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The vineyard was the kind of beautiful that made Evelyn want to scream.

Rolling hills striped with grapevines in perfect rows. A stone lodge draped in climbing roses. Gravel paths that wound through gardens so meticulously maintained they looked artificial, each flower angled toward the Sonoma sun like it had been art-directed.

Linden Grove Estate. Where, in four days, she would marry Daniel Reeves.

Evelyn stood at the edge of the parking circle with her suitcase handle digging into her palm and tried to feel something appropriate. Excitement. Joy. The fizzy, champagne-bubble anticipation that brides were supposed to feel when they arrived at their wedding venue.

Instead, she felt like she was checking into a very expensive prison.

Stop it. She adjusted her sunglasses and pulled her shoulders back. She was tired. That was all. The drive up from the city had been long, she hadn't been sleeping well, and wedding logistics had eaten the last three months of her life. Any bride would be frazzled. Any bride would feel this low hum of dread vibrating beneath her ribs.

Any bride.

"Miss Hart?" A young man in a Linden Grove polo appeared beside her, already reaching for her bags. "Welcome. We've got your cottage ready — Cottage Four, just past the rose garden. I can take you over whenever you're set."

"Thank you." She gave him the smile she'd been perfecting since childhood — warm, poised, grateful. The one that made people trust her, confide in her, believe she had everything under control. "I'm actually waiting for someone. She should be here any minute."

She.

Evelyn's stomach did something complicated at the word. She checked her phone. Two texts from her mother about the florist. One from Daniel: Made it to the lodge. Your mom's already rearranging centerpieces. Pray for me. A laughing emoji. A heart.

She typed back a heart and put her phone away.

Then she heard the car.

It was a dark green Subaru with a cracked windshield and a parking ticket still tucked under the wiper — unmistakably Mara's. It pulled into the circle too fast, gravel spitting under the tires, and parked at an angle that would have given the valet an aneurysm.

The door opened, and Mara Quinn stepped out.

Three months. It had been three months since Evelyn had seen her, the longest gap in their twelve-year friendship. Mara had been busy — a restaurant redesign in Seattle, a boutique hotel lobby in Bend, the kind of projects that kept her on-site and off-grid. She'd missed the engagement party. She'd missed the shower. She'd sent gifts and voice memos and exactly the right amount of enthusiastic texts, but she hadn't been here, and Evelyn had felt her absence like a phantom limb.

Now she was here, and Evelyn's entire body knew it.

Mara was wearing cutoff denim shorts, a white linen shirt unbuttoned one too many, and boots that had no business being at a vineyard. Her dark hair was longer than the last time — past her shoulders now, pushed back from her face with sunglasses that probably cost twelve dollars. She had a canvas tote slung over one shoulder and a garment bag over the other, and she was squinting at the estate like she was deciding whether to admire it or set it on fire.

Then she saw Evelyn, and she smiled.

Not the performative smile Evelyn had just given the luggage attendant. A real one — slightly crooked, slightly reluctant, like it had escaped before Mara could stop it. It transformed her whole face, softened all her sharp edges, and hit Evelyn somewhere below the sternum with a force that made her breath catch.

"Hey, bride." Mara crossed the gravel in four strides and pulled Evelyn into a hug.

Evelyn closed her eyes. Mara smelled like coffee and sunscreen and the faint cedar of whatever soap she used, and for a brief, terrible moment, Evelyn wanted to press her face into Mara's neck and stay there until the wedding was over. Until the guests left and the flowers died and the cake went stale and everyone forgot they were supposed to be here at all.

She pulled back. "You made it."

"I made it." Mara held her at arm's length, scanning her face with the quick, thorough precision of someone who knew exactly what they were looking for. "You look tired."

"I look bridal."

"Those aren't mutually exclusive." Mara's eyes lingered on hers a beat too long, then released. "This place is obscene, by the way. How much did your mother spend?"

"We're not discussing numbers."

"So: a lot."

"A staggering amount." Evelyn picked up the garment bag Mara had dropped. "Come on. We're in Cottage Four."

They followed the gravel path past the rose garden — Mara narrating a running critique of the landscaping that made Evelyn laugh for the first time in days — and arrived at a stone-and-timber cottage tucked under a pair of old oaks. It was charming in the way everything at Linden Grove was charming: aggressively, expensively, with intention.

Inside: a sitting room with a fireplace, a bathroom with a claw-foot tub, and one bedroom.

One.

Evelyn stopped in the doorway. "There are supposed to be two bedrooms."

The attendant who'd followed them with the luggage looked apologetic. "There was a pipe issue in the second bedroom — water damage. We've got a crew on it, but it won't be ready until after the weekend. We moved in a larger bed to compensate, and we can bring a cot if —"

"It's fine," Mara said, already tossing her tote onto the settee. "We've shared beds before. Unless you've developed a snoring habit I should know about."

"I don't snore."

"That's what snorers always say." Mara turned to the attendant. "We're good. Thanks."

He left, and the cottage contracted around them.

The bed was large — a king, at least — piled with white linens and too many pillows, centered under a window that let in the last of the afternoon sun. It dominated the room. Evelyn stared at it and tried to calculate how many inches of mattress she'd need to maintain between her body and Mara's in order to sleep.

"Relax." Mara was unpacking with efficient, careless movements — boots kicked off, toiletries bag tossed toward the bathroom, garment bag hung on the closet door. "It's five nights. We'll survive."

"I know." Evelyn set her suitcase on the luggage rack and busied herself with organization. Dresses hung in order. Shoes paired. Makeup bag arranged on the vanity. The ritual of putting things in their place usually calmed her.

It wasn't working.

"Ev."

She looked up. Mara was leaning against the doorframe with her arms crossed, watching her the way she'd been watching her since they were twenty years old — like she could see through every carefully constructed layer to the mess underneath.

"Are you okay?"

"I'm fine."

"You're color-coding your hangers."

Evelyn looked down. She was, in fact, color-coding her hangers. She let go of a blouse. "I'm just — it's a lot. The logistics. You know."

Mara held her gaze for a long, quiet moment. Then she pushed off the doorframe. "Okay. Let's go drink wine with your wedding party before your mother sends a search team."

• • •
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The welcome drinks were in the tasting room — a stone-walled cellar beneath the lodge with barrel-vaulted ceilings and amber lighting that made everyone look warmer, softer, slightly drunk before they'd had a sip. The wedding party was already assembled: bridesmaids, groomsmen, family members, and Daniel, standing near the bar in a blue linen shirt with his sleeves rolled up, laughing at something his best man had said.

Daniel Reeves. Her fiancé. A good man by any reasonable measure — steady, kind, successful without being smug about it, the sort of person who remembered birthdays and tipped well and never made you feel small. He loved her with a sincerity that sometimes made Evelyn want to cry, though she could never quite identify whether the tears were gratitude or guilt.

He saw her and his face lit up. "There she is." He crossed the room, slid an arm around her waist, and kissed her temple. "How's the cottage?"

"Charming. There was a plumbing situation — we're down to one bedroom."

"You and Mara sharing?" He glanced across the room to where Mara was already at the bar, exchanging a handshake with the sommelier. "She'll keep you sane. She always does."

She always does.

The evening unfolded the way wedding-week evenings do: wine flights, small plates, conversations that circled the same bright topics — the ceremony, the flowers, the weather forecast, the honeymoon. Evelyn moved through it on autopilot, smiling, thanking, reassuring, performing the role of the bride so smoothly that no one noticed the woman inside the performance was somewhere else entirely.

She noticed things she didn't want to notice.

She noticed that when Daniel put his hand on her lower back, it felt like a seatbelt — safe, functional, forgettable.

She noticed that when Mara touched the same spot twenty minutes later, guiding her through a doorway with a light press of fingers, every nerve ending in her body fired at once.

She noticed the way Mara moved through a room — confident, unhurried, slightly amused by everything, like the world was a show she hadn't decided whether to enjoy. The way she listened to someone talk — really listened, leaned in, asked the question no one else thought to ask. The way her throat moved when she drank. The way her collarbones caught the light.

She noticed, and she filed the noticing away in the same locked drawer where she kept every other thought about Mara Quinn that she wasn't allowed to have.

Halfway through the evening, Evelyn's mother appeared at her elbow. Caroline Hart was a tall woman who wore her expectations like couture — visible, expensive, and not open for discussion. "The florist wants to substitute the ranunculus for garden roses. I told her absolutely not."

"Mom, garden roses would be —"

"Not what we ordered. I'll handle it." Caroline's eyes tracked across the room. "Mara looks well. She's lost weight."

"She looks the same."

"She hasn't. It's the collarbones." Caroline sipped her wine. "Make sure she knows the timeline for Saturday. She was late to the shower."

"She was in Seattle."

"She was late." Caroline squeezed Evelyn's arm — a gesture that looked affectionate and felt like a directive. "Get some sleep tonight. You have shadows."

She glided away, and Evelyn finished her wine in two swallows.

Later — much later, after the last toast and the last handshake and the last iteration of you must be so excited — Evelyn and Mara walked back to the cottage in the dark. The path was lit by low solar lanterns, and the vineyard stretched out around them, silver and black under a half-moon.

"Your mother told me I look thin," Mara said.

"She told me the same thing. She meant it as a compliment."

"She meant it as an observation. Your mother doesn't compliment — she categorizes." Mara paused. "Your cousin Diane asked me if I'm seeing anyone."

"What did you say?"

"I told her I'm in a committed relationship with my drafting table." A beat. "She didn't think it was funny."

Evelyn laughed — the second real one of the day. "Diane has no sense of humor."

"Diane has no sense of anything. She spent twenty minutes telling me about her kitchen renovation like I wasn't literally a designer."

They reached the cottage. Mara unlocked the door and held it open, and Evelyn passed through close enough that her bare arm brushed against Mara's hand. A centimeter of contact. Maybe less. Evelyn felt it travel up her arm, across her shoulder, and settle at the base of her skull like a match that hadn't been struck yet.

Inside, Mara produced a bottle of rosé she'd smuggled from the tasting room. "Porch?"

"Porch."

They sat on the cottage steps with the bottle between them, passing it back and forth because neither of them had thought to bring glasses. The vineyard was quiet now — just crickets and a distant murmur of someone's music from the lodge. The air smelled like warm earth and ripening grapes and the jasmine climbing the cottage trellis.

"So," Mara said. She took a pull from the bottle and handed it over. "Four days."

"Four days."

"How are you feeling? And don't say fine."

Evelyn considered the bottle. The rosé was good — crisp, slightly mineral, the kind of wine that made you tell the truth. She took a long sip.

"I haven't been able to write my vows."

Mara didn't react. She watched Evelyn with the patient stillness of someone waiting for the next sentence.

"I've tried. I've sat down with my laptop, my notebook, a pen, nothing — every combination. And I just... stare. I know what I'm supposed to say. I know what Daniel deserves to hear. But every time I start writing, it feels like I'm drafting a press release."

The silence stretched. A cricket sang. Somewhere down the hill, a screen door clapped shut.

"Maybe you're overthinking it," Mara said carefully.

"Maybe." Evelyn handed the bottle back. Their fingers overlapped on the glass, and neither of them moved for a second longer than necessary. "Or maybe I don't know what to say because I don't know what I feel."

The words hung in the air between them, too honest for the occasion, too large for the porch. Evelyn regretted them immediately and also did not regret them at all.

Mara took a slow drink. When she spoke, her voice was softer than usual. "You love Daniel."

It wasn't a question. It was a prompt — an invitation to confirm the thing they both needed to be true.

"I love Daniel," Evelyn repeated, and heard the slight mechanical quality of the sentence, like a line learned for a part she'd been rehearsing too long. "I do."

Mara looked at her. In the low light, her eyes were almost black, and the expression in them was something Evelyn couldn't name — or wouldn't. It sat in the space between tenderness and grief, and it was gone before Evelyn could be sure she'd seen it.

"Then the vows will come." Mara stood, brushing off her shorts. "You're just nervous. Every bride is."

"Were you nervous? When you —" Evelyn stopped. Mara had never been a bride. Mara had never been engaged. Mara had dated, loved, lost, and moved on with the unsentimental grace of a woman who knew exactly who she was, and Evelyn had watched every one of those relationships from the sidelines with an emotion she'd always called protectiveness and was beginning to suspect was something else entirely.

"When I what?" Mara asked.

"Nothing. Never mind."

Mara extended a hand to pull her up. Evelyn took it — warm, calloused, sure — and stood. They were close. Close enough that Evelyn could see the freckle beneath Mara's left ear, the one she'd been privately cataloging for a decade. Close enough to feel the warmth radiating off Mara's sun-browned skin.

Close enough to notice that Mara's gaze dropped to her mouth for a fraction of a second before she stepped back and said, "Bathroom's yours first. I'll lock up."

• • •
[image: ]


The shared bathroom was small, and it smelled like Mara.

Not perfume — Mara didn't wear any. Just that cedar soap and something underneath it, warm and slightly musky, that Evelyn associated with every significant moment of her adult life. Mara's hoodie borrowed on cold nights. Mara's car on long drives. Mara's neck when they hugged hello and goodbye and Evelyn held on a beat too long and told herself it was normal.

She brushed her teeth, washed her face, changed into a silk camisole and sleep shorts, and stared at herself in the mirror. The woman looking back at her was beautiful — objectively, documentarily beautiful, the product of good genes and careful maintenance and a skincare routine that cost more per month than some people's car payments.

She looked like a bride.

She didn't feel like one.

A knock. "You decent?"

"Come in."

Mara opened the door and leaned against the frame. She'd changed into an old t-shirt and boxers — her standard sleepwear, nothing remarkable, nothing designed to provoke — and yet Evelyn's eyes traced the line of her bare legs with an attention she couldn't explain and couldn't stop.

"You're staring," Mara said.

"I'm not."

"You're staring at my legs."

"I'm staring at the — the doorframe. The woodwork. It's period-appropriate."

Mara looked at the doorframe. Looked back at Evelyn. The corner of her mouth twitched. "You're admiring the woodwork."

"It's a historic estate."

"Go to bed, Evelyn."

Evelyn went to bed.

The mattress was firm and the sheets were cool and the pillow smelled like lavender, and all of it was perfectly comfortable and none of it mattered because Mara was six inches away.

They lay on their respective sides — Evelyn on the left, Mara on the right, a careful channel of white linen between them. The window was cracked open and the night air drifted in, carrying the scent of the vineyard. Somewhere outside, an owl called.

"Mara."

"Mm."

"Thank you for being here. I know it's a lot — the time off work, the drive, the —"

"Ev."

"What?"

"I'm your maid of honor. I'm supposed to be here." A pause. The sheets rustled as Mara shifted. "Besides. Where else would I be?"

The question settled over Evelyn like a second blanket — warm and suffocating and exactly the shape of everything she was afraid to want. She lay very still, listening to Mara's breathing slow and deepen, and tried to name the feeling spreading through her chest like ink in water.

It wasn't nerves.

It wasn't excitement.

It was the particular terror of standing at the edge of something vast and knowing that every step you'd taken to get here was in the wrong direction.

She turned her head on the pillow. In the blue-dark room, she could just make out the shape of Mara's profile — the strong line of her nose, the curve of her lower lip, the shallow rise and fall of her chest under the thin cotton shirt. Asleep already, or close to it. Trusting the darkness. Trusting Evelyn to stay on her side of the bed and keep her hands and her thoughts where they belonged.

Evelyn closed her eyes.

She did not sleep for a very long time.
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Evelyn woke up in the wrong place.

Not the wrong bed — the wrong side of the bed. She'd started the night on the left, a careful arm's length from the center line, facing the wall like a woman with excellent boundaries and absolutely nothing to hide. But sometime in the dark hours, her body had made decisions her conscious mind would never have sanctioned, and now she was in the middle of the mattress with her face against Mara's shoulder and their legs tangled together like they'd been braided.

She lay very still. Took stock.

Mara's left leg was between both of hers, warm and solid. Evelyn's hand was resting on Mara's stomach — on bare skin, because the old t-shirt had ridden up in the night, and Evelyn's palm was flat against the smooth plane of muscle just above her hip. She could feel Mara's breathing, slow and even, the slight rise and fall of her abdomen under Evelyn's fingers.

Move. Move right now. Extract yourself before she wakes up and you have to explain why you're draped over her like a human blanket.

Evelyn's body did not move.

Instead, it cataloged. The heat of Mara's skin. The faint pulse beating in the hollow of her throat. The way her lips were parted in sleep, soft and unguarded in a way they never were when she was awake. A strand of dark hair had fallen across her cheekbone, and Evelyn's fingers twitched with the urge to brush it back.

She didn't brush it back. She was not going to brush it back. She was going to carefully, silently, detach herself from her best friend's body like a responsible adult who was getting married in three days and had absolutely no business noticing the way Mara's hip bone felt under her thumb.

She lifted her hand. Inched her legs free. Rolled to the edge of the mattress with the slow, deliberate movements of someone defusing a bomb.

Mara stirred. Made a low sound in her throat — not a word, just a murmur of unconscious protest at the lost warmth — and turned onto her side, pulling the sheet with her.

Evelyn stood at the edge of the bed with her heart hammering and her skin flushed from clavicle to hairline and thought, very clearly: I am in so much trouble.

• • •
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By the time Mara emerged from the bathroom, hair damp and smelling like cedar, Evelyn had coffee made and composure restored. She'd dressed for the rehearsal in a white sundress that her mother would approve of and her stylist had selected and that she felt absolutely nothing about, and she was sitting at the small table by the window scrolling through the day's schedule on her phone with the focused intensity of an air traffic controller.

"Morning." Mara took the coffee Evelyn had poured and drank half of it standing up, one hip against the counter. "You were up early."

"Couldn't sleep."

"The bed's comfortable. Better than my mattress at home, which is basically a yoga mat on a platform."

"You should buy a real mattress."

"I should do a lot of things." Mara finished the coffee and set the mug down. "What's the damage today?"

Evelyn consulted the schedule. "Ceremony rehearsal at eleven. Family photos at one. Free time until five. Rehearsal dinner at six-thirty."

"Free time. At a wedding. Is that legal?"

"My mother built in a two-hour window for emergencies. If there are no emergencies, we're allowed to sit down."

Mara snorted. "What qualifies as an emergency?"

"Wrong napkin fold. Incorrect butter temperature. One of the groomsmen wearing brown shoes."

"I wore brown shoes yesterday."

"You're not a groomsman."

"I could be. I'd be an excellent groomsman. Better than Tom — he told me last night that his toast is seven minutes long."

"Seven minutes is fine."

"Seven minutes is a TED Talk, Ev. Nobody wants a TED Talk at a wedding. Especially not from a guy whose central thesis is 'Daniel is a great dude.'" Mara grabbed a grape from the fruit bowl on the counter and threw it at Evelyn. "Come on. Let's go watch you practice getting married."

• • •
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The ceremony space was a wide lawn at the top of the property, bordered on three sides by old oaks and open on the fourth to a long view of the valley. An arbor stood at the center — white-painted, wound with greenery that the florist was still adjusting — and rows of chairs fanned out in a gentle curve on either side. It was, Evelyn had to admit, stunning. The kind of place that made guests reach for their phones before they remembered to feel anything.

The wedding planner, a brisk woman named Dara with a clipboard and the organizational energy of a four-star general, assembled the party on the lawn and began walking them through positions. Groomsmen here. Bridesmaids there. Parents along this path. The officiant — a college friend of Daniel's who'd gotten ordained online — at the arbor.

"Mara, you'll walk with Evelyn's father to the third row, take your position stage left, and then Evelyn enters with her mother from the garden path." Dara pointed. "Processional is ninety seconds. You'll need to match the tempo."

"I can walk in tempo," Mara said.

"Most people think they can." Dara cued the music on a portable speaker — a string-quartet version of something Evelyn had chosen six months ago and couldn't remember selecting.

The rehearsal began. Bridesmaids walked. Groomsmen walked. Daniel took his place at the arbor with an easy smile, hands clasped, looking like a man who knew exactly what he wanted and was about to get it.

Then it was Mara's turn.

They hadn't rehearsed this part — the maid of honor walking with the father of the bride. Evelyn's dad offered his arm to Mara with the courtly awkwardness of a man who expressed affection through logistics, and Mara took it, and they started down the center aisle between the empty chairs.

Evelyn watched from the garden path, partially hidden by a trellis, and felt something shift in her chest.

Mara walked the way she did everything: with a kind of unhurried authority that made the space around her feel intentional. She wasn't performing. She wasn't trying to look graceful or bridal or appropriate. She was just moving through the world as herself, and the vineyard and the oak trees and the afternoon light arranged themselves around her like they'd been waiting.

She's beautiful.

The thought arrived without permission and lodged itself behind Evelyn's breastbone like a splinter.

"Your turn, Evelyn." Dara's voice cut through. "Garden path, left foot first, match the tempo."

Evelyn stepped onto the path.

It was a rehearsal. Just a walk-through. No dress, no veil, no two hundred guests watching. Just the wedding party scattered across the lawn, the tinny speaker playing strings, and Daniel standing at the arbor with that patient, certain smile.

She walked. She'd practiced walking in heels her whole life — runways in college for a friend's fashion show, conference stages for work presentations, a thousand rooms where the goal was to move with grace and let people believe the composure was real. This should have been easy.

Mara was at the end of the aisle, standing to the left of the arbor, and Evelyn's eyes went to her like they were magnetized. Mara's expression was unreadable — something tight around the jaw, something careful in the way she held her shoulders. She looked like a woman bracing for impact.

Evelyn reached the arbor. Daniel took her hands. His palms were dry and warm and familiar. The officiant opened his binder and began reading the ceremony outline: welcome, readings, vows, rings, declaration, kiss.

At the word vows, something locked in Evelyn's throat.

It was fast — two seconds, maybe less. A cold clamp of panic that seized her chest and froze her face and turned the vineyard into a flat, airless photograph. Daniel was speaking. The officiant was speaking. She could see their mouths moving but the sound had gone distant, muffled, like she was hearing them through water.

She couldn't do this. She couldn't stand here and promise forever to a man whose hands she was holding out of obligation instead of hunger. She couldn't say the words. She couldn't —

"Ev."

Mara's voice. Low, steady, meant only for her. Evelyn's eyes snapped left and found Mara watching her with an expression that said I see you. Breathe.

Evelyn breathed.

The moment passed. Sound returned. Daniel squeezed her hands. "You okay?"

"Sorry — dizzy for a second. Low blood sugar." She smiled the smile. "I'm fine."

Nobody noticed. Nobody except Mara, who held Evelyn's gaze for one more beat — long enough to say we'll talk about that later — and then looked away.

• • •
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The rehearsal dinner was beautiful because everything at Linden Grove was beautiful and Evelyn was beginning to hate beauty.

Long tables in the vineyard courtyard. String lights overhead, tangled with grapevine. Candles in hurricane glasses. Wine pairings with each course. The wedding planner had put Evelyn and Daniel at the head of the center table, which meant Evelyn spent the meal fielding toasts, compliments, and questions about the honeymoon while Daniel's hand rested on her thigh with the comfortable possessiveness of a man who didn't know he was losing.

Mara sat three seats down, between Jess and Daniel's Aunt Patricia, and maintained a conversation about tile sourcing in Portugal that somehow kept the entire end of the table laughing. She was good at this — the social performance, the warmth-on-demand — but she did it differently than Evelyn. Mara performed with a wink. A slight edge of irony that said I'm playing this game, and I know you know, and isn't that fun?

Evelyn performed like it was the only way she knew how to survive.

She drank too much. She knew she was drinking too much because Mara knew she was drinking too much, and Mara had started doing the thing she always did when Evelyn passed the line — quietly replacing her wineglass with water, intercepting the server with a slight shake of her head, keeping a steady supply of bread on Evelyn's plate.

They'd never discussed this system. It had evolved over twelve years of dinners and parties and late nights, a wordless protocol built on the understanding that Mara would always be paying attention and Evelyn would always need someone to be.

Tom gave his toast. It was, as predicted, seven minutes long. Evelyn clapped at the right moments and laughed at the right jokes and watched the candles blur slightly at the edges and thought about the altar. About the two seconds when the world had gone flat and silent and she'd known — known — with the cold clarity of a diagnosis.

"Mara." Dara appeared at the table. "You're up for the maid of honor speech. Quick one — three minutes max."

Mara stood. She didn't have notes. She didn't need them.

"I've known Evelyn Hart for twelve years," she said, and the courtyard quieted. "We met in a lecture hall where she was taking notes in color-coded pen and I was asleep. She woke me up because I was snoring and the professor was looking at us, and she did it with a smile so polite I thought she was going to apologize for my snoring. That's who Evelyn is. She makes your problems feel like hers, and she does it so gracefully you forget she's carrying anything."

Mara paused. Looked at Evelyn across the candles.

"Daniel, you're getting the best person I know. Not the best woman, or the best wife, or the best whatever we're supposed to say at these things — the best person. She's smarter than she lets on, funnier than she lets most people see, and more generous than anyone in this vineyard deserves. Including me."

Evelyn's throat closed.

"So." Mara raised her glass. "To the bride. Who deserves exactly the kind of happiness she's brave enough to want."

The table erupted. Glasses clinked. Daniel leaned over and kissed Evelyn's cheek. "She's right, you know. You're the best person I know too."

Evelyn smiled. The smile held.

Inside, something was breaking.

• • •
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After dinner, Evelyn took off her shoes and walked to the terrace at the far end of the courtyard. It was quieter here — the noise of the party muted by distance and stone walls, the valley spread out below in blue-black shadows. She leaned against the iron railing and let the night air cool her flushed skin and tried to remember how to breathe without performing.

Footsteps on stone. She didn't have to turn around.

"You should drink water," Mara said.

"I have been. You've been replacing my wine all night."

"Someone has to." Mara came to stand beside her, close but not touching. She'd taken off her jacket. In just the sleeveless top, Evelyn could see the lean lines of her arms, the faint tan marks from working outside, the way the string lights caught the hollow at the base of her throat.

"Your speech was perfect," Evelyn said.

"I wasn't trying for perfect."

"That's why it was." She turned to face Mara. The wine had softened the edges of her self-control, loosened the bolts that usually kept her sealed shut. "You said I deserve the kind of happiness I'm brave enough to want."

"I did."

"What if I'm not brave enough?"

Mara's expression shifted. Something careful entering, something protective leaving. "What do you mean?"

Evelyn looked out at the valley. The hills were darker now, the last light sinking behind the ridgeline. "Do you ever feel like you're watching your own life from outside? Like you're sitting in a theater and the woman on screen looks exactly like you, and she's doing all the right things, and the audience thinks she's happy, but you're in the back row and you can see that the set is painted plywood and the whole thing could fall over if someone pushed?"

Mara didn't answer immediately. When she spoke, her voice was stripped of its usual edge. "How long have you felt like that?"

"I don't know. A while. Maybe a long while." Evelyn gripped the railing. The iron was cold under her palms. "It might just be nerves."

"It might be."

"Every bride feels this way. It's normal."

"Maybe."

"Tell me it's normal, Mara."

Mara turned to face her fully. In the dim light, her eyes were serious and dark and unbearably gentle. "I'm not going to lie to you, Ev. Not about this. Not about anything."

"Then what are you going to do?"

"I'm going to ask you a question you're not going to like." Mara held her gaze. "If this is just nerves — if this is normal, pre-wedding jitters that every bride has — then why are you out here telling me instead of telling Daniel?"

The question landed like a stone in still water. Evelyn felt the ripples spread outward through her chest, her stomach, her legs.

She didn't answer. Couldn't answer. Instead, she reached out and found Mara's hand on the railing and covered it with her own.

Mara's fingers went rigid. Then, slowly, they turned under Evelyn's and laced between them. Palm to palm. Evelyn's thumb against Mara's wrist, where she could feel the pulse hammering — steady, too fast, a drumbeat that matched her own.

They stood like that. Linked. Silent. The vineyard breathing around them, the party murmuring behind them, the weight of everything unsaid pressing down like weather before a storm.

Evelyn didn't look at Mara. She looked at their hands — at the way her fingers fit between Mara's like they'd been designed for exactly that architecture, like every other hand she'd ever held had been a rough draft.

Minutes passed. Maybe five. Maybe twenty. The string lights flickered. A door opened somewhere and closed again.

Mara withdrew her hand. Gently, but completely.

"It's late." Her voice was rough. "Big day tomorrow."

Evelyn nodded. Her palm felt cold where Mara's warmth had been.

They walked back along the gravel path. The cottage appeared in the lamplight, small and private and full of the impossible bed they were about to share again. Mara unlocked the door and held it, same as last night, and this time when Evelyn passed through, their bodies didn't touch. The absence of contact felt louder than any collision.

Inside, they moved around each other with the careful choreography of two people trying not to detonate something fragile. Mara went to the bathroom first. Evelyn sat on the edge of the bed and listened to water running, to the sounds of teeth being brushed, to the small domestic noises that shouldn't have felt intimate and did.

Mara came out in the same boxers and t-shirt. Her face was scrubbed clean. Without makeup, she looked younger, softer, and Evelyn's chest ached with something that didn't have a name yet.

"Your turn."

Evelyn went in. Closed the door. Pressed her back against it and stared at the ceiling.

She brushed her teeth. She washed her face. She changed into the camisole and shorts from the night before, and when she looked at herself in the mirror, the woman staring back was no longer a bride preparing for the happiest week of her life.

She was a woman standing in a bathroom that smelled like Mara's soap, pressing her palm against the spot on her stomach where Mara's skin had been warm under her hand that morning, and she was shaking.

She opened the door.

Mara was already in bed, on her side, facing the window. The lamp on Evelyn's side was still on — left on for her, the way Mara always left a light on when she knew Evelyn was behind her.

Evelyn crossed the room. Got into bed. Pulled the sheet up. The mattress dipped with her weight and she felt the warmth of Mara's body across the six inches of white linen between them, a heat signature she could have mapped with her eyes closed.

"Mara."

"Mm."

"The thing you said in your toast. About me deserving happiness."

"What about it?"

Evelyn stared at the ceiling. The lamplight made shadows of the ceiling beams, long dark lines like bars.

"What if I've been choosing the wrong kind?"

Mara didn't answer. The silence lasted so long that Evelyn thought she might have fallen asleep. Then:

"Go to sleep, Ev."

It was not an answer. It was a door being held shut by someone standing on the other side with their full weight against it, and Evelyn could hear the effort it took.

She reached over and turned off the lamp. The dark rushed in, warm and close and full of Mara's breathing.

She lay on her back with her eyes wide open and her left hand resting on the sheet between them, fingers slightly extended, and she waited.

Mara's hand did not reach for hers.

But it didn't move away, either.
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Chapter 3
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The spa was underground.

Not a basement — something better than a basement, something a designer had spent serious money making feel like an ancient Roman bath despite being located beneath a California wine lodge. Stone archways. Warm tile floors. Dim amber lighting that softened every surface and made even fluorescent-lit thirty-somethings in terrycloth robes look like figures in a Renaissance painting.

Evelyn and the bridesmaids descended the stairs at ten in the morning with champagne flutes already in hand, and the heat wrapped around her like a second skin.

"Oh, this is obscene," Jess said, looking around with wide eyes. Jess Pham — five-foot-two, devastatingly blunt, and the only bridesmaid Evelyn had chosen because she actually wanted her there instead of because obligation demanded it. "Your mother did not book this place."

"My mother booked this place." Evelyn took a sip of champagne that was probably too expensive to drink before noon. "She believes pre-wedding skincare is a moral imperative."

"Your mother is correct for once." Jess peeled off her robe and tossed it on a hook. She was wearing a bikini the color of a traffic cone. "Ladies. Let's get steamed."

The group filtered through the facilities — six bridesmaids plus Evelyn, armed with champagne, sheet masks, and the kind of rowdy energy that only women released from responsibilities for a full day could generate. Facials in the treatment rooms. Manicures in a parlor with enormous windows overlooking an underground grotto. A cold plunge pool that only Jess and Mara were insane enough to use.

Evelyn watched Mara climb out of the plunge pool and forgot how to hold her champagne.

Water streamed down Mara's body in thin, glinting lines. She was wearing a simple black one-piece — not a bikini, nothing designed to provoke — but it clung to her like it had been painted on. Evelyn could see everything: the cut of her shoulders, the flat plane of her stomach, the long muscles in her thighs. Mara's skin had gone pink from the cold, and she was grinning, shaking water from her hair, laughing at something Jess shouted from the pool.
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