




“BETH KENDRICK IS A MAJOR NEW TALENT.”

—Melissa Senate, author of See Jane Date and

The Solomon Sisters Wise Up

Be sure to read all of award-winning author Beth Kendrick’s acclaimed novels

Nearlyweds

“A fun and funny look at marriage, commitment, and figuring out what your next best step is…whether it be down the aisle, or not.”

—Alison Pace, author of If Andy Warhol Had a Girlfriend and Pug Hill

My Favorite Mistake

“A laugh-out-loud treat.”

—BookPage

Exes and Ohs

“Breaking up is hard to do, but Exes and Ohs is hilarious.”

—Cara Lockwood, author of I Do (But I Don’t)

Fashionably Late

“Kendrick’s keen sense of humor and pitch-perfect gift for dialogue are excellent accessories to this fun and frothy tale.”

—Chicago Tribune


            
                
Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                
Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	
CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               
Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

    




For my husband, Larry,

because I would marry you all over again.

And for Murphy, Roxie, and Friday,

who have a zest for life and a nose for trouble!



1

STELLA


Yum.” I stretched my arms over my head and curled my toes into the zillion-thread-count sheets of the Cartwell House Inn’s luxurious honeymoon cottage. “Honey, that was fantastic.”

Mark grinned. “You enjoyed your wedding day, Mrs. Porter?”

“And how.” I let my head drop back against the pillow, closing my eyes to relive the ceremony, the dancing, and Mark’s champagne toast, which had brought tears to my eyes. “Total dream come true. Modern Bride and Vera Wang and Cinderella all rolled into one ginormous lacy orgasm.” Well. Except for the white-hot glares my new stepdaughters kept shooting my way.

“And the wedding night?” He waggled his eyebrows at the blue garter, Richard Tyler gown, and ivory satin sandals scattered across the hotel room floor.

“Also a dream come true,” I assured him.

“Are you sure? Because you know I can get my hands on some Viagra samples.”

“I’m satisfied, I’m satisfied. Thank God I met you after your sexual peak or I probably wouldn’t be able to walk.”

“Just checking. Men of a certain age have to make sure our nubile young trophy wives are happy.”

I reached over and swatted his arm. “That’s all I am to you? A fluffball trophy wife with a sick body?”

“A sweet, kind, smart trophy wife whom I will cherish for the rest of my days,” he corrected. “Who also happens to be drop-dead gorgeous.”

“Too late. Don’t try to butter me up,” I huffed, turning over on my side so he wouldn’t see me smile. “I’m unbutterable.”

He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me back against his chest. “You trophy wives are so temperamental.”

“High maintenance, but worth it.” I yawned, tucking my head under his chin.

He stroked my stomach through the sheet. “Can I ever make it up to you?”

“Nope.”

“Are you sure? No way to weasel my way back into your good graces?”

“Hmm. Maybe. But it’s gonna cost you.”

“Name your price. Jewelry? Handbag? Insanely overpriced shoes?”

I turned my head back far enough to give him a flirty wink. “Well, I’m going to need a new winter wardrobe. I can’t tromp around the Berkshires in a fur coat like I did in Manhattan. It’s ostentatious. But I don’t want to stock up on size fours if we’re going to get pregnant, so it’ll have to be shoes or jewelry. Or both. We trophy wives are crazy materialistic, y’know.”

Long pause. Then a forced chuckle. “Heh. I don’t think we need to worry about you getting pregnant anytime soon.”

“Why not?” I flipped over to face him. “I know I’ve only been off the pill for a month, but it could happen. Wouldn’t it be romantic to have a honeymoon baby? My gynecologist said most women are very fertile right after they…” I trailed off as his expression changed. “What?”

“The pill?” He scratched the stubble on his chin. “Sweetheart, I can’t believe you kept taking the pill after our conversation in Bermuda.”

I pushed back from his chest. “What conversation in Bermuda?”

“About my vasectomy.”

The warm, dreamy afterglow evaporated in the first icy twinges of shock. “Mark. Quit it. Is that supposed to be funny?”

“We talked about this. At the French restaurant on the sea cliff, remember? I told you I’d had a vasectomy after I divorced Brenda, and you said you were fine with it.”

I rocketed into a sitting position, because I was suddenly, horribly afraid that he wasn’t kidding.

“What the hell are you talking about?” I yanked the blankets up to cover my chest. “How much did you have to drink tonight?”

“I’m not drunk.” He reached over, covering my hand with his. “But we discussed this, Stella. Right before I asked you to marry me.”

He had surprised me in Bermuda with a diamond ring and a proposal on the pink sands under the huge, white moon. I had cried when I’d said yes, so stunned and grateful that I had found such a wonderful man, that I would get the chance to start a family with my soul mate. “We did not talk about this. I definitely would have remembered you mentioning a vasectomy.”

“I told you,” he insisted. “I did. The night we went dancing, remember? We had dinner in that restaurant with the amazing wine list and then—”

And suddenly I knew exactly which night he was talking about. The third night of our vacation, when I had decided to overindulge in frosty, pastel-colored drinks topped with paper umbrellas. “Oh my God. You mean the night I got so drunk I threw up in the bushes behind the hotel?”

He nodded, looking relieved. “Yeah. That night.”

“That’s when you told me about your vasectomy?”

He nodded again. “You said you were fine with it. You said as long as we were together, nothing else mattered.”

“Because I’d had a bottle of rum instead of dinner! Mark! You could have said you wanted to have a threesome with me and Brenda and I would’ve been fine with that, too! You know how I get when I drink on an empty stomach. And you know I hate French food but you insisted on—” I clapped my hands over my mouth. “You knew. You planned this whole thing!”

“Sweetheart.” He looked alarmed. “Don’t be ridiculous. Hand to God, I thought you—”

“You picked that French restaurant on purpose so I’d have all wine and no food and then mix it with rum and then…” I scooted way over to the edge of the bed. “You lied to me!”

“Stella, listen.” His voice took on an edge of desperation. “I would never lie to you. Ever. I love you more than words can say and—”

“Don’t you even! You know how I feel about this.” I glanced down at my belly, which, according to my new husband of twelve hours, would not be swelling up with a honeymoon baby anytime soon. “When we met, I was a nanny, for God’s sake!”

“Well.” He paused. “As of this morning, you’re a stepmother to my lovely daughters.”

“Your lovely daughters want me dead. And one of them’s older than I am!” I leapt out of bed, stomped over to the rustic, wood-paneled bathroom, and wrapped myself up in the plush white bathrobe hanging next to the Jacuzzi. “How is that anywhere in the same ballpark as a baby?”

“They don’t want you dead,” he soothed.

“Ha. Taylor held onto her steak knife for the whole reception. She was just waiting to get me alone.”

“Try not to take it personally, sweetheart. She’s never liked any of the women I dated after the divorce, but she’ll come around in time. Marissa likes you. Or she will, anyway, once she gets to know you. Tell you what: we’ll have both girls over to the new house for Thanksgiving and—”

“I want a baby!” I exploded.

We both froze, assessing each other like a lion and an antelope on one of those Discovery Channel shows.

“Well.” He shrugged. “I can’t give you a baby.”

I crossed my arms. “Can’t you get the vasectomy reversed?”

“I had the procedure over ten years ago. And even if the reversal went flawlessly, you have to remember that my age is going to affect our chances of conceiving. Best-case scenario, we’re looking at a twenty, twenty-five percent chance of success.”

“Don’t give me that.” I yanked the robe belt around me so tight that I could hardly breathe. “You’re a surgeon. You’ve played golf with the best doctors in New York. We can do in vitro if we have to. We can go to a specialist, take fertility drugs, whatever, but you have to at least—”

“No.” He shook his head slowly.

I took a giant step back, nearly tripping as my foot got tangled up in the rumpled wedding gown. “No?”

“No. Even if we could reverse the vasectomy, I don’t want to.”

I reminded myself to breathe. “Then we’ll adopt.”

“No.” He dropped his head. “I’ve raised a family, Stella. Two wonderful, exhilarating, exhausting daughters. But I was a lot younger then, with my whole life still ahead of me.”

I leaned back against the doorjamb and looked at him. After our whirlwind ten-month courtship, I still couldn’t believe Mark was fifty-three. He was, as some of my snippy friends from prep school felt obligated to point out, old enough to be my father. But he didn’t act fifty-three. And with his full head of thick dark hair (graying at the temples, but in a distinguished way) and a tall, lean body kept fit by a disciplined ritual of predawn jogging, he certainly didn’t look fifty-three.

“Well, you’re going to live another fifty years, at least.” I slapped on my sweetest smile. “And a new baby will keep you young. And I can…we can…I’m certified in infant CPR,” I finished lamely.

“Can we talk about this later, please? Let’s not ruin our wedding day.”

I checked the clock. 12:27 a.m. “Our wedding day was over at midnight. We’re talking about this now.”

“Well, I don’t know what else to say.”

“How about, ‘I’m sorry I tricked you in Bermuda and I’ll make an appointment tomorrow morning to get my vasectomy reversed’?” I suggested.

He stared down at the snowy white sheets on which we’d had wild, passionate sex just minutes ago.

“Mark.” I took a step toward the bed. “I have to have children. That is my calling in life. I cannot not have kids.”

He nodded.

“And you have known that since our first date.”

Another nod.

“So this is nuts. We’re having a baby. I already know you’ll be a great father—that’s part of why I said yes in Bermuda.”

I waited for the next nod. And waited. And waited.

“You’ll change your mind,” I said with a confidence I didn’t feel. “You’re just nervous. Everybody says if you wait until you feel ready to have kids, you’ll never have them.”

“I’ve already had kids.” He finally met my gaze. “Why can’t you be happy with just us, Stell? You, me, in love, carefree. We’re so happy. Why can’t that be enough for you?”

I marched over to the door and yanked it open, letting the chilly September breeze into the cabin. “Get out.”

“You’re not serious.”

I grabbed his huge leather suitcase and heaved it out onto the cabin’s front porch. “Get out.”

“Have you lost your mind? It’s the middle of the night! And there’s a frost advisory!”

I marched into the bathroom, bundled up his toiletries, and flung his shaving kit out into the night.

“The innkeeper said they’re booked solid for the weekend,” Mark protested. “There are no other rooms for me to move to.”

I ripped the blankets off him, marched him out the door, and hurled his boxer shorts out after him. When the door slammed shut between us, I turned the dead bolt.

Then I wadded my beautiful, bias-cut wedding gown into a ball and sobbed for hours, blowing my nose on the delicate imported silk.
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ERIN


The extra wedding cake at the reception (because “not everyone likes chocolate, dear, and you should give your guests a choice”) should have been a clue.

The illicit extra order of invitations (because “I know they said the reception hall only holds two hundred people, but the girls in my bridge club would never speak to me again if I didn’t invite them”)? Those should have been a clue, too.

But really, if we’re talking clues, the peanut brittle was the opening salvo that should have sent me running for cover.

“I’m so happy for you two!” Renée exclaimed when David and I announced our engagement over his family’s annual Christmas Eve dinner at her house in the Berkshires. She hugged me so hard my ribs practically snapped, then blotted the tears from her eyes with a holly-embroidered linen napkin. “Of course, I always assumed that David would be a doctor instead of marrying one, but I suppose times have changed. Girl power and all that, right?”

I glanced over at David, who was accepting a hearty handshake from his cousin Sarah’s husband while pretending not to have heard his mom’s little barb.

So I followed his lead and smiled determinedly.

“Here, dear.” Renée released her death grip on my torso long enough to shove a platter of Christmas cookies into my face. “Have some peanut brittle.”

“Oh, thank you, but I can’t.”

“Don’t be ridiculous; you’re wasting away! All those long days at the hospital…if you don’t take better care of yourself, you’ll never be able to carry my grandchildren! Here.” She attempted to force a jagged shard of peanut brittle between my clamped lips.

I sidestepped the issue of her grandchildren (David could break the news that we weren’t planning on procreating anytime soon) and jerked my head back. “No, honestly, Renée, I can’t. I’m allergic to peanuts, remember?”

“You are?” She furrowed her brow and whisked the jaunty red Santa cap off her sleek brunette bob. “Are you sure?”

“Very sure.” We’d been over all this before, but maybe she’d forgotten.

“Oh. Well, all right, then, if you say so. But please do eat something.” She moved on to interrogating David about which date would be best for a wedding at her country club. I waited for him to tell her that we’d decided to have a small, casual ceremony in Boston, but he just changed the subject.

The next morning, Renée served me oatmeal for breakfast. With peanuts chopped up in the brown sugar instead of walnuts. The traditional Christmas turkey dinner was followed up with peanut butter cookies and a caramel peanut butter cake.

“I can’t have peanuts,” I kept repeating. “Truly. I could die.”

“Of course!” She’d smite herself on the forehead. “How silly of me. I’m turning into a senile old biddy, I tell you.”

Yet the peanuts kept showing up in increasingly inventive disguises. Soups, sauces, salads. I finally borrowed David’s car, fishtailed to the grocery store through a blustery nor’easter, and bought five boxes of granola bars to get me through the rest of the weekend.

Before David slipped that diamond ring on my finger, I thought that women who bitched about their mothers-in-law were petty little drama queens. With no respect for the sanctity of family. Who weren’t trying hard enough.

I was such an idiot.

David and I were scheduled to return to Boston the day after Christmas—as a pediatric resident, it was a miracle I’d been able to get Christmas off at all—and Renée spent the entire morning slaving away in the kitchen.

“A culinary send-off for my only child,” she explained, waving the spatula at me. “I know he doesn’t eat well in the city…all those crazy hours you have to work.”

“Don’t worry too much about him,” I said. “He’s an excellent cook.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Oh, is he?”

“Absolutely.” I grinned at David across the kitchen table. “As long as he follows the directions on the back of the box.”

“Orange macaroni and cheese.” He smiled back. “It’s what’s for dinner. And breakfast. And lunch.”

Renée pursed her lips. “And when you have children? I hope you’re not going to feed them out of a box, too. I’ll send some leftovers back with you, David. You can freeze it and have a few decent meals.”

My brand-new fiancé shrugged, emanating vitality and good cheer in his cabled wool sweater and mussed, pre-shower hair. “Great. What’re you making?”

“Roast duck.” Renée rinsed her hands under the faucet. “And stuffing.” She shot me a look. “Not from a box.”

I pushed back my chair. “Let me help you, Renée. What can I do?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, darling,” she cooed. “I’m almost finished. You just run upstairs and fix yourself up.”

I glanced down at my khakis and crisp white shirt. “I’m fixed. Please let me help—we’re family now.”

“Not quite.” She raised one index finger into the air, as if testing the wind. “We’re not family till you walk down that aisle at the country club.”

I looked pointedly at David, who mumbled something about needing to shave and escaped upstairs. Traitor. I took a deep breath and tried to be gentle. “Well, actually we thought we might get married in Boston. It’ll be so much easier to plan, and with most of my family flying in from California—”

Her smile never wavered. “The country club is tradition in our family. David’s father and I were married by Pastor Rick and had our reception at the club, and we always knew David would do the same. Rick’s a wonderful pastor, but his health is getting worse all the time—you two better hurry up. What about Labor Day weekend? The weather will be lovely, the leaves will be turning.”

“Yes, but…” I studied the gleaming black and white tiles on the kitchen floor. “With my work schedule, I won’t be able to come all the way out here to pick out a caterer or a florist, and—”

“Don’t worry about the details, dear. You career girls don’t have time to fuss about centerpieces and whatnot. Just leave all that to me.” She turned her back on me and shoved her hands into bulky red and green oven mitts. “I’ll take care of everything.”

 

“Renée, you’ve really outdone yourself,” I said as we sat down to lunch. “This is fantastic.”

“Oh, thank you, dear.” Renée winked. “After the wedding, I’ll give you the recipe. It’s a family secret.”

“Duck is Aunt Renée’s specialty,” David’s cousin Sarah informed me. “And her stuffing is legendary. Although…today it tastes a little different.”

“That’s because I added juniper berries,” Renée said. “For extra oomph. Do you like it?”

Sarah frowned. “I guess. It doesn’t taste like berries, though, it kind of tastes like—”

“Oh God,” I wheezed. My fork clattered onto my plate as I clutched at my throat.

“Erin?” Renée watched me intently. “Are you all right? Do you need a glass of water?”

“My EpiPen,” I squeaked at David, pointing frantically at my purse, which was perched atop my suitcase by the front door. “In the—”

“What’s wrong with her?” Sarah clapped her hands over her mouth. “David, what’s—”

“Anaphylactic shock,” he yelled, toppling his chair as he raced across the room. “She needs epinephrine now.”

I tried to tell him that my EpiPen was in my purse’s inside zippered pocket, but all that came out was a faint hiss. My tongue had swollen, my throat was closing up, I couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t—

“Mother,” David bellowed as he rooted through my suitcase, scattering clothes and shoes and frilly lingerie all over the dining room floor. “What the hell is in that stuffing?”

Her eyes widened. “Well, I…oh dear.”

“What did you do?”

“One of the secret ingredients; I can’t believe I forgot…”

I stood up to get my own damn EpiPen, took two faltering steps on the blue-and-green patterned rug, and crashed to the floor.

“Peanuts,” Renée confirmed. “But only a few.”

“Blrrrgh,” I gargled, flailing toward the suitcase.

“Got it!” David held up the small yellow tube triumphantly. “Hang on, sweetie!”

But I couldn’t hang on. The sparkling crystals on the chandelier started spinning, then receded into black as I gasped for air.

“Oops,” I heard Renée trill as I lost consciousness. “Is she going to die? What a shame.”
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CASEY


Why isn’t he here yet?” my cousin Danni asked as she zipped up her chocolate brown bridesmaid dress. “Do you think he changed his mind?”

“For the last time. He didn’t change his mind.” I turned back to the makeup artist, who held out a tissue for me to blot my lipstick. “He did not change his mind.”

“Of course he didn’t,” the makeup artist soothed. Her voice was the auditory equivalent of Valium—she dealt with frazzled brides every single weekend. “Maybe his car broke down.”

“Nope.” Danni smirked. “He hired a limo.”

“Well, maybe the limo broke down,” the guardian angel wielding the lip gloss suggested. “Maybe he’s stuck in traffic.”

“In Alden, Massachusetts? On a Sunday morning? On Labor Day weekend?” Danni tossed her red curls. “Doubtful.”

I bit my lower lip. The makeup artist applied more gloss and said, “Try to relax. He’ll be here.”

“Then why hasn’t he called?” Danni crowed.

The makeup artist lowered her voice and squeezed my hand. “He’ll be here.”

I nodded, desperate to believe her. And I did, for about ten seconds. Then I lunged across the dressing room, grabbed my cell phone, and redialed Nick’s number.

It rang and rang, then went to voice mail. Again.

“No answer?” Danni tsk-tsked when I hung up. “I hope he hasn’t gotten cold feet. After the way you pressured him for that ring…”

I ground my molars together, careful not to smudge my lipstick. “I didn’t pressure him.”

“Oh, come on, you don’t have to pretend with me! I was rooting for you two all along. My mom said he’d never propose—girls like you don’t marry guys like him, blah blah blah—but I said he’d cave in eventually, and sure enough, he bought you that cute little diamond—”

“He’ll be here!” I turned to the makeup artist for backup, but she was packing up her brushes and mascara tubes as fast as she could.

A soft knock at the door. “See?” I couldn’t keep the triumph out of my voice. “There he is!”

But it was just Melody, the wedding coordinator, giving us a fifteen-minute warning. “You should be in your dress by now,” she admonished when she saw me still wrapped in my blue robe.

“Sir, yes, sir.” I helped her lift my ivory tulle ball gown out of the garment bag hanging on the back of the door.

“Your hair looks gorgeous,” she assured me as she climbed up onto a metal folding chair. “Hold your arms up like you’re about to dive into a swimming pool…there, like that…okay, keep your face down…”

She slipped the dress down over me. The cool silk (okay, poly-silk blend) lining whispered against my skin. This gown was by far the most expensive piece of clothing I’d ever owned. It felt rich and regal, a promise of things to come.

“Now, listen, there have been a few last-minute snags, but that’s normal, that’s to be expected.”

“Like what?” I demanded, suddenly terrified that my sister Tanya’s bratty sons had ripped down all the pew decorations. Or my mother’s new husband had started hitting the champagne a little too early. Or, oh God, what if my mother’s last husband had shown up? It would be a bloodbath down there…

“Well, Pastor Rick is all ready to go, but we have an officiant from Lenox waiting in the wings.” She held up a hand before I could panic. “Rick was complaining of chest pains after the rehearsal dinner last night, but he refuses to go to the doctor until after the ceremony. His wife is spitting nails. I lined up a replacement, just in case. So that’ll be one extra plate at the reception…”

But the wild look in my eyes wasn’t about reception costs. “What about Nick?”

She blinked. “What about him?”

“He’s not here yet,” Danni sing-songed. “She’s afraid he’s gonna leave her at the altar.”

“Danni.” I closed my eyes and clenched my hand into tight fists. “It would be a real shame if I got blood on this wedding dress. Capeesh?”

Melody tried to maintain her placid, maternal façade, but I could tell she was worried. “Nick’s not here? But I just saw his brother handing out programs. I gave him the boutonnieres and he never said a word.”

“Of course he didn’t.” I sat back down. “I’m sure his family will be thrilled if he leaves me at the altar. Then they won’t have to pollute the family tree with a girl who grew up in a trailer park.” Even as I said this, I knew it wasn’t fair—Nick’s parents had never been anything but sweet to me. They had me over for brunch every weekend. His mother had thrown me a shower straight out of Martha Stewart Living and loaned me a pair of sapphire earrings that had belonged to her grandmother for my something borrowed and blue. The problem wasn’t Nick’s family. The problem was Nick.

“Well.” Melody squared her shoulders and prepared to marshal the troops. “We’ll just have to send out a search party. Maybe something’s happened. Things happen, you know, incredible things.” She patted my shoulder.

“Nothing’s happened,” I murmured. “He’s…if he’s not down there, then—”

“Casey?” Nick’s voice drifted through the door.

“Nick! Thank God! I love you!” My knees almost buckled with relief.

“I have to talk to you.” He eased the door open and popped his head into the dressing room. When I saw the expression on his face, my anxiety made a big comeback.

“No! No! You’re not allowed to see her before the cere…” Melody trailed off as we got a load of his wedding-day attire: jeans, sneakers, and a raggedy Amherst T-shirt he’d had since college. “What happened to your tux, hon? It’s go time in fifteen minutes and counting!”

“I need to talk to Casey.” He coughed nervously. “Alone.”

Melody’s eyes widened, but she swept out the door without another word. Danni dawdled, shooting me knowing looks until I jabbed her in the solar plexus with my elbow.

“When did you get so violent?” she huffed as she flounced into the hall. “I’m just trying to be supportive.”

“Support me from the hall. And no eavesdropping.”

The moment the door slammed behind her, I turned to my fiancé, arranged my face in what I hoped was a neutral expression, and braced myself for the letdown that part of me had always known was coming. No matter how many years had passed since high school, the star basketball player-slash-prom-king just didn’t marry the frumpy girl with glasses from the wrong side of the tracks. It went against every law of God and man. “Where’s your tux?”

He shoved his hands into his pockets. “At home.”

My neutral expression faltered. “And that means…”

“I need more time, Casey.” He stepped toward me and tried to hug me. I backed up against the wall, shaking my head.

“More time? More than fifteen minutes?”

He ducked his head and shrugged.

“You said you wanted to get married!” My voice ratcheted up into a shrill, tinny wail. “You promised me that—”

“I know.” He looked miserable. “I know.”

“So?”

He scuffed one sneaker against the floor.

“Why didn’t you bring this up at the rehearsal dinner yesterday?”

“Because I was fine yesterday! When I got up this morning, everything felt great, but then as soon as I went to put on my tux, I freaked. It was like a panic attack or something. I couldn’t even breathe.”

I slapped my palms against the wall. “Nick, everyone we know is out there! The whole town! Your family, my family—what there is of it—all our friends. I have spent months, along with all my savings, prepping for this day.” I threw out my arms. “Hello? I’m wearing the big white dress?”

“I know.” He finally looked up. “You’re beautiful.”

“And I can’t…” I stared up at the ceiling, blinking back tears. Heaven forbid I should ruin my makeup job. “You need to decide what you want. Right here, right now.”

“That’s not fair. I just need a little more time.”

“You’ve had three years—that’s plenty of time. So make up your mind. You either love me or you don’t.”

“Of course I love you.”

“You’re ashamed of me, aren’t you? Everyone out there thinks you could do a lot better.”

“No one thinks that,” he swore, but we both knew that was a lie. His high school buddies thought he should have stuck with Anna Delano, the sultry, sassy cheerleader he’d dated in high school. And his parents, no matter how sweet they’d been to me, had hoped he’d settle down with Julia, his girlfriend from law school.

“Well, if you don’t want to marry me, then don’t,” I spat. “I’m not your charity case.”

“Casey, stop it.” He set his jaw. “This isn’t about you.”

“Isn’t about?…” My eyes felt like they were going to fall out of my head. “I’m standing here in church on our wedding day and you’re calling the whole thing off and you have the nerve to say this isn’t about me?”

He held up his palms. “Okay, yes, it sounds bad, but if you’ll just hear me out—”

“No. The only thing I want to hear is the answer to this question: are we getting married or breaking up?”

“It’s not that simple.”

“It is for me. I can’t keep my life on hold anymore. I want a future. A house. A partner.”

“I want that, too.” But he wouldn’t make eye contact. “I do. I just…”

I pressed my lips together and shook my head. “You have fifteen minutes to decide.”

He turned and left without another word. Deep in my heart, I knew that he’d leave me.

But that was the thing about Nick—he always managed to surprise me. Five minutes later, Melody bustled into the dressing room, handed me a tissue, and chirped, “You ready to walk down that aisle?”

I wiped my eyes and stopped sniffling. “Nick?”

“All dressed up and waiting at the altar.”

So I got in line behind Danni and the flower girls in the church vestibule. The huge double doors swung open, and everyone stood up to watch me walk myself down the aisle. (My father hadn’t been available for paternal escort duty since I was seven.) I’d always hated being the center of attention, but now I barely noticed the stares. I kept my back straight and my eyes focused on Nick, who was shifting from foot to foot at the end of the altar. He had apparently borrowed his best man’s tux, which was a little too big for him. The pants bagged down, hiding his sneakers. The sleeves enveloped his fingers.

Nick Keating, the golden boy I’d yearned for from afar all those years, was finally going to be mine. We were going to have a good life, and I’d never have to introduce myself as Casey Nestor again.

I never paused in my low-heeled white pumps, but as I watched him fidgeting in the oversized suit, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was about to say my vows to a boy instead of a man.
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ERIN


I found out my marriage was a sham two weeks before Thanksgiving. From my mother-in-law. Who could not have been happier to deliver the news.

I’d spent the day at a pediatrics conference in Florida, and after hours of sitting through lectures and making stilted small talk, all I wanted to do was call David, mumble “I love you,” and collapse into my hotel room’s king-sized bed. So I stripped down to my black cotton underwear, dialed my cell phone, and sank down into the sumptuous down comforter.

After three rings, I heard, “Hel-looo?”

Either David was embroiled in a clandestine affair and had carelessly allowed the other woman to answer his phone at eleven o’clock at night, or Renée had barged into our new house the minute I’d left for the airport.

I closed my eyes and prayed that he was having an affair.

“Hello? Erin, is that you?”

I whimpered softly. “Renée?”

“Call me Mom, dear.” Her tinkling, girlish laugh grated on my last nerve. “And of course it’s me. Who else would be answering your phone this time of night?”

“David might,” I ventured.

“Oh, he’s been asleep since ten. He works so hard at the hospital—their research is shockingly underfunded, I told him they should go on strike—and since you’re always too busy to make a hot meal or do his laundry, well, he was simply tuckered out.”

Through near-Godlike force of will, I managed not to take the bait. I stayed on topic and tried to match her saccharine tone. “Well, I’m just calling to say goodnight. Would you knock on the bedroom door and tell him to pick up the phone?”

“Oh, I just couldn’t.” She clicked her tongue. “He needs his rest, dear. But I’ll tell him you called when he wakes up tomorrow morning. How’s that?”

“Renée…”

“Call me Mom.”

“When did you move into our house?”

“Oh, I haven’t moved in, I’ve just come by for a few days to keep David company while you’re gone. He’s so lonely in this big house all by himself.”

Ah, yes. Our new house. Our new house located a scant three miles away from Renée’s. Halfway through our engagement, David had pitched a whole spiel about how his mother was a frail, lonely widow and we should move to his hometown after I finished residency. In a moment of weakness—and despite grave misgivings—I’d agreed to leave Boston behind and join a primary care practice in the Berkshires. Family came first. Everyone else was moving out of the city; it seemed the grown-up thing to do. So why did I wake up every morning with a single question running through my mind: What have I done?

“Erin?” Renée chirped. “Are you there?”

“I’m…yeah.”

“Good. Don’t worry about a thing. We’re having a wonderful time. Absolutely wonderful. I packed him a lunch to bring to work, and I made a chicken pot pie tonight. From scratch, not that frozen junk full of preservatives. That’s his favorite, you know. Then we sat in the family room after dinner and chatted and watched TV. It was just like old times, just the two of us.”

“Sounds peachy.” I sighed. Maybe it was me. I didn’t want to be one of those screechy, possessive wives who exploded into a jealous rage every time her husband called his mother. How degrading, not to mention clichéd. Maybe I should just take a step back and—

“You stay in Miami as long as you like, dear. Take a few days extra to shop, get your hair done. I know how you love to shop. Even though the two of you both have some hefty student loans to pay off. And now you’ve got the mortgage, too…”

This was my cue to heap praise upon her (again) for gifting us with the twenty-thousand-dollar down payment for our house, but I was fresh out of gratitude. I heaved myself off the bed and hunkered down to rummage through the minibar. “May I please speak to my husband? Please?”

She sighed, sounding truly regretful. “Oh, it would just break my heart to wake him.”

I twisted the top off a miniature bottle of Absolut with my teeth and spat it out. “Please?”

“Don’t be selfish, darling. Just because you’re on vacation doesn’t mean David gets a vacation.”

I snatched up a three-pack of chocolate truffles to go with the vodka. “I am not on vacation. I am at a medical conference.”

She seemed to sense she had pushed me too far. “Well, don’t worry, the house will be spotless when you get back. And I bought some new drapes for the den. The ones you put up really didn’t go with the carpet and the davenport.”

“Thanks.” I crammed a truffle into my mouth. “And, um, when will you be leaving?”

The tinkly laugh returned. “Can’t wait to be rid of me?”

Yes. “No, of course not! I just don’t want you to put yourself out.”

“It’s no trouble, Erin. We’re family now, not to mention neighbors.”

I threw back my head and guzzled the mini-bottle of vodka.

“Oh, and you got a letter today from the county clerk.”

“Okay, well, put it aside and—”

“I already opened it. And guess what?” Her voice soared in sudden triumph.

“What?”

“You and David aren’t legally married.”
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