'm actually hungry. When was the last time I ate? This morning? Yesterday? I squeezed this event in last-minute so I barely had time to sleep. It's something I rarely do as planning takes time and resources, but it just seemed like easy money. Too easy, I realize now.

"So," I say, cutting into a perfectly cooked scallop. "Blair Davis. Shoot. And don't give me statistics, I already Googled the fuck out of you."

She chuckles. "Of course you did. What do you want to know?"

"Let's start with the basics. Your family story—was any of that true?"

"Yeah, it was. My father really passed away when I was twelve. Heart attack. And my mother remarried a few years later. John’s a good man. I don't really see him as a stepfather—more like a friend—but he is absolutely a father to Danny. They have this great relationship."

"And how is Danny doing now?"

"Much better, thank God. I'm going back to see him next week. I promised to take him on a trip when he was better."

"That's nice. Where are you taking him?"

Blair grins sheepishly. "The Mustard Museum in Wisconsin."

I blink at her, certain I misheard.

"Yeah, that was kind of my reaction too." She laughs. "But my little brother likes mustard, so if that's what he wants, that's what he'll get. There's not even a decent hotel nearby, so I booked us a motel and we'll drive all the way there because Danny loves road trips as much as he likes baseball and mustard."

The image warms me—this incredibly wealthy woman driving her disabled brother to Wisconsin to look at mustard jars.

"That's very sweet of you," I say.

She shrugs, looking almost embarrassed. "I should have spent more time with him over the years. I intend to do so in the future."

I take another sip of champagne, fighting a smile. "So… are you excited for the mustard museum? It's been at the top of my bucket list for quite some time."

"Well, why don't you come along?"

I laugh, refraining from answering, and she continues.

"The invitation's there, just sayin'.”

“Okay, I’ll keep that in mind.” I need to stay focused. This evening is charming—too charming—and I can feel myself softening. But I'm not ready to let her off the hook. "What does your mother do?" I ask, switching gears. "Does she work?"

“Yes, Mom still works,” Blair says. “She runs an antiques business that's grown substantially over the years. She turned her passion for upcycling and knowledge of antiques into a successful enterprise and has a chain of boutique shops across three states. Her online sales are soaring too."

"So entrepreneurship runs in the family?"

"Yeah, Dad had his own construction business. Started with a single pickup truck and built it into something pretty big before he died. So Mom and Danny are very comfortable financially. If they weren’t, I’d take care of them, of course."

"And what about relationships?" I ask.

"I’ve been in one committed relationship," she admits. "We were together for about two years. She left me because I worked too much, which, to be fair, I did. After that, it was just a string of casual flings and short-term relationships. Most women turned out to be after my money—I've become pretty good at spotting the signs of a gold digger." She pauses. "But even though I have a nice penthouse, I don't really live lavishly. I was never a party animal, more like a programming nerd, so I'm not one of those people who'll spend a fortune on champagne in clubs or go crazy in Vegas."

"No, you don't seem like that type," I say. "So what do you like to do in all your free time?"

Blair hesitates, then blows out her cheeks and shakes her head. "Honestly, I know this sounds terribly dull, but I don't really have any hobbies. I like to walk through the city and I go running every morning in Central Park where I talk to this homeless woman named Valerie⁠—"

"What?"

"Yeah… I’m not even sure that's her real name though. She's this character who wheels around a shopping cart full of stuff. We have random conversations and I carry cigarettes around for her, though I don't smoke."

"Oh?" I frown and try to picture Blair hanging out with a homeless woman. Somehow it's not even that hard to imagine.

"I'm not exactly selling myself here," she says with a self-deprecating laugh. "I genuinely don't do much else apart from coffee meetings with my accountant, and sometimes I meet up for lunch or dinner with friends who probably wouldn't give me the time of day if I wasn't wealthy." She pauses, considering. "I used to love hiking, but I haven't done that in years. I have my pilot's license, but I sold my jet because it seemed like a waste of money to keep it after I stopped working. I still charter and fly myself from time to time. But mostly, I just spend my days trying to figure out what I want to do next."

I regard her across the candlelit table. "And you still have absolutely no idea?"

"Well, I did set up a charity," she says, her voice taking on a note of pride. "The Davis Foundation for Employment Inclusion. We help people with Down syndrome and other intellectual disabilities find work. We partner with companies to create job training programs, provide ongoing support, and work to change workplace attitudes."

She smiles as she talks about it. "We've placed over three thousand people in jobs—everything from office work to restaurant services to retail. Danny was actually one of our first success stories."

"That's very cool," I say. "You should be proud of that."

"I am. But it’s not keeping me busy. I have an amazing team, and there's not much for me to do anymore except write checks." She takes a sip of champagne. "But I’m considering looking into real estate. That's something I'm interested in—maybe buying and renovating derelict historic buildings with Mom. We’ve talked about it."

The waiter appears to clear our plates and pour more champagne. I realize I'm actually enjoying this conversation, this glimpse into who Blair really is. She's not the careless rich lothario I expected her to be. She seems thoughtful, a little lost, clearly devoted to her family.

"So you're basically a very wealthy woman with a lack of direction," I summarize.

"That's about the size of it, yeah." She sighs. "Pathetic, isn't it?"

"Not pathetic," I say. "You have the world at your feet. You can do anything you want; just take your pick."

Her expression grows serious, and when she meets my eyes, there’s vulnerability in them. "If I can pick anything," she says, "I'd want to spend more time with you, if you'll let me."

My stomach does that annoying flutter thing again, and I roll my eyes while I try to ignore it. "Of course you'd say that. You orchestrated this whole crazy thing just to get me here." But even as the words leave my mouth, I have a feeling she actually meant it. I might just give her more than an hour after all.
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The sky has surrendered to darkness and the city lies beneath us like a constellation that's fallen to earth. Manhattan's lights are endless—the geometric grid of yellow streetlights, the glow spilling from apartment windows, the red taillights of cars threading through the arteries of the city. I love my view; that's why I bought this place.

"Can you tell I was hungry?" Liv asks humorously, setting down her fork after finishing the last bite of dessert. "I couldn't let a good dinner go to waste." She gestures around at the setup. "Though I have to say, this is no doubt the most expensive conversation I've ever had."

I grin at her from across the table. "Worth every penny."

She shakes her head. "I was wondering why my clients were so flexible on the menu. Usually brides have very specific ideas about what they want, down to the most ridiculous details. I couldn’t believe it when they asked me to decide for them. Anyway, I just went safe. I chose popular dishes that most people love. Scallops, black miso cod, and lemon meringue pie. Simple and delicious."

"So true." I push my plate to the side. The food was incredibly tasty, but I haven't been able to eat much because of the nerves.

"Tell me," I say, refilling Liv’s champagne glass. I sent the waiter, the chef, and the pianist away with a big tip and told them I'd take it from here. "Who was your most difficult bride?"

Liv thinks about that, then her eyes light up with mischief. "I can't name names, but..." She leans forward conspiratorially. "Let's just say she's famous for being with a real-estate tycoon, and her wedding made international headlines."

"Ah, one of those."

"Yeah, one of those. She wanted everything white. Everything. And I mean everything. It was a winter wedding with fake snow and an ice-skating rink. They went all out; even the faces of the waiters had to be painted white."

I throw my head back and laugh. "You're joking."

"I wish I were. And not just the waiters—I had to be painted white too. It took days to get all the face paint completely removed from my ears and underneath my nails." She holds up her hands, examining her manicured fingers. "The food had to be white too, which was a logistical nightmare. The starter was some kind of white soup—I can't even remember what exactly. Then steamed fish with mashed potatoes with white truffle and white asparagus, lemon sorbet, and of course the wedding cake was this massive white monstrosity."

I laugh again, imagining Liv trying to coordinate an all-white wedding while looking like a ghost herself.

"The worst part," she continues, "was when the bride spotted one of the guests wearing a pink coat because she was freezing on the ice rink we set up for them. You'd have thought someone had committed murder. The bride had a complete meltdown—screaming about how the guest was 'ruining her vision' and demanding that security escort her out unless she removed the coat immediately."

I shake my head in disbelief. "Over a pink coat?"

"Over a pink coat." Liv sits back and chuckles. "I had to find the poor woman a white fake fur stole to borrow, but the bride sulked for the rest of the evening because her 'winter wonderland aesthetic' had been 'compromised by someone's selfishness.'"

"Did the marriage last? Do you ever keep track of these things?"

"Sometimes. I did with this one because it was memorable and I had a bet on with my first assistant, Sophie. It lasted five months," Liv says dryly. "I won the bet, by the way. Sophie gave them more credit."

I feel the last of the tension from earlier melting away. This is what I missed most about being with Liv—the easy conversation, the way she makes me laugh, how natural everything feels when we're together.

"Speaking of time, thank you for giving me more than an hour," I say, checking my watch. We've been here for over three hours, talking and laughing, and it feels like no time has passed.

"Yeah, well, I was hungry," she jokes. "No, seriously, it's been nice. Getting to know you a little better. The real you." She pauses, studying my face. "You're not much different from Sailor, really. Inside, I mean."

"It's been really nice for me too," I say, reaching across the table to touch her hand.

She doesn't pull away, but I can see something shifting in her expression—uncertainty creeping back in.

"So what do we do now?" she asks quietly.

"Well," I say, "we could have a nightcap inside."

I see the conflict flash across her face—want warring with caution—and I quickly pivot.

"Or," I continue, "we respectfully say goodnight, I call you a cab, and we see each other next week when you come on a road trip with me and Danny to expand your mustard horizons."

Liv laughs at that. She stands up and walks around the table toward me.

I watch her approach, my pulse quickening as she stops beside my chair and looks down at me. Without a word, she reaches out and cups my cheek.

Leaning into her touch, my eyes flutter closed for a moment. When I open them again, she's biting her lip. She strokes my mouth and I take her thumb between my lips, my tongue tracing the pad of it while I hold her gaze.

Her breath hitches, and I feel her fingers tighten against my jaw. My hand finds her hip, then slides around to curve over the soft swell of her ass, pulling her closer until she's standing between my knees. Her free hand comes to rest on my shoulder, fingers curling into my shirt.

"I don't want to respectfully say goodnight," she says. The words seem to cost her something—this admission, this surrender of control she guards so fiercely. Her thumb slips from between my lips and she traces the line of my jaw. She pauses. "I want you."
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Dark heat replaces the restraint Blair’s been maintaining all evening, and she stands, her hands finding my waist. She pulls me flush against her and I moan as our bodies align.

I'd forgotten how tall she is, how in control she is when she holds me like this. My hands find her chest, fingers spreading across her breasts. Her heart hammers beneath my palms.

I lick my lips, my gaze dropping to her mouth. Those lips that I've been trying not to think about for weeks, the ones that made me come apart in my childhood bedroom.

"Come here," she murmurs, cupping my neck to pull me in, and then her mouth is on mine.

The kiss is hard, desperate. This is hunger unleashed, weeks of frustration and want poured into the connection of our lips. It feels insane and I moan against her mouth.

Her hand moves up, tangling in my hair while the other curves around my back, holding me. Her tongue slides against mine in a way that makes me forget everything except the taste of her and the way her hands feel on my body.

"I missed you," I whisper between kisses. "I tried not to, but I did."

I start fumbling with the buttons of her shirt and she pushes my blazer off my shoulders and lifts my camisole over my head.

Pushing the fabric of her shirt apart, I slide my hand inside her sports bra. She's even more beautiful than I remembered, all lean muscle, full breasts, and soft skin that begs to be devoured.

"Fuck, Liv," she groans, unclasping my bra. "You're killing me."

Her hands lower to my waist next, working at the closure of my pants, and I help her, pushing them down my hips along with my underwear until I'm standing naked on her terrace.

The cool night air kisses my skin, but I'm burning up from the inside out. I feel powerful, standing here exposed with the city beneath me.

Blair’s head dips to lavish my breasts with her mouth and the city lights blur into streaks of gold and white. Her tongue caresses my nipples, and I grab her shoulders for support, my head falling back as pleasure shoots straight from where her mouth is working to the ache between my thighs.

She grabs my ass, lifting me, and instinctively I wrap my arms around her neck and my legs around her waist.

"Fuck me," I beg. "I need you."

Blair sets me down on the table. The champagne bottle clatters to the terrace floor, followed by our glasses as I steady myself on my hands behind me. She steps in between my legs. I know she can see how wet I am and that turns me on even more. I need her to touch me. To fuck me until I can't breathe.

"Look at me," she says in a dominant tone, her hand cupping my chin. She slides her fingers between my thighs and I meet her eyes but can barely keep them open when she dips inside me, just a little. "Mmm..."

We both moan as she slides fully inside me, then adds another finger. Fuck. It feels amazing and I'm going a little crazy. She begins to move, each thrust slow and deep, then faster, harder. Her thumb finds my clit and caresses it with perfect pressure.

The table rocks with our movements, and I have to bite my lip to keep from crying out loud enough for the whole neighborhood to hear as she fills me over and over.

"Don't hold back," she murmurs as she looks down at me. "I want to hear you."

Her words, combined with a deep thrust that hits exactly the right spot, shatter what's left of my self-control, and I moan loudly as pleasure builds. The rhythm between us intensifies, becoming more urgent, more desperate. Blair's movements are perfectly controlled yet wild at the same time, and I can feel myself getting closer to that edge where everything dissolves into pure sensation.

"I'm close," I whisper, forcing myself to look at her in this moment of perfect connection.

"Let go," she says, her fingers working magic between my legs, finding exactly where I need her. "Let go, Liv."

The added pressure is my undoing, and the orgasm crashes over me, stealing my breath and making me see stars. I cry out her name, my body arching against her as pleasure radiates through every nerve ending. She groans as she feels me clench around her fingers, working me through every wave.

She stays there, her fingers still inside me, our bodies still connected, hearts racing in sync.

"Blair," I breathe, running my fingers through her hair. "I'm still... I can’t…" I shiver as aftershocks hit me, bringing another delicious wave of ecstasy.

"It’s okay," she whispers with a cocky grin. Her hair is disheveled, her eyes dark with satisfaction, and there's something so tender in her expression that it makes my heart melt.

She leans over me to kiss me, and I sigh at her warmth, covering me.

I'm scared of what happens next, scared of how good this feels, scared of trusting someone again. But with her so close to me, surrounded by flowers and city lights, those fears feel manageable. Tomorrow I can worry about complications and consequences. Right now, I just want to be with her.

Blair slowly withdraws her fingers and helps me off the table, then pulls me into her arms. "Liv?"

"Mmm?"

"Will you stay with me tonight?"

I smile as I meet her eyes. The smart thing would be to go home, to maintain some distance while we figure out what this is. But I'm tired of always being smart, always being guarded.

"Yes," I whisper. "I'll stay."
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Liv shifts beside me, her breathing deep and even in the quiet of my bedroom. I've been awake for the past twenty minutes, just watching her sleep. Her dark lashes rest against her cheeks, and there's a softness to her face that she rarely allows during her waking hours—just Liv in her most unguarded state.

I feel warm inside when I look at her. It’s not just attraction or lust, though God knows there's plenty of both. This is deeper, the kind of feeling that changes everything, that makes you want to rearrange your entire life around another person's happiness.

She stirs, and when she wakes up, a small smile curves her lips.

"You're staring," she murmurs, her voice husky with sleep.

"Can you blame me?" I brush a strand of hair away from her face. "You're beautiful."

She stretches languidly, the movement pressing her naked body closer to mine, then reaches for her phone on the nightstand to check the time.

"Oh God, it's already nine-thirty," she says, suddenly more alert. "I should probably get going. I have three vendor meetings and a site visit today."

"Would you like some coffee first?" I ask, not ready for her to leave yet.

"Thank you, but I really should go. I'll get one on the way. I need to get home and change first. Thank you though. For a great night and... everything." She starts to sit up, already mentally shifting into work mode.

"Liv, wait." I catch her hand. "Can we talk for a minute? Before you go?"

Something in my tone must alert her because her eyes sharpen, that familiar wariness creeping in. But she settles back down beside me.

"Okay," she says. "What's on your mind?"

I take a breath, knowing this conversation could go either way but unable to hold back any longer.

"I want to talk about us."

She goes very still. "Blair⁠—"

"Let me say this first," I interrupt gently. "Please."

She nods.

"I've been drifting for months, Liv. Ever since Dougie and I sold the company, I've felt like I was just existing, going through the motions without any real purpose or direction." I pause, gathering my thoughts. "I've woken up every morning in this incredible apartment with more money than I can spend and I've felt... empty. Completely hollow."

Her fingers trace my arm as she listens.

"But you made me feel alive again. You inspired me to be a better daughter and sister, to figure out what I'm truly passionate about and pursue it."

She doesn't interrupt, just looks at me. I'm pretty sure I've overwhelmed her with my confession, but I have to get it out.

"I want more with you, Liv," I continue. "I want everything. I want to wake up next to you, not just sometimes but as often as you'll let me. I want to bring you home to meet my family, argue with you about your color-coded closet and watch you turn impossible situations into triumphs. I want to know all your stories, your fears, your dreams. I want to be the person you trust, the one you turn to when things get tough."

"Blair," she whispers. She opens her mouth again, then frowns and falls quiet.

"I know this is a lot," I say quickly. "I know your history with promises and commitments and I don't want to freak you out but at the same time, I can feel you pulling away again and I don't want to lose you."

She pulls back slightly, clutching the sheet to her chest.

"Blair, I don't know if I can..." She hesitates, her teeth worrying her bottom lip. "I don't know if I'm relationship material."

"That's not true," I say firmly, sitting up to face her. "Liv, look at how you take care of everyone around you—your clients, your family, even me when I was just some stranger you'd hired. You have an incredible capacity for love and loyalty."

Liv shakes her head, looking away. "You don't understand. I think you're amazing, but relationships require promises, commitments, faith in the future. And the last time I put that kind of trust in someone, she destroyed it." I can see the war playing out across her features—the part of her that wants to believe in us fighting against years of self-protection.

"What if we don't make any promises?" I ask.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean exactly that. What if we just take this day by day?" I reach for her hand, relieved when she doesn't pull away. "You don't need to make me any promises, Liv. I know they’re loaded for you. They've let you down in the past, made you feel trapped and vulnerable. But give me a chance to show you over time that my promises are worth something, okay?"

"What would that look like?" she asks quietly.

"It looks like whatever feels right for us in the moment," I explain. "Some days we spend together, some days we don't. Sometimes you stay over, sometimes you need space. We figure it out as we go, without rules or timelines or expectations."

I pause, then add with a slight smile, "Though I reserve the right to orchestrate romantic dinners when I miss you."

That draws a small laugh from her, and some of the tension in the room eases.

I lean over and open my nightstand drawer, pulling out Danny's notebook. "There's something I want to show you."

Liv takes it, frowning at the cover. "Apology and Romance Research?"

"Danny made it for me. Tips to get you back." I chuckle. "He spent his entire recovery compiling advice from every romantic movie he and my mom have ever watched together."

Liv opens it and starts flipping through the pages. Her lips twitch at the grand gestures chart, and she lets out a small laugh at the airport chase section with Danny's note about security and 9/11.

I watch her throat work as she swallows.

"You told your family about me?" she asks quietly.

"Of course I did."

She keeps flipping through the pages, slower now, taking in all the effort and care Danny poured into it. A tear slips down her cheek and she wipes it away quickly.

"I'm sorry I pushed you away," she says. "I shouldn't have—I was so scared that I⁠—"

"Hey." I reach over and cup her face, tilting it toward me. "You never have to apologize to me. Look, I have to leave for North Carolina soon," I continue. "Danny and I will probably be gone about a week—the drive there, the museum, some stops on the way, maybe catch some baseball games. But when I get back, I really hope you want to see me again."

She's quiet for a long moment, drawing up her knees and wrapping her arms around them. When she looks back up at me, she nods.

"Okay," she whispers. "Let's try it."

"Really?"

"If you promise to give me time. Lots of time." Liv leans in to kiss me. It's a soft and tender kiss. A kiss with a hint of a promise, of hope. "I think it's worth a shot." She hesitates. "Blair?"

"What?"

Her gorgeous dark eyes meet mine. "Can I come with you?"

The question catches me completely off guard. "To Wisconsin?"

"Yeah," she says. "I could try to delegate a bit more at work, shuffle some things around. I mean, if Danny wouldn't mind the company. Besides," she adds in a teasing tone, "someone needs to make sure you don't let him survive on gas station hot dogs alone."

I laugh, pulling her closer and kissing her forehead. "I love that you want to come with me."

"Well, I suppose it's time I learned what all the mustard fuss is about." She chuckles, then settles against me with a sigh. "And you know what? I think I will have that coffee."
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"Are we almost there yet?" Danny calls from the backseat, his voice barely audible over the wind whipping through the convertible and the absolutely chaotic playlist he's curated for our road trip.

Blair and I burst into laughter—it's become our running joke over the past two days. Danny asks this question approximately every forty minutes, always with perfect comedic timing, usually right after he's spotted some roadside attraction that demands investigation.

"Danny!" I shout back, turning in my seat to grin at him. "You literally just asked that when we passed through Terre Haute and you saw the sign for the Clabber Girl Museum!" Of course we had to stop there. Blair set a fifteen-minute time limit. We were there for two hours. Danny now owns a commemorative baking powder tin and knows more about leavening agents than most pastry chefs.

He's clutching a bright yellow balloon shaped like a giant corn kernel—a souvenir from our inexplicable two-hour detour to the World's Largest Ball of Paint in Alexandria, Indiana. Danny had seen the sign from the highway and declared it "essential educational material" for his ongoing project of documenting "unusual American achievements." Who were we to argue with that logic?

"I don't actually care anymore how long it takes to get to the mustard museum," Danny announces, his balloon bobbing wildly in the wind. "I'm having so much fun and I wish our road trip could last forever!"

My heart melts. Danny's pure joy is infectious—he approaches everything with the enthusiasm of someone discovering the world for the first time, even though he's probably traveled more than most people I know.

"According to the GPS, we've got about five more hours," Blair says, reaching over to squeeze my knee. "Assuming we don't make any more educational stops."

"Famous last words," I mutter, because I've learned that Danny has an uncanny ability to spot the most bizarre roadside attractions from impossible distances.

The current song ends, and suddenly we're listening to what sounds like polka music mixed with death metal. I crane my neck to look at Danny again. "What exactly is this playlist based on?"

"Songs that make me happy!" he replies, as if this explains the jarring transition from Taylor Swift to whatever Germanic nightmare is currently assaulting our eardrums. "This one is from a documentary I watched about competitive accordion playing. Did you know that the accordion was invented in 1829 and that the largest accordion ensemble ever assembled had 625 players?"

"I definitely did not know that."

Blair catches my eye and grins. We've developed a silent communication during our drive. It's been the three of us in this bubble of road trip magic, and I've never felt more... content.

The barbecue at Blair’s mother's house was wonderful. She and John treated me with such warmth that I almost cried into my potato salad. When her mother pulled me aside to help with dessert, she'd squeezed my hand and said, "I haven't seen Blair this happy in years. Thank you for that."

I'd wanted to explain that I wasn't sure what we were doing, that we were taking things day by day without promises or expectations. But watching Blair help John flip burgers while Danny regaled them with statistics about the optimal meat-to-char ratio, I realized that maybe not everything needs to be defined or categorized.

"Olivia!" Danny's voice cuts through my reverie. "Do you want to hear about why I picked the mustard museum?"

"Always," I say, because I've learned that encouraging Danny's enthusiasms is one of life's great pleasures.

"So I was watching this travel show about weird museums in America, and they showed this place that has thousands of different mustards from all over the world. And the guy running it was wearing a yellow suit and had a mustard-colored mustache, and I thought, This man is basically a mustard superhero. Plus they have a 'Mustard Tasting Bar' which is like a regular bar but way more fun. And I can eat really sharp mustard so I want to try all of them."

"A mustard bar," I repeat. "So instead of ordering a whiskey neat, you order a... Dijon on the rocks?"

"Exactly!" Danny shouts, completely missing my sarcasm. "And I've been practicing my mustard vocabulary. Watch this." He clears his throat dramatically. "This Grey Poupon has excellent mouth-feel with hints of white wine and a robust finish."

Blair nearly swerves off the highway laughing. "Danny, you sound like a sommelier having a breakdown."

"What's a sommelier?" Danny asks.

"A wine expert," I explain, suspecting he will now want to know everything about wine even though he doesn’t like it.

"Oh! So I'll be a... mustard-elier! I'm putting that on my business cards.” Danny looks so pleased with himself that I can't help but snort-laugh.

"I've already planned our tasting strategy,” he continues. “We start with the mild yellow mustards to establish a baseline, then progress through the honeys and herbs, build up to the spicy varieties, and finish with the experimental flavors like chocolate mustard and beer mustard."

"You've really thought this through," I say.

"Danny always has a system," Blair chips in. "Remember when you organized Mom's entire spice cabinet by color, region, and frequency of use?"

"That was logical," Danny protests. "Paprika should not be next to vanilla extract."

I laugh, thinking about my own compulsively organized life. "Danny, I think you and I are kindred spirits. I organize everything."

"Really?" His voice lights up. "What's your system?"

"Well, my closet is organized by season first, then by color within each season, then by function. Work clothes, casual clothes, special occasion clothes."

"That makes sense," Danny says approvingly. "What about your spices?"

"Alphabetical, actually. But I'm thinking about switching to your system—it sounds much better."

Blair is grinning at our conversation. "I've created a monster," she says. "You two are going to reorganize my entire apartment when Danny visits New York, aren't you?"

"Only if you ask nicely," I tease. The casual reference to future plans, to being in her space, to this continuing beyond what I can imagine—it should scare me but it doesn't.

The death metal accordion music finally ends, replaced by a Japanese children's song.

"Danny," Blair says, "how many songs are on this playlist?"

"Four hundred and thirty-seven," Danny replies. "I wanted to make sure we had enough variety."

"Variety is definitely the right word," I say with a chuckle, then turn up the volume because the song is actually kind of catchy.

We're driving past farmland now, endless fields of corn and soybeans stretching toward the horizon. It's beautiful in that quietly Midwestern way—not dramatic or spectacular, just peaceful and vast. I'm wearing Blair's baseball cap and it smells of her shampoo and makes me feel ridiculously happy.

"Did you know," Danny announces, "that Illinois produces more soybeans than any other state except Iowa? And that soybeans were first cultivated in China over 5,000 years ago?"

"I did not know that," Blair and I say in unison, which makes Danny giggle.

"You guys said that at exactly the same time! That's called synchrony, and it happens when people spend a lot of time together and start thinking alike."

I glance at Blair, wondering if Danny's observation is more accurate than I'm comfortable admitting.

"Danny," I say, deflecting. "What's your favorite thing about road trips?"

He considers this seriously. "I like that everything is temporary but also a great memory. Like, we'll probably never see the Clabber Girl Museum again, but we'll always remember it. And I like being in the car with people I love because you can't go anywhere else, so you have to just be together."

The simplicity and truth of his answer makes my throat tighten, and Blair reaches over and takes my hand, intertwining our fingers. The gesture is casual, automatic, like we've been doing this for years instead of days.

The Japanese song fades into something that sounds like elevator music played on a banjo, and I realize I'm going to miss this chaos when we get home.

"Blair," I say quietly, so only she can hear over the music and wind, "thank you for letting me come with you."

"Thank you for coming," she replies, lifting our joined hands to kiss my knuckles. "I can't imagine doing this without you now."

And neither can I. Maybe that's growth. Maybe that's what taking things day by day looks like—not constantly bracing for disaster, but allowing yourself to be present in the good moments.

"Hey guys?" Danny calls from the backseat. "Are we almost there?"

We all dissolve into laughter, and I think Danny might be right about wishing this could last forever.


EPILOGUE
LIV, 1 YEAR LATER


The last of the limos disappears down the winding drive of Château de Malmaison, their red taillights blinking like fireflies against the darkness of the Provence countryside. I kick off my heels and sink into one of the gilded Louis XVI chairs scattered across the ballroom. My feet are screaming after fourteen hours of coordinating the wedding of the year in this fifteenth-century French castle with its soaring stone walls.

The silence is delightful. Even my team is breaking down quietly, clearly appreciating the relief for their eardrums as much as I do.

Through the archway leading to the ballroom, I spot one of the rental company's crew members wrapping the crystal candelabras in what appears to be newspaper instead of the protective foam I specifically requested. My jaw tightens, and I'm about to march over there and give him a lecture when exhaustion hits me. I don't have the energy to be The Boss right now.

I scan the ballroom for Sophie, thinking she can handle the rental return discussion, but I don't see her anywhere. Strange. Sophie never disappears during breakdown—she's usually the last person standing, tablet in hand, making sure every fork is accounted for.

The Pemberton-Astor nuptials were beautiful. The ceremony took place in the castle's ancient chapel with its jewel-toned stained glass windows casting colored light across the stone floor. We transformed the grand ballroom for the reception by weaving thousands of garden roses, peonies, and trailing jasmine up the stone columns and around every archway, as if the castle itself had bloomed overnight. Antique silver candelabras lined the tables dressed in champagne silk, echoing the castle's romantic, timeless elegance.

Three hundred and fifty guests from New York's most exclusive circles flew in on private jets, and every single detail exceeded their expectations. The bride cried happy tears, the groom's speech made even the stoic emotional, and when they had their first dance to "La Vie En Rose" performed by a violinist I flew in from the Paris Opera, there wasn't a dry eye in the ballroom.

I'm shattered from coordinating vendors who speak different languages while navigating French bureaucracy that has tested my patience like never before. I've barely slept in the past two weeks I've been here preparing for the event, and for the first time in my career, I didn't really want to be here. I wanted to be home. With Blair.

My phone buzzes against the silk cushion beside me, and I reach for it with the last reserves of energy I can muster. Blair's name lights up the screen, and I smile.

Blair and her mother have been researching historic properties across Manhattan, and last month they put in an offer on a stunning but neglected Beaux-Arts building near Central Park. The renovation will take years, but their vision is ambitious—a world-class luxury hotel that preserves the building's architectural heritage while offering every modern amenity. Blair’s been as consumed by architectural surveys and zoning permits as I've been by work, and sometimes we’re like ships passing in the night even when we're both in the same city.

How did it go, Boss? she asks. Did you conquer the impossible wedding?

I type back: Flawless. Currently melting into a 500-year-old chair.

I can picture you, comes her immediate reply. Got any energy left for a late-night dinner with me?

I frown at my phone. Blair's in New York—I talked to her this morning.

Very funny, I type back. Unless you've figured out how to teleport across the Atlantic, I think we'll have to settle for FaceTime and room service.

And then I hear it—that rhythmic thumping. No. She wouldn't.

But the sound is growing louder, and through the arched windows, I see lights approaching across the darkened countryside. I drop my phone and rush to the terrace.

The helicopter settles onto the castle's helipad and Blair jumps out with a weekend bag slung over her shoulder. She waves at the pilot before the helicopter takes off again.

She's wearing dark jeans and a white linen shirt. Her hair is windblown, and when she sees me standing on the terrace in my black cocktail dress and bare feet, she spreads her arms.

I run and she meets me halfway, catching me as I launch myself into her embrace. Suddenly I'm spinning in circles under the French stars.

"What are you doing here?" I laugh against her neck, breathing in her scent.

"I missed you," she says, setting me down but keeping her arms wrapped around me. "I know you have a few days off after tonight and I thought we could spend some time here together."

My heart flutters and I welcome the feeling. I stopped fighting it when I realized that Blair Davis doesn't just make promises, she keeps them. Every single one.

This past year has been a revelation. Not just falling in love—though that happened completely and irrevocably somewhere between the mustard museum and a rainy Tuesday morning when she showed up at my apartment with coffee and croissants just to see me smile. But learning to trust again. Learning that not everyone lies, that not all promises get broken, that some people actually mean it when they say they'll be there.

Blair never pushed for more than I could give, never demanded promises I wasn't ready to make. Instead, she just showed up. Consistently, reliably, exactly as she said she would. She learned to read my moods, to know when I needed space and when I needed her to pull me out of my own head. She didn’t try to fix me or change me—she just loved me exactly as I am.

And Danny. Sweet Danny has become like a brother to me. He's visited New York a few times this year, and each visit has felt like a gift.

My parents know everything now. They were hurt at first—not about Blair, but that I'd felt I needed to lie to them. We've talked it through. They love Blair—Dad's even talked her into giving him flying lessons.

"I can't believe you flew here tonight," I say, shaking my head. "That's... incredibly romantic."

"Well, I had to make sure the timing was perfect."

"Timing for what?"

Instead of answering, Blair takes my hand and starts leading me toward the castle's rose garden. The castle is lit with soft golden lights, and the late-night air carries the scent of jasmine and lavender.

"Blair," I say as we walk down the gravel path between manicured hedges. "What's going on?"

The path curves around a hedge wall, leading into a secluded courtyard. An old stone fountain bubbles at its heart, surrounded by rose bushes heavy with pale white and pink blooms. A small table has been set for two—the same ivory silk linens from tonight's reception, complete with the gold-rimmed Limoges china, crystal glasses, and silverware. Candles flicker in hurricane lanterns, and a bottle of Dom Pérignon waits in a silver ice bucket.

"Wait..." I stop dead in my tracks, staring at the stunning setup. "How did you... what?" My voice comes out high-pitched as I take in every familiar detail.

Blair chuckles. "Sophie helped me."

"Sophie?" I whip around to stare at Blair. "I can't believe she kept this from me." I shake my head in amazement. "Sophie can't keep secrets and..."

My voice trails away.

Blair is lowering herself to one knee in front of me.

Time doesn't just slow—it fractures as I watch her kneel. My hands fly to my mouth because I can't trust what else they might do—reach for her, push her away, cover my face.

This is happening. This is actually happening. And damn it, I didn’t see it coming.

My heart detonates. Each beat is too loud, thundering in my ears. I can't breathe properly.

She's pulling out a small velvet box.

No no no no yes⁠—

"Olivia Barnes," she says, her hands trembling as she opens the box. "I know you don't believe in fairy tales..."

The ring is stunning—a classic solitaire that shimmers in the moonlight. It's elegant and timeless, nothing flashy or ostentatious. It's perfect.

"But I'd like the chance to spend the rest of my life proving to you that fairy tales are real," she continues. She takes a shaky breath, and her eyes well up. "I want to be your person, Liv. And I want you to be mine."

Such simple words. So perfect. I can barely see her through my tears.

"Olivia Barnes," she says again, "will you marry me?"

I look at this woman kneeling in front of me, this woman who flew all the way from New York to rural France just because she missed me, this woman who has spent a year proving that some promises are worth making.

"Yes," I whisper, then louder, "Yes! Of course, yes!"

She's on her feet in an instant, sliding the ring onto my finger. Her arms wrap around me, lifting me off the ground. When she sets me down, I'm laughing and crying and completely overwhelmed. I hold up my hand to admire the ring.

"I love you," I tell her, standing on my toes to kiss her properly. "I love you so much it terrifies me, but I love you."

"I love you too," she murmurs against my lips. "Forever and always, Boss."

As we stand there kissing in this French garden, I finally understand why people get married.

Weddings aren't about perfect flowers or flawless execution. They're about love and faith. Faith that sometimes, against all odds, love actually works in the long run. That some people really do get their happily ever after. And I believe I'm one of them.


AFTERWORD


I hope you’ve loved reading The Sailor Situation as much as I’ve loved writing it. If you’ve enjoyed this book, would you consider rating it and reviewing it? Reviews are very important to authors and I’d be really grateful!
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