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Author’s Note

SPOILER: This book will end well.

People will struggle but grow. Folks will change for the better. And the two central characters, the cuties you’re about to meet, will, after many shenanigans, fall madly in love.

But …

Is that a spoiler, though?

My big sister hates spoilers. She will throw her hands out and shout “No spoilers!” when I tell her about books I’m reading. For her, not knowing what’s going to happen is the biggest part of what pulls her through the story.

But there must be different kinds of readers in the world.

I, myself, hate not knowing what’s going to happen at the end. I hate it so much, in fact, that if I don’t know how a story ends, I will google it beforehand. And I’ll be honest—mostly these days, especially since the pandemic, I only want happy endings.

I only want a story that gives me something that matters to look forward to.

I can’t remember the last time I voluntarily signed up to read something I knew in advance would feed my heart through a meat grinder.

I want to feel something, yes. I want to feel all the things, in fact—including surprise. I want the details of a story to be endlessly surprising. My greatest hope when I start reading a new story is that it will take my heart on a Tilt-A-Whirl carnival ride of every single possible emotion along the way. But—and this is essential—by the end … I want us all to be okay.

Better than okay, if possible.

So for me, as a reader, getting the “spoiler” that the main characters in a love story will end up together just makes me want to read the story more.

Maybe it’s the opposite of a spoiler.

What would that even be called?

An enhancer, maybe?

I think those of us who love love stories are junkies for that joyful, blissed-out feeling of anticipating the happily ever after that’s a guarantee of the genre.

All genres have their guarantees, by the way: Sleuths will solve the mystery, thriller heroes will defuse the bomb in the nick of time, superheroes will vanquish the villains at last. Part of what we like about the genres we like is the anticipation of those guarantees. We like to see the mystery solved, and the hero triumphant, and the villains vanquished. It feels good.

Nothing wrong with feeling good, right?

I suspect people who really love literary fiction have a higher tolerance for the feeling of having no idea where a story is headed. Maybe they even like that feeling? That’s fine. That’s cool. It takes all kinds of readers to make the world go round.

I’m just here to talk about love stories.

Because here, once again, is another installment in my infinite series, “Why Love Stories Are Criminally Underrated.”

In an interview recently I got asked, “Why do you write love stories?”

And my answer was, “Why would I write anything else?”

What better thing is there to write about than love? Love’s the best thing humans ever invented. It’s our crowning achievement as a species.

What more beautiful, glorious life could I possibly create for myself than one built on studying, reading, obsessing over, and writing love stories?

My whole job is to bring more love into people’s lives. And by extension into the world. A world that, to be honest, could be thriving a bit more in the love arena.

And it’s hardly “a job,” either. It’s just my life. It’s just what I do all day: think about love, and stories—and how to do justice to them both.

How sublime.

People say to find your why—and that’s mine: I believe in every cell of my body that love is good for you.

I believe that helping us all, myself included, open up our battlescarred hearts and let in more connection is the most important thing I could possibly do with my time here on this earth.

I’ve argued elsewhere (see my author’s notes for my last four books) that love is the best kind of therapy. That love stories are good for the soul. That love stories can save the world.

All true.

But here’s another great thing to add to the list: Love is good for your health.

For real. Google it!

Falling in love bolsters your immune system. Love soothes anxiety, prevents colds, mitigates depression, lessens pain, and promotes healing. New studies on the biochemistry of love show that experiencing loving feelings lowers stress. It counteracts the production of cortisol in the body, and it strengthens the vagus nerve—which calms and regulates mood, heart rate, digestion, and inflammation.

This isn’t just some half-true nonsense that floated through my Instagram feed, by the way. I looked up the studies! This is real.

You can add “reading romance novels in the bubble bath” to your self-care list, along with yoga, and laughter, and balancing your circadian rhythm.

I’m always amazed at the number of people who come through my signing lines when I’m on book tour and tell me that they found my books during a brutally hard time in their lives: as they recovered from surgery, or while their mother was sick, or after a divorce.

Maybe they’d heard my books were funny, and they needed some laughs—or that my books were page-turning, or hopeful, or uplifting. But I can’t help but think part of it—maybe the biggest part of it—is that my stories, at their cores, are love stories. And we all know, deep down, from the day we’re born, that love is nourishing.

We need love to flourish—like we need air, and food, and water.

There are all kinds of ways to micro-dose love into our lives, of course—whether it’s going on walks with friends, or romping around with kids, or snuggling with pets.

But why micro-dose? Let’s macro-dose!

More is more when it comes to love. And that’s where love stories come in. Because stories exist to make us feel things.

A really well-done story of any kind makes you believe it’s real. The best stories make you forget you’re reading at all—and the boundaries between you and the characters dissolve. You empathize so hard that you step into the shoes—even climb into the skin—of those people. Their story becomes your story. It’s happening all around you—and to you.

There are studies on what happens to our bodies when we listen to stories: We synchronize with the storyteller’s words. Our brainwaves start to move at the same rhythm. Our breathing and heart rates sync up. The same for when we read stories on the page: Our brains sync up with the words. We react to what’s happening as if it’s real. Our heart rates change. Our breathing shifts. Our brains release actual chemicals.

These are physiological changes in our bodies. Biochemical changes.

And if it’s a love story? If it’s a romance? Even better.

Because now you’re syncing up with many kinds of emotions—but the main ones, the big ones, are positive. You’re syncing up with joy, and kindness, and admiration—and you’re experiencing genuine human connection.

Well-done love stories give you the feeling of being in love. Your brain makes it real—and shifts your biochemistry in warm, connected, healthy directions. You don’t have to be a scientist to know that. You don’t need a study. If you’re a romance reader, this is old news.

That’s not a spoiler, either. That’s an enhancer.

There’s a reason we love reading love stories. They’re good for us.

Don’t let anyone ridicule you away from bringing all the love into your life that you can. In every possible way.

It’s funny: One of the big lessons that the main characters in love stories learn over and over, story after story, is to choose love over fear.

And that’s what you’re doing right now, with this book. You’re your own main character, cultivating love in your own life—and by extension, the world.

Thank you for doing that.

Let’s all just keep doing that.

There’s a phrase that pops into my head a lot: If anything can save us, it’s love.

I don’t know all the answers. But I feel like we could use a lot more love in the world. If you’re reading this, maybe you feel that way, too. And I’m so happy that you’re here. And that I’m here. And that we’re all here together. Standing up for love.>





One

MRS. RICHMOND’S WEDDING gown was itchy, for one thing.

The kind of itchy that eclipses everything else.

And there was no way to get out of it.

And that was nobody’s fault but my own.

The problem was: I was marrying her son, Pearce—my college boyfriend and fellow math major—at long last. Pearce Richmond: a certified Perfect Man. He was ungettable, and I got him. He was unstoppable, and I stopped him. He was untamable, and I rode him into the sunset.

So to speak.

And then, in a burst of postengagement irrational exuberance, I’d agreed to wear his mother’s wedding dress at the ceremony. I’m sure the lace that was now strangling my neck had been the forefront of polyester technology when it was formulated thirty years ago … but now, after sitting so long in storage, it had disintegrated into a prickly-pear-cactus texture that would be giving me a full-body rash, guaranteed.

A rash. On my wedding day.

I could feel the microfibers boring into my skin.

And, yes—I did just say “neck.” This atrocity of a wedding gown had a dog-collar-like choker of lace, which attached to a bib of more lace, which attached to a sweetheart neckline that held the whole thing up. And by “whole thing,” I mean the loosest, puffiest, most sad-prom, princess-fantasy, pumpkin-skirted getup in history.

It was like a parody of a wedding gown.

A parody that Pearce’s mom refused to have altered. Even with a whole handful of safety pins hidden in the pleats, it was still so loose that without the collar it might’ve slid right off. And the poofy skirt was so very poofy it was like I was wearing one of Maria von Trapp’s curtains—as a curtain.

Light a fire under me, and I could’ve floated off like a hot-air balloon. For real.

But there was no getting out of it.

Literally.

Because the zipper had caught in my hair right at the neckpiece when I zipped it up, and now it was stuck. I had cut away my hair with scissors, but now the slider was cemented in place like we’d glued it. Right at the top.

I’d be noosed in this thing until Pearce—or, really, not picky at this point: anyone at all—ripped it off me.

Hopefully sooner rather than later.

In theory, this was the biggest day of my life. In theory, I should be savoring every second. In theory, I was smack in the bull’s-eye of the pinnacle of human happiness.

In reality?

I was itching.

Not to mention stinging—from matching blisters on the backs of my heels from my new shoes.

That was the situation: A supremely bossy mother-in-law-to-be. A growing rash. Twin blisters. And a dress that made me question my human dignity.

Yeah. I was already ready for this day to be over.

Not to mention the venue: a church built in the sixties that they’d forgotten to add windows to, with a building-wide commitment to fluorescent bulbs instead of warm white and an odd décor obsession with beige.

Tonally off for a wedding, right? Beige?

I don’t know what color joy is, but it sure as hell isn’t beige.

But here we were.

Even my bouquet of “champagne”-colored roses could qualify as beige.

The wedding coordinator, Mrs. Allen, was seven hundred years old. As a somber volunteer for the church—where the elder Richmonds had also gotten married—and a fellow member of their country club, Mrs. Allen had barely tolerated me all day.

Now, as she steered me into the vestibule, her fingers pinching my elbow flesh right above the funny bone, I suddenly realized I needed to pee.

I glanced at the beige doorway leading into the beige sanctuary.

Couldn’t I just hold it? Because it was sixty seconds to go-time. We had momentum here.

But even just noticing the bladder situation made it worse.

Out of nowhere, it wasn’t just full—it was positively taut, like an overfilled water balloon.

How had I not noticed this earlier? Why did I have to wait until we were seconds out from the starting gun? I was wearing an Italian lace garter belt, for Pete’s sake!

I never could make things easy for myself, could I?

Mrs. Allen was poised to shove me through the doorway when I stopped short and turned to her with a wince of apology.

“I’m sorry. I need to use the ladies’ room real quick.”

Mrs. Allen shook her head in horror, like this was the worst thing she’d ever heard in all her seven centuries of life. “But the organist is about to start the processional,” she protested.

“Can you stall him?” I asked.

She didn’t like that idea. She pinched her face up like I was really being a bridezilla.

But then she pressed on her little earpiece and said, “Tony, I’m going to need you to hold off on the processional. We’ve got a nervous bladder back here.”

As I hobbled off toward the ladies’ room, I wasn’t sure I loved being called “a nervous bladder,” like that was my whole identity. But there was no time to argue. It was going to take all the minutes I had just to contend with that lace garter.

The organ music somehow sounded louder in the bathroom, echoing around the hard surfaces.

In the stall, as I managed my undergarments and then hoisted that enormous crinoline-inflated skirt up around my waist, I decided that I really didn’t love organ music. The way it was so brain-meltingly loud. The way it smeared all the notes together. Plus, it always just sounded a little sinister, didn’t it?

Like someone was about to pop out of a coffin?

No offense to the organists of the world. But that was the truth of it. An organ was the last instrument I’d ever have chosen for my wedding.

Would a nice little grand piano have killed anybody?

The more I thought about it, the madder I got.

Nothing about this wedding was what I wanted. Every last detail had been determined by Mrs. Richmond. She’d picked the venue, and the color palette, and the florist, and the caterer.

Anytime I suggested anything, she shot it down with this overacted “Really?” that made me immediately follow up with, “Unless you have another idea.”

Quick spoiler: She always had another idea.

What can I say?

I wanted her to like me.

Also, it was a busy time for weddings in my family. My sister, Ashley, was also getting married this year—six weeks after me, on a cruise ship, of all things—and so my mom had more than enough to worry about. She was delighted that Mrs. Richmond wanted to do it all. And whenever Mrs. Richmond chose the most expensive possible option, she’d say to my mom, “Don’t worry. We’ll make up the difference.”

“You’re getting a much fancier wedding out of the deal,” my mother kept telling me. “We never would have sprung for that margarita drink wall.”

True enough.

But now, on my long-awaited Big Day, I was kind of choking on all the terrible choices I’d agreed to.

Not that it mattered.

This was happening, like it or not.

Washing my hands at the sink, I took in the sight of myself in the mirror. The hair artist Mrs. Richmond paid for had shellacked my hair into an updo—spraying the hair equivalent of glitter into it to “brighten” my dirty-blond coloring. And don’t get me started on the makeup artist, who had airbrushed my skin with foundation to cover up my freckles, used a shade of eye shadow that she guaranteed would make my eyes look “less hazel,” and then spent a good five minutes enlarging and darkening my eyebrows. When she spun the chair toward the mirror, I gasped. And not in a good way.

“Can we just—fix the eyebrows?” I asked.

The makeup artist and Mrs. Richmond frowned.

“They’re a little … Fozzie Bear?” I tried to explain.

“This is the trend,” the makeup artist explained. “It makes you look younger.”

Mrs. Richmond, who had recently told me I was too old to have long hair, nodded in agreement.

Was I old at twenty-six?

No matter. I wouldn’t dare fight with Mrs. Richmond on her wedding day.

Sorry—my wedding day.

And now here I was, in a beige church bathroom with a bouffant hairdo, pausing to take in the sight of myself as a bride. And all I could see was … eyebrows.

Was the organ music getting louder?

Time to go. Everyone was waiting for me.

The bridesmaids were all lined up near the altar by now. My mom—who had stayed up until two in the morning assembling gift bags—was already seated in the front row with her wrist corsage on. My Grandma Dodie was wearing pearls and kitten heels. And my dad—my formermarine, workaholic dad (always an elusive get for any family event) was about to walk me down the aisle.

This was happening. Time to take my eyebrows to the sanctuary.

It’s just normal, ordinary, everyday cold feet, I told myself as I hustled back along the hallway. That slight feeling of nausea? That was a good sign. It meant I knew what I was doing, and I was taking it seriously, and I was stepping boldly into my future.

Who doesn’t feel nauseous in big life moments?

It wasn’t a red flag. It was an homage to my upcoming best life.

And so was this itchy-ass frigging dress.

That’s exactly what I was thinking as I reached the vestibule: This was a life-changing moment in every way. In twenty minutes, the whole thing would be over, and I’d be transformed—and I don’t just mean covered head to toe in contact dermatitis. This single event was going to change me from JoJo Burton, serial commitmentphobe and legendary boyfriend dumper, into Josephine Richmond: happily, legally, and incontrovertibly committed.

Twenty minutes total to change my whole personality. Easy.

We’d timed it beforehand with the reverend.

Or, actually—maybe a few minutes more than twenty.

Because just as I was about to give the giddyup signal to Mrs. Allen to fire up the processional at last … the vestibule double doors burst open at the same time with a swoosh, blasting out the beige room with golden-hued sunlight.

And into that sunlight walked a guy.

A guy who was not in a suit, like all the others.

A guy with a rucksack on his shoulders like he was just arriving from the French Alps.

A guy with an overgrown beard and shaggy hair … who looked a lot, I decided, as my eyes adjusted—an uncanny amount, even—l ike my childhood friend Cooper Watts. Who he most certainly could not be. Because my old friend Cooper had already, most definitely, most defiantly, RSVPed no to the wedding—circling Regrets ten times on the return card and adding a handwritten addendum that read, and I quote:

“Don’t marry that douchebag. This is a boycott.”





Two

OTHER REASONS THIS person just couldn’t be Cooper:


	Cooper lived in London.

	Cooper didn’t talk to me anymore.

	This dude was much more—um—strapping than any known version of Cooper.

	Cooper knew better than to stress out my mom by crashing a wedding she was hosting.

	Unlike this mountain man, Cooper could not grow a full beard.



At least—not the last time I’d seen him. Which, granted, was four years ago—right after college graduation. But we’d been across-the-street neighbors from ages eight to twenty-two. I was pretty sure I could pick out Cooper in any lineup anywhere.

Which is why I was so stumped to be stumped.

Was it Cooper?

Let’s revisit the new physique for a second: The Cooper I knew did not have big, solid, pommel-horse-Olympian-style shoulders. He did not have the kind of muscles you could see through a T-shirt and under a rucksack. He didn’t have forearms that seemed to be looking for something to squeeze, or a way of standing on the floor like he owned it, or a manly look that would make anybody—least of all me—stop in her tracks.

The Cooper I knew—the Cooper I’d hung out with every day for ten-plus formative years—was a boy. This French Alps hiker crashing my wedding was …

A man.

Impossible.

And yet.

My brain was saying No, it can’t be while every other part of me was saying Um—hello?—it definitely is. I was like a hunting dog on point—frozen in his direction. There was something to see here. Something important. For a minute, the rest of the world blurred away and left only the two of us there.

The organ music quieted. Mrs. Allen faded. The itching stopped.

All I could see was this total stranger—who I already knew.

I stepped closer. “Cooper?” I said, peering at him.

It couldn’t be.

“Hey, Joey,” he said. “Happy wedding day.”

Holy shit!

It was.

Cooper’s normal greeting was to grab me around the neck and clamp me into a headlock. But he wasn’t doing that now—yet.

I shook my head. “You were boycotting! You put it in writing.”

Cooper shrugged. “I changed my mind.”

“You’re going to be in so much trouble when my mom finds out,” I said, uttering our childhood catchphrase.

But Cooper shook his head. “I emailed her. She approved.”

“She didn’t approve that,” I said, gesturing at his mountain-man ensemble. “You look like hell.”

It’s possible I was lying.

He looked like hell only if like hell also meant very, very … surprisingly sexy.

I took a deep breath to pull it together.

This was Cooper. He used to sit on me and fart.

But that’s when Cooper lifted those dark blue eyes and looked right at me through his black lashes.

I felt a buzz in response. Like I was a doorbell, somehow, and he was … ringing me.

Had I just tried to convince anyone that Cooper looked bad?

Even Cooper didn’t buy it. He gave me what can only be described as a flirty look and said, “Liar.”

Now he’d gone too far.

It was one thing to crash my wedding—iate—in full Patagonia and walk in here with all those muscles. It was quite another to give me a flirty look.

This was a kid I’d peeled grapes with so we could call them eyeballs. This was a kid who’d dared me to suck a spaghetti noodle up my nose. This was a kid who’d hocked Jell-O cubes out of his mouth into the air so I could catch them in mine.

We were way past flirting.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

He shrugged. “My oldest friend is getting married.”

“So?”

“So, I should be here.”

“You RSVPed no. With extreme prejudice.”

“I was being an ass.”

“Yes. You really were.”

“I’m sorry about that,” Cooper said.

“No, you’re not.”

Somewhere, in a distant land, an ancient lady named Mrs. Allen was waiting for me to start my bridal procession.

But how could I do that when Cooper was stepping closer—and looking me over?

“You look like a bride,” Cooper said next, in a tone like he couldn’t believe it.

“I am a bride.”

I guess Cooper knew enough about my whole dynamic with Pearce to ask next, “How did you get him to propose?”

I thought about lying. But this was Cooper. We were even more beyond lying than we were beyond flirting. So I confessed: “Ultimatum.” Then I said, almost just to see how Cooper would react, “I told him to shit or get off the pot.”

Cooper blinked and then said, deadpan, “That’s romantic.”

I deadpanned back, “Isn’t it?”

Cooper took in the sight of me again and said, “Well. However it happened, you look beautiful.”

Beautiful? I felt a funny sting in my chest.

I hadn’t even been hoping for beautiful today. I’d just been hoping for not covered in hives.

Had Cooper ever said anything that nice to me before?

But there was a rasp in Cooper’s voice. He meant it.

Then, before I could stop myself, I said, “You don’t think I look like Fozzie Bear?”

At that, Cooper squinted at me like I was equal parts adorable and ridiculous, tilted his head, and repeated—carefully—so I could really hear the question I’d just asked reflected back:

“I do not”—a pause—“think that you look”—another pause—“like Fozzie Bear”

I didn’t appreciate the mockery. But it did make me feel better.

“You,” I said, just to get us back to normal, “look awful.”

“So you’ve mentioned.”

I reached up to tug on his beard, like it might be a vaudeville prop with an elastic strap. “What’s going on here?”

“It’s a beard,” Cooper said.

“I see that,” I said. “But why?”

A hint of a shrug. “Why not?”

“It looks like a pigeon built a nest on your face.”

At that, he broke into a big grin.

“A pigeon with a bad personality,” I added.

“Why do I love it when you insult me?” Cooper asked.

“Because the truth feels good.”

Cooper tilted his head again. “Does it?”

“And I’m not insulting you,” I said. “I’m helping you.”

“I knew you were going to say that.”

“And what’s going on with this?” I reached up and mussed his hair next. “Is this a man-bun?”

“It’s a ponytail,” Cooper corrected.

I shook my head. “What were you thinking?”

“I grew it out.”

“It’s so bad.”

“You don’t think I look kind of great?”

I sidestepped the question. He did look kind of great. “That hair is a tragedy,” I declared. “Shakespeare could’ve written that hair.”

Cooper was still smiling. “You really hate it.”

“I one thousand percent hate it.”

“That’s a lot of percentage points from a math major.”

“I’m begging you to cut it,” I said. “Stick your head under a lawn mower. Anything.”

“Noted,” Cooper said. Then he added, “You, by the way, look amazing. Just to be clear.”

I didn’t feel amazing. I looked down, like I’d forgotten myself. “I look like I’m wearing someone else’s wedding dress.”

“Are you?”

I nodded, all solemn. “Pearce’s mother’s, to be exact.”

“Who cares?” Cooper said. “You look epic.”

“The zipper’s broken,” I said, tugging at the collar. “So I’ll never get back out. This is basically my skin now.”

Cooper evaluated that idea. “Maybe that’s a good thing,” he said. Then, like it was a declaration: “I caught my breath when I saw you.”

“Did you really?”

Despite everything—despite the job he’d taken in London without telling me, and the texts of mine he’d ignored for four solid years, and his now-famous meanest wedding RSVP in history—the idea of Cooper catching his breath at the sight of me made me catch my own right back.

The truth feels good.

It was maybe the best feeling I’d had all day.

But before I could savor it, Mrs. Allen cleared her throat.

I looked over.

Oh, god. I’d almost forgotten.

She gestured at the sanctuary, like Ahem! We have a wedding to complete over here.

I turned back to Cooper with an apologetic shrug. “I have to go get married now.”

“Yeah—of course,” he said, gesturing at my future. “Get after it.”

“Okay,” I said. “And thanks for coming after all.”

Cooper gave a wry headshake. “Couldn’t miss it if I tried.”

“And you’re not forgiven for that RSVP, by the way.”

“Unforgivable,” he agreed. “Hold a grudge. I support you.”

“I might forgive you eventually,” I said, walking backward now, holding eye contact.

“Don’t even think about it,” Cooper said.

Mrs. Allen was eyeing Cooper like he might be about to mug me as she came forward with my beige bouquet to usher me on. She signaled the organist, and spun me around by the shoulders to face the aisle, and was about to push me through the doors—when I heard Cooper’s voice behind me one more time.

“Joey!”

I turned back. “Kinda busy here,” I said as he jogged to catch up.

As he reached me, Cooper nodded, like I get it. Then he put his hands on my shoulders, squeezing a little, like he was steadying me.

My bare shoulders, I should note. Under his bare hands.

Next, Cooper said, “You’re okay, right?”

I frowned like he’d lost his marbles. “Of course I am.”

“Because you look—”

“Beautiful, right? You said. That was so weird.”

“Beautiful—yes. But you also look—”

Then, before I could think better of it, I finished for him: “Like I’m about to call off the wedding?”

Cooper stilled.

I stilled, too.

Then he pulled in a breath and said, “Are you?”

“I thought that’s what you were going to say.”

“I was going to say, ‘You look a little nervous.’”

“Because I’m not calling it off,” I said. “Why would you even think that?”

“I didn’t think that,” Cooper said.

Now we had ourselves a standoff.

We stared into each other’s eyes.

Right then, the organist began the processional—a baroque-hits favorite of the Richmonds’ that launched with a howl of menacing horror-movie chords.

Wait—did I have a pebble in my shoe?

I handed Cooper my bouquet for a minute so I could grab his shoulder for balance with one hand and pull off my pump with the other.

“What are you doing?” Cooper asked.

“I’ve got a pebble in my shoe,” I said, shaking it out.

“What is it with you and pebbles?” Cooper said.

But as I straightened up to take back my bouquet, Cooper tugged me closer by the waist and leaned in so close his breath tickled my ear. And then he said, “Don’t take this the wrong way, okay?”

“What?” I asked.

“It’s pretty easy,” he said then, “to fake a faint.”

I pushed back and glanced toward the sanctuary. “I don’t see how that’s relevant.”

“It’s not,” Cooper said, lifting his hands in innocence. “Just random trivia.” But then he leaned back in. “The trick is to roll as you hit the floor so you don’t hit your head.”

I flared my nostrils at him. Then, for my official response, I flipped him off.

Cooper feigned shock at the gesture and said, “You can’t do that in a bridal gown.”

“It’s not my bridal gown,” I pointed out.

But with a wry headshake, Cooper said, “It is now.”

That’s when Mrs. Allen got aggressive and tapped me on the shoulder. Hard.

I took another step back. “Time to go.”

“Congrats on your wedding,” Cooper said with a little salute. “And don’t forget what the firefighters say.”

“The firefighters?” I said, falling for it. “What do they say?”

Cooper tilted forward just a little, like You got this. Then, with an infuriating micro-nod, he said, “Stop, drop, and roll.”





Three

WHEN I STEPPED into the sanctuary to take my dad’s arm, my dad wasn’t there.

Of course.

It was my Grandma Dodie instead. Standing proud for duty at five-two.

Had I been foolishly thinking that my dad would show up for the most important day of my life? That was on me.

What was I, a beginner? My money should’ve been on Dodie from the start.

She held out her elbow gallantly when she saw me—cute as a dumpling with her little white halo of hair.

I took her arm, but I had to stoop a little.

I smiled big at the whole sanctuary of guests who had turned to gaze at me as I whispered, “Where’s Dad?”

“He missed his flight,” Grandma Dodie whispered back, the same way.

“Of course he did,” I said, brightening my smile.

“He’s hoping to make the reception,” she offered.

“Don’t bet on it.”

Now I was itchy and angry.

Typical. My absentee dad. He had one job—and now my grandma was doing it.

Per usual.

He’d already missed the rehearsal dinner. He’d missed 90 percent of the first-ever brunch with the Richmonds, too—taking a work call ten minutes in and then pacing around a side garden on his cell for the rest of the meal.

Not to mention he kept calling them the Richlands.

None of this was shocking. He was a vestigial parent, after all.

He had three children, and he could barely keep them all straight. He didn’t know our birthdays. He always mixed up what schools we went to. He consistently got our ages wrong. It was a parlor game at this point: quizzing our dad on basics he should already know and then triumphing as he got every one wrong.

If you can really call moments like that “triumphs.”

Anyway, it was fun, in a way. He deserved it.

Ashley once dared him to say our middle names—and he missed all three, while our mom looked on, her head tilted in wonder. For Ashley, he tried Elizabeth, Isabel, and Henrietta before my mom finally cut in with, “It’s Rose, sweetheart. After your mother.” I got Martha, Bonnie, and Julia before we explained that mine was Dorothy, after Grandma Dodie—my mom’s mom. For our brother, Pete, he insisted on the very random name Timothy for a while before trying a whole host of others like it was a literal guessing game—“Miles? Franklin? Steven? Paul?”—until Pete finally put him out of his misery and said, “It’s Raleigh, Dad. After you.”

My father wouldn’t retain this education, of course. None of it would stick.

In six months we could do it all again, no problem.

We were like the idea of a family to him—more than we were real people.

It was fine. It was funny at this point.

“Don’t worry about it,” my mom always said. “He’s a good provider.” Then she’d wink at us and say, “And you hit the jackpot with your mom.”

We’d hit the jackpot with Grandma Dodie, too, who was seventy-eight years old and feistier than the whole lot of us put together. She lived with us now, and she was cultivating antique roses in the side yard, and taking an art history class on the Impressionists, and baking her own sourdough every week. She’d founded an old lady workout group called the Screaming Mimis that walked three miles every day. She had a whole crew of travel friends who had nursed their husbands through long, final illnesses and were “ready to have some fun”—and they went to see Broadway shows, and took riverboat cruises, and spent random weekends in Marfa, Texas, drinking Tito’s and tonic at the hotel where they’d filmed Giant.

Even right now, walking the aisle, Grandma Dodie was moving faster than I was.

“We’re supposed to go slow, Dodie,” I whispered. “Mrs. Richmond wants the processional music to finish.”

“Nonsense,” Dodie said. “I’ll be in a coma in the nursing home before we’re halfway there.”

I didn’t argue. The sooner I got out of this gown, the better.

Which prompted me to notice, a little late, that the whole time I’d been talking to Cooper … I hadn’t been itching.

Like, at all.

I’d totally forgotten to itch.

But now, as I walked the aisle like a plank, the itching was back—times ten.

By the halfway point, I had to lock my elbow and make a fist to keep from scratching my neck. You know when something itches so bad you would happily claw off all your own skin just to make it stop?

It was like that.

Down at the end, a million miles away, was Pearce. Waiting. In a tux. A tux he owned. Because he was the kind of guy who owned a tux—and the studs and cuff links to go with it.

Pearce had been a math major like me. We got together in college after a blind date where we ate sushi, talked about math all night, and then walked back to my dorm. Never underestimate the power of talking about something you love with a fellow lover of that same thing. I honestly think he seduced me by talking about differential equations.

Even though, looking back, we came at math from different angles. I liked the challenge of how to make the complexity of it more accessible. Pearce, I think, was the opposite. He liked how the complexity of it made him look smart. So much smarter than everybody else.

Our shared language was math—but we spoke different dialects.

Either way, though, it felt a lot like love.

Pearce did not kiss me when he dropped me off that first night, but he did say, and this is verbatim: “I really enjoyed our time together. Let’s do this again sometime.”

Who talks like that? Right?

I agree that it doesn’t seem to add up. Why would a winsome young mathematician like myself embark on what turned into a seven-year relationship that started with such a whimper?

Because of my fraught relationship with my absentee father, obviously. Pearce turned out to be the perfect man for all my unresolved issues.

And when I say “perfect,” what I mean is: He was the perfect ratio of interested to disinterested. He liked me enough to make me chase him, but not enough to let me catch him.

And that’s the whole trick to dating me, it turns out: Make me want you, but don’t let me have you.

As soon as you’re mine, I will lose interest. Guaranteed.

It’s a problem.

I’d dumped every boyfriend I’d ever had—except for Pearce. I was always the dumper, never the dumpee. But then Pearce came along. And he was so minimally interested in me that I had no choice but to get obsessed with him.

At dinner, he’d check his phone. At movies, he’d fall asleep. Texts were responded to sporadically. Invitations were deferred. Frequency was infrequent—because, for Pearce, seeing each other once a week was more than enough.

If he stayed over, he was out the door by six AM.

I hated it, but it worked. You can’t argue with the results.

Not getting enough made me want more. Being with Pearce was the emotional equivalent of being ravenously hungry and then eating one Pringle.

I knew the pattern. I knew the only way to stay interested was to stay unsatisfied.

But I still wanted to get … satisfied.

But he wouldn’t satisfy me. Or couldn’t.

It was the worst relationship of my life. And the longest.

I stayed in a state of suspended dissatisfaction for three long years until finally, one day not long before we graduated, as I was bemoaning my fate to my mom on a video call—she just … solved it.

“I’m terrified that if he ever really gives me what I want, I’ll lose interest,” I said.

My mother looked at me over her readers. “Well,” she said. “You know what the answer to that is.”

There was an answer to that? “What?”

“Get married,” she said. Like Simple.

I frowned. “Get married?”

My mom nodded, like Obviously. “Put yourself in a position where you can’t lose interest.”

“I don’t think Pearce wants to get married.”

“Never underestimate the value of a good threat,” my mom said.

“But what if he says no?”

“Then you’re no worse off than you are right now.”

It was sneaky, and it was brilliant. And it worked.

One night, over dinner, I said, in the most pleasant, disinterested, robotic way possible, “Pearce, I’d like to get married. And if that’s not of interest to you, we should probably break up so I can find someone else.”

Pearce frowned a little, turned the idea over in his mind. And then he said, “Great idea. Let’s get married.”

And that was that. A week later, I had Grandmother Richmond’s two-carat engagement ring on my finger.

It felt like a triumph—until we stayed that way for four years.

Engaged—but not married—for four years.

We graduated college. He went into quantitative finance, and I decided, after much soul-searching, that I wanted to become a middle school math teacher and illustrate math concepts with fun activities like origami. He decided to use his math major to make money, and I decided to use my math major to make art.

A choice that Pearce did not understand, personally or financially.

We still didn’t live together. He still answered only 50 percent of my texts.

He stalled and stalled, until one night his parents sat him down and told him they would like some grandchildren.

And now here I was, walking the plank.

I mean aisle.

Once we set a date, I was happy at first. But the truth was, as the wedding plans became more solid, I started to feel less happy. Things that hadn’t bothered me before, like how he smacked when he ate pasta, and how his earlobes were too small, and how he checked his phone every three minutes, started to loom larger.

And larger.

He never used his parking brake. He couldn’t roll his rs. One side of his nose was a different shape from the other.

Not to mention: His favorite ice cream was Rocky Road. Maybe I was a little judgy from that high school job at Baskin-Robbins, but Rocky Road? That was old people ice cream! What was this—a retirement home?

It was as predictable as geometry. I could have written it like a proof.

Now that I had him, I didn’t want him anymore.

It was like a curse.

But curses were made to be broken.

Today, in the church, I reminded myself what my mother had said: The only way to stop running away is to stop running away.

So here I was: not running away.

Heroically.

Itching like hell—but doing it anyway.

Up by the altar, Pearce looked a little itchy himself. If I’m honest.

But Grandma Dodie kept walking, and so did I.

This was happening. This was nonnegotiable. This was the best solution I could think of—and I’d be marrying Pearce Richmond tonight if it was the dumbest thing I ever did.

AT THE ALTAR, I handed my bouquet to my big sister, Ashley. My little brother, Pete, soon to graduate from college, had agreed to be Pearce’s best man. When Pearce had asked him, Pete’s response had been “Don’t you have anybody better to ask?”

I’d elbowed Pete—hard—in the ribs and then answered for him. “That’s a yes. That’s a grateful and enthusiastic yes.”

But now I found myself wondering, too. Why didn’t Pearce have anybody better to ask? Cooper had never liked him the few times they’d met back in college. Was Pearce one of those guys other guys didn’t like?

Pete crossed his eyes at me when I glanced his way.

I ignored him. Stay focused.

Grandma Dodie pulled me down to kiss me on the cheek and then handed me over to Pearce.

The itching was getting worse. Was it inside my throat now? Had I inhaled some fibers or something? My airway definitely felt tight. Wouldn’t it be lucky if my throat closed up and I really fainted—for real?

Problem solved, huh?

Pearce stood next to me like a statue as the reverend, who’d encouraged us to be casual and call him “Rev,” came to stand before us.

But here’s the thing. I guess the rev felt like this was his moment to shine, because next, he launched into an extended-remix TED Talk about the internet, of all things, and how it was tearing us apart like nothing before in history—and how we needed to stop hating other people online and start loving them in the real world. And I didn’t technically disagree. I mean: Yes. Let’s hurry up and get on that. But my itching situation was ramping up by the second, so I really didn’t have time for some big, long pontification from some old dude with yellow teeth.

Let’s just say I lost focus.

My mind drifted.

Before I knew it, I was thinking about Cooper and trying to overlay the boy I remembered so well with the man who had shown up here today. That overgrown beard. That scraggly hair. What a waste of a good-looking man.

Hold on. Did I just classify Cooper as a “good-looking man”?

I’d actually given him a haircut once when we were kids, in our clubhouse, with some pinking shears. What were we—ten? Eleven? I remember very confidently explaining to him that the zigzags on the blades would give his hair “body.” He’d been so trusting, sweet thing—and then he went home looking like he’d been electrocuted. It was so bad, my mom made me walk across the street later with a bottle of chardonnay for his mother as a peace offering.

The next time I saw Cooper, he had a buzz cut.

Which made him look like a Norman Rockwell painting.

Would Cooper wind up coming to the reception tonight? I wondered. Or was that teaser in the vestibule all the time I’d get? Because I had a question I’d been waiting to ask him. And if I’d had some warning he was coming, for god’s sake—if he hadn’t just crashed into this day out of nowhere—I might have had the presence of mind to ask it.

Or maybe not. I might need a bottle of chardonnay myself for that one.

Now the rev was wrapping up. He seemed pretty pleased with himself, like he’d really gotten how love works cleared up for everyone—and solved all of society’s problems as a bonus. Were we supposed to clap or something? I looked around.

And that’s when I saw Cooper, close by in a set of side pews, sitting alone with his elbow resting on his rucksack, watching me like he had X-ray vision into my thoughts. Before I could look away, he lifted his hand and touched the side of his head—and as he did it, I swear, I heard his voice as clearly as if he’d spoken out loud: Stop, drop, and roll.

Dammit, Cooper, I thought. Why do you have to ruin everything?

And then, like there was no other choice …

I took a deep breath.

And I let my knees buckle.

And I dropped to the floor.





Four

WAS I CONVINCING?

I have no idea.

My only plan was to keep my eyes closed—without visibly squeezing.

Trickier than it sounds.

The whole church gasped as I fell, and then it shifted into murmuring. I felt the air thicken and the sounds muffle as, I assume, my family gathered around me. I heard the rev say, “Don’t worry, folks. This happens all the time. She’ll be back on her feet in a jiffy.”

Hell if I would.

Ashley wanted to call 911, but my mother kept insisting it was just nerves. Grandma Dodie kept asking everyone to keep back to give me some air. Pete kept declaring I was turning blue.

Which I wasn’t.

After several minutes, when I still hadn’t revived, the rev leaned in conspiratorially to my mom and said, “Maybe we should take her somewhere more comfortable.” Pete offered to carry me—which got an instant “Not you” from my mom. Pete was protesting with “I dropped her one time” when I felt two arms slide under me like a forklift and hoist me up.

Good. Pearce had been suspiciously silent so far. I’d half wondered if he was checking his investment app. At least now he was doing something. Even if I was in the process of weaseling out of our wedding.

He didn’t know that.

Yet.

And maybe I wouldn’t weasel out after all. Something about being carried like that was just so … romantic. You couldn’t escape it. You’re so out of control and so vulnerable, all limp with your eyes closed, caught in swells of motion—and the arms holding you are so anchoring and safe. I felt like … a damsel or something. And Pearce, for maybe the first time ever, felt like a rescuing knight. Someone I could feel protected by.

Cherished, even.

Was that going too far? This was Pearce.

I was transported from the sanctuary, down the hallway, and toward the same bridal room where I’d first manacled myself into that used wedding gown.

Or, at least, I assumed that’s where we went.

All I could feel was my cheek against a solid chest, the reassurance of being clutched tight, and the rhythm of walking. Plus, just … full-body gratitude for the rescue.

I wondered if this one little stunt might save the day.

I noticed I wasn’t itching now.

Maybe the rev was right and I really would be back on my feet in a jiffy. Maybe being carried off by Pearce in this primal way would stir my emotions. Maybe we all did need to try a lot harder to be nicer to each other in this big, crazy world. I could do that, couldn’t I? For a little bit, at least?

For long enough, maybe, to get back in there and get this wedding over with?

THE BRIDAL ROOM had a sofa, and Pearce laid me down on it, lifting my head to slide what had to be his own thigh under my head, like a throw pillow. A cool hand appeared against my forehead as someone checked me for a fever. I heard my mom asking if smelling salts were still a thing.

Here was the truth of it: I couldn’t stay unconscious forever.

Pearce stayed right there, bent over me protectively, holding one of my hands as my mother took charge. You know that feeling you get when you know someone’s watching you? I felt that feeling on the sofa from Pearce.

Something about that seemed impossibly sweet.

He was showing up for me in just the right way, and it surprised me so much.

I could do this. I could open my eyes, say I felt better, and get back out there.

I could marry the man holding my hand. I could.

And so, at that thought, I opened my eyes, planning to act dazed and lightheaded.

But the first thing I saw wasn’t Pearce’s clean-shaven, dimpled chin. It was an unruly pigeon beard.

“Cooper?” I said, in a tone like Seriously?

His name came out louder than I meant it to.

Loud enough that the whole room turned to stare at me.

The thigh I’d been resting on, and the chest I’d been cradled against, and the hand now currently still holding mine—the one I’d been thinking I could marry after all—had been Cooper? All along?

“Where’s Pearce?” I asked, pushing myself up.

I looked around as the whole room rushed over—my mom, my grandma, my siblings, the rev, Mrs. Allen. My eyes scanned right and then left, landing at last back on Cooper.

He winked.

Meanwhile, my mother wasn’t mad—yet. “Sweetheart, you fainted at the altar!” she said, like she had front-page news.

I remembered I was supposed to be woozy, so I put my hand to my head.

At that, Cooper scooted closer to me and pulled me against his shoulder as a bolster.

My mother was all concern, leaning in. “Is something hurting? Did you get lightheaded?”

“I’m fine,” I said. “I’m okay.”

“Ashley,” my mom said, snapping her fingers at my sister, “get her a glass of water.” Then my mom perched beside me while we waited. “Reverend Martin says this kind of thing happens all the time. Young brides overthink it. They forget to breathe. Next thing you know, they’re passed-out unconscious.” She patted my knee. “But once they reoxygenate, they’re good to go.”

Where was Pearce right now, exactly?

My mom stayed focused, trying to find the teachable moment.
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