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            DAISY

          

        

      

    

    
      My fiancé squeezes my hand as our plane lands in Lisbon.

      I love referring to him as my fiancé, and in a few short days, I’ll be referring to him as my husband, which is even better. I’ll say it a lot. Constantly.

      My husband will be joining us in a moment.

      My husband would like the ten-piece chicken nuggets.

      My husband does not need sauce with that, thanks.

      “We don’t have to do this,” my almost-husband says now. “I don’t care if I’m already at the altar, you say the word and I tell everyone we’ve changed our minds.”

      I smile at the big-ass diamond I now wear on my left hand. “I can’t wait to do this.”

      “Because you can’t wait to marry me or because you can’t wait not to deal with our mothers?”

      I want to marry Harrison more than I want my next breath, but Bridget Doherty and Sandrine Durand—Harrison’s mother—have a whole lot of opinions, and not two seconds after announcing our engagement, they were each digging their grubby paws into the planning.

      I rest my head on his shoulder.  “It would be optimistic to assume this is the last time I’ll have to deal with them. If they’re this bad now, think of what they’ll be like once we have kids.”

      When Sandrine offered the use of their vineyard in St. Antoine for the wedding, my mother had a fit. (“You’re supposed to get married in the bride’s hometown. But Sandrine never cared about following rules or she wouldn’t have abandoned her kid.”)

      When Sandrine saw the photo my mother sent of the “perfect” wedding gown (it was not perfect) she gave me a polite smile and said, “It’s funny, isn’t it, how you can tell a garment is poor quality even in a photo?”

      There is no aspect of this wedding upon which the two of them can’t manage to argue—the flowers, the cake, the catering, the music—and that would be fine except they don’t argue with each other—they argue through me.

      “How interesting,” Sandrine will say to anything my mother has suggested, waving a delicate hand during a video call. “But I suppose she’s always had limited resources and is simply doing her best.”

      My mother is less diplomatic. “Tell that uppity bitch where she can shove her request,” is one of the kinder things she’s said about Sandrine.

      They’ve made it impossible to choose anything without someone feeling wounded, so when Harrison’s friend Luke told us he was heading to Nazaré to surf some once-in-a-lifetime waves and Liam, Beck and Caleb said they were coming to watch…a plan was born: a last-minute, slapdash wedding.

      Now, when my mother insists we serve clam chowder in a sourdough bowl for a San Fran touch and Sandrine replies, “As if you’re marrying in a time of famine?”, or when Sandrine suggests we serve wine from her vineyard and my mother says, “Wouldn’t you rather serve wine that’s actually good?” I can tell both of them they’re right and alas, there’s just not time to make any of it happen.

      It’s foolproof. I might be a genius.
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        * * *

      

      It was not foolproof. I am not a genius.

      The house the guys rented is an oasis of calm—Harrison, Liam, Emmy, Luke, Beck, Caleb, and Luke’s wife Juliet, plus their two kids—except I’m not in that oasis.

      I’m staying at the hotel with my mother, because if we invited her to the house we’d have to ask Sandrine, her husband and their two sons, and she cried about being there alone.  Even with this sacrifice, however, she remains full of complaints, as does Sandrine, who’s upset that we did not invite her three brothers and nine cousins and her favorite aunt and her best friends. She’s also upset that Harrison’s dad has brought his twenty-one-year-old girlfriend as a date.

      When we get together for dinner that night at the hotel restaurant, the one thing Sandrine and my mother can agree upon is that this last-minute wedding was a terrible idea.

      “In France, one does not plan a wedding around another friend’s reckless surf adventure,” says Sandrine with a polite smile. “How very American of you.”

      “Maman,” Harrison says, his voice a warning.

      “We don’t do it in America either,” says my mother. “But you left when Harrison was a toddler, so I suppose you wouldn’t remember much about our customs.”

      Tears spring to Sandrine’s eyes and she excuses herself. Her husband follows.

      “Mom,” I groan, “you said that on purpose. You know it’s a sore subject.”

      “I also know she shouldn’t have abandoned her child,” my mother replies without apology. “And that’s what she gets for blaming America for your bad decision making.”

      “I like a woman who speaks her mind,” says Harrison’s dad, Jim, giving my mother an uncomfortably lascivious look.  “You’re as hot as ever, Bridget.”

      “Dad,” warns Harrison, but it’s too late. Jim’s date tears up and quietly excuses herself.

      “Is it my fault if I appreciate an older woman’s charms?” Jim asks.

      “Older woman?” my mother counters. “I’m twenty years younger than you.”

      “I just meant older than I’d typically date,” Jim replies helpfully.

      And then my mother is crying too.

      I sigh as Harrison pulls me against him that night, outside my mother’s room. He’s leaving to return to the house, where Liam has apparently constructed a beer bong using one of Luke’s son’s pool toys, and I can’t claim I’m not jealous.

      “This is going exactly as well as you predicted,” I tell him.

      “My little optimist,” he croons, pressing my back to the door, his mouth grazing my neck. “Are you sure you want to stay here? We haven’t spent a night apart in months.”

      I’m sure I don’t want to stay here, actually. I want to go shotgun a beer using a child’s pool toy and then drag Harrison back to his king-size bed for other types of fun.

      I press my face to his chest and breathe him in. “Oh well. It’s only three more nights until this is behind us.”

      “Two more nights,” he corrects. “Or have you already forgotten we’re getting married in three days?”

      I grin. “I didn’t forget. I just assume my mother will cry until I agree to stay in her room.”

      “Daisy,” he growls, in the exact way I knew he would, “I don’t care if your mother is drowning in her own tears. On our wedding night, you’re not staying with anyone but me.”
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast with my mother—which she spends volubly bitching about Sandrine—I head out to the beach house with Oliver and Matthew, Harrison’s brothers.  None of us but Luke would dare surf Praia do Norte, but there’s still a really decent break feet from the house

      As we wait for the next set to come in, Caleb brags about his “super athletic” newborn, Beck brags about his “genius” daughter and Liam insists that when he and Emmy have kids, he won’t make up a bunch of bullshit about them the way Beck and Caleb are, but that his children will be more athletic than theirs and will definitely wind up at an Ivy League school.

      “Where are those supposed Ivy League genes coming from, Liam?” asks Beck. “Did your wife go to Stanford? Because mine did.”

      “Stanford’s not an Ivy,” sniffs Liam.

      He’s awfully disdainful for a guy who didn’t even graduate from college.

      “These married couples are so dull,” says Oliver, floating beside me. “Are you sure you want to become one of them, Daisy?”

      “She’s sure,” growls Harrison. “And stop flirting with my wife.”

      Oliver flashes a grin at me. “She’s not your wife yet, big brother.”

      Luke’s the only one who’s been silent during all this…and the only one who seems likely to have produced a super athlete. He listens but is staring off in the distance toward Praia do Norte the entire time. We’ve all been obsessively checking the conditions there, but they currently suck and are supposed to go further downhill.

      “I’m just going to go out,” Luke announces suddenly. “You never know.”

      “Didn’t you promise Juliet you wouldn’t touch it if conditions were bad?” asks Caleb.

      “I can talk Juliet into anything,” he says with a wolfish grin. “And she’ll love it, eventually. You’ll never have better sex than immediately after your wife thought you might die. I’ll just get someone to tow me out there and we’ll see what happens.”

      “Bro, no good idea ever began with ‘and we’ll see what happens’,” says Harrison. “It’s gonna be a bunch of unmakeable waves and you’re going to get yourself killed.”

      “Not killed,” says Luke. “Just maimed.”

      “Break your dick and there’s no way Juliet stays with you,” says Beck. “Especially if you lied to her about going out.”

      “I’m good with my tongue,” Luke replies. “We’d make do.”

      Liam’s eyes narrow. “My niece is here. Can we keep this conversation G-rated?”

      Harrison and I exchange a look. And laugh. “You realize I’m marrying her in two days, right?” he asks. “Daisy’s life hasn’t been G-rated in quite a while.”

      “Keep it up,” growls Liam. “I don’t care if you’re engaged. I’ll beat your ass right here.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, we all make dinner together at the beach house—my mother and Sandrine jostling and sighing at each other in the kitchen the entire time, Beck and Caleb video calling their wives and children and making all of us say hi…Luke attempting to talk Juliet into letting him surf.

      He lifts his infant daughter, Everly, out of Juliet’s arms and presses a kiss to the top of her head. “Babe,” he says, “can we talk?”

      Juliet’s smile fades and her eyes narrow. “No. I know what you want to discuss and the answer is no.”

      He hands Everly to Harrison beside him and pulls Juliet to her feet.  “Baby.”

      She holds her palms to his chest. “Do not baby me. You said you wouldn’t go out if conditions were bad.”

      He leans down, pressing his lips to her cheek, her neck. “I’m just gonna take a look.  I swear I’ll be careful.”

      Her jaw locks. She realizes she’s fighting a losing battle because anyone who surfs as well as Luke does can’t tell himself no, even when he should. I know my limits, but if I thought I could survive surfing out there, I’d go out too. “You know you’re going to surf,” she says.

      “I swear I’ll only take a perfect wave,” he replies, smiling. Well aware he’s won the argument.

      “You’ll wear the vest?” she asks.

      “Babe,” he groans. Most big-wave surfers now wear a vest with built-in carbon dioxide canisters to help them surface if they’re seriously submerged. Luke is notoriously, publicly, against them. “Relying on shit like that makes people do stupid things.”

      “You do stupid things all the time,” she counters. “And you don’t have to rely on it. Just wear it.”

      He smiles sweetly, pressing more kisses to her face. “Thanks, babe. I owe you one.”

      I wonder if she realizes he failed to agree.

      It’s still early when my mother is ready to leave for the hotel. Harrison walks outside with us but then pulls me back while my mom and Liam discuss something.

      “Don’t go,” he says, tugging me against him. “Just stay tonight. Your mom will be fine.”

      I wish, with every bone in my body, that I could agree. It’s only been one night and I’m already tired of being away from him and tired of listening to my mother bitch about Sandrine in the darkened room as I fall asleep.

      A part of me—a big part—wishes we’d eloped. We could have quietly married in Bali and I’d have been fine with that. The only reason we’re even doing this here is to make his mother and my mother happy…and yet they’re not happy.

      I let my face rest against his chest for one extra-long moment. “It’s only one more day. It’ll help you look forward to the wedding night.”

      He gives a low laugh. “I don’t need help looking forward to the wedding night, Daisy.”

      “Dude,” groans Liam, who we did not see coming. “Gross. Stop having conversations like that with my niece.”

      “Is it too late to elope?” I ask Harrison.

      Liam laughs. “When we all spent twelve hours on a plane to get here and Caleb left Lucie back there with three kids? Yeah, Lazy. It’s too late.”
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            HARRISON

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s fun being back together with my friends, but what it is, most of all, is enlightening.

      When I was married to Audrey, she was never the priority. On a trip like this one, the moments I’d have valued would have been the ones I spent away from her. And now everything has flipped: Daisy is the priority, Daisy is the one I want to be with, and everyone else is—for better or worse—a distraction, an obligation.

      And the biggest distraction of all is my mother. I know she means well. I know a piece of her is sad that she spent so many years away from me and she’s trying to make up for that by wedging herself into the process now, demanding equal billing with Daisy’s mom. I also know that if I say something to her—and Daisy long ago begged me not to—she’ll only feel more like an outsider…and will somehow proceed to make things worse.

      “Talk to her,” I beg Oliver and Matthew as they’re leaving for the hotel. They simply laugh.

      “Have you met our mother?” asks Matthew. “I think not.”

      “Daisy will need to be tough to deal with her going forward,” says Oliver. “She might as well get started now.”

      When I go back inside, the atmosphere isn’t nearly as jovial as it was the night before. Beck’s discussing the water conditions at Praia do Norte with Kate over video and when she says, “If you go into that water to tow Luke out, I’ll kill you myself,” we all exchange a glance. Luke really shouldn’t surf tomorrow. The winds are shifting so much that they’re creating a wedge—a second wave in a reverse direction—big enough to blow the one you’re surfing apart. It’s insane, with a wave the size of the ones there, to get anywhere near it.

      “You know you’re really gonna bring the mood down at my wedding if you get yourself killed tomorrow,” I tell Luke, and he just laughs when I wish to God he’d reconsider. His confidence in his own abilities is probably a big part of what got him to the level he’s at, but it might very well get him killed, and he’s no longer the unhampered guy who can decide to jump off a cliff in a storm or go out to Mavericks with the wrong board. He’s got a wife and two kids, for god’s sake.

      Luke and Juliet get their kids to bed and then we all hang out by the pool. It’s fun, but it’s not the same without Daisy. I should be with her, and she should be with me and all the most important things in my life no longer matter at all. She’s the sun, shining so bright that I can’t even see anything else.

      
        
          
            
              
        I miss you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daisy

      

      
        I miss you too, but if you’re just trying to get me to have phone sex with you, you should know that my mother is asleep beside me so I’m gonna feel really weird about it later.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I wasn’t trying to get phone sex but now that you’ve suggested it…why don’t you go into the bathroom?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No way, dude. I want you desperate for it by the time our wedding night rolls around.

      

      

      

      

      

      I think Daisy is greatly overestimating how long it takes to make me desperate for it.

      I wish to God we’d just stayed in Bali.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, we leave Luke’s kids with my mom and Bridget and head to Praia do Norte to watch Luke surf. Caleb and Beck go to the beach to get Luke suited up and find someone with a jet ski willing to drop him onto a wave.

      Juliet is stiff as Luke hugs her goodbye, terrified, and I think we’re all a little pissed at him for putting her through this.

      “This is just who you married, Jules,” says Liam as we head out to the cliff for a better view. “And you’ve got to admit that a part of you loved this aspect of him.”

      “I know,” she says quietly. “But I’m not loving it right now.”

      We find a good spot on the cliff, but the view is not reassuring. The water is far less crowded than normal, and big wave surfers are some of the most reckless, thrill-seeking guys in the world. If they’re not out here today, Luke shouldn’t be either.

      “Every guy down there wanted to tow him out,” Caleb says as he and Beck join us. “They all want to be the one who helped Luke Taylor achieve greatness.”

      “Greatness isn’t achievable today,” Liam replies. He’s right—you might get a massive wave, but the shifting winds will likely make it crumble unexpectedly…and then you’re fucked.

      “This is a bad idea,” Daisy says under her breath.

      “I know.”

      “Something’s coming in from the southwest,” Beck says. Caleb takes the binoculars from him, nods, and dutifully reports it to the driver via walkie-talkie.

      A minute later, we see Luke being towed, fast as hell, toward the wave. No sooner have they disappeared behind it than Luke’s on his feet and gliding down the face. He’s too far away to make out his expression, but I know exactly how he must feel inside—the hell, yes that comes when you’ve taken a crazy gamble and it’s paid off.

      It’s exactly how I feel about the girl beside me, cheering at the top of her lungs.

      And then her cheers fall quiet, because another kid has just dropped into the wave. Since it’s curling now, he has to surf straight down its face to pick up speed…which sets him on a collision course with Luke.

      “What the fuck is he doing?” I mutter.

      The kid’s maybe fifteen feet away when he loses it and goes flying off the board. Luke shoots through the barrel and jumps off safely on the other side while the crowd on the beach goes wild.

      “That prick could have killed him,” Beck says.

      There aren’t enough decent waves today, so the guys who are out there are doing stupid shit to grab the few that occur, and are probably watching Luke’s every move, knowing he’ll spot them first.

      “I hope Luke’s gotten it out of his system,” says Liam.

      Juliet’s eyes fall closed. “Apparently you haven’t spent a lot of time with my husband. He’s not done.”

      She’s right, of course. When the jet ski arrives, they don’t head to shore but go back out again, and about fifteen minutes later, we are living through the exact same experience…Luke getting a perfect ride on a shitty day.

      He starts down the face of the wave. It’s so vertical that it’s almost as if he’s skiing down a black.

      “Jesus, how fast do you think he’s going?” Liam asks.

      “Seventy, easy,” I reply.

      “Rocks,” Juliet whispers, because if he continues straight he’ll smash himself to death.

      As if he hears her, he starts to curve to the left, but some other guy drops into the wave.  The same fucking guy who nearly crashed into Luke the last time.

      “Jesus,” Oliver groans. “What’s this kid doing?”

      But we know what he’s doing. He’s picking the same waves Luke does—probably because Luke does—but he’s getting on them late and doesn’t give a shit who gets hurt in the process.

      Just like last time, he’s going straight down the face of the wave to gain speed, which he needs because it’ll break on him otherwise. But he’s on a collision course with Luke, who’s carving horizontally below him and doesn’t have a clue what’s about to happen.

      Juliet grips the rail and squeezes her eyes shut, her mouth moving as if in prayer though I can’t hear the words.

      She doesn’t see the moment the kid clips the back of Luke’s board but her eyes open when we all gasp.

      Luke’s board jerks hard. He does his best to hang on…and then he’s gone. Inside the wave, somewhere.

      Chaos descends. People are shouting. Caleb’s on coms, barking at someone to head out for Luke. Liam has snatched a pair of binoculars, waiting for the wave to break to help find Luke in the wash.

      “Why isn’t he coming up?” Juliet asks Caleb, her voice tinged with hysteria. “He should have surfaced.”

      Caleb flinches. “Jules…he didn’t wear the vest. He tried to get one, I swear to god, but the CO2 canister was low and we figured it was worthless.”

      Juliet swallows hard, her upper lip trembling, her eyes full of unshed tears. “He shouldn’t have gone out. He shouldn’t have gone out and he shouldn’t have taken that wave and—”

      Her voice breaks and she stops. Daisy wraps an arm around her.

      All of us scan the surface of the water. It feels like an hour though it’s only a minute or two when Caleb finally spots him, down near the rocks.

      Beck grabs the walkie-talkie and starts yelling something to the nearest driver. Liam drops Emmy’s hand and starts running for the beach.

      “Where the hell are you going?” Emmy calls after him.

      I exchange a glance with my brother, Beck and Caleb. Liam’s running because Luke’s gonna kick that kid’s ass once he’s out of the water, and that kid’s friends are all gonna jump in. I sort of thought the days of Luke and Liam getting us into fights ended in college.

      Apparently not.

      The five of us take off after Liam, and by the time we hit the sand, Luke’s pummeling the shit out of the kid and has four guys at his back doing their best to get involved. Liam’s got another guy on the ground. We sprint across the beach and for a minute or two, until the cops rush in and break it up, it’s absolute chaos. I have no idea who I hit or who hit me but by the time Daisy reaches my side, it’s pretty clear something happened because I’ve got blood dripping onto my shirt.

      She reaches up to touch my cheek and I wince. “That’ll make for some interesting wedding photos. Sorry.”

      She smiles, going on her toes to kiss me. “Are you kidding? It’s totally hot. And when you try to make yourself sound like a saint to our children and say things like ‘violence never solves anything’, I’ll just pull out the wedding photos to prove you wrong.”

      I pull her close and kiss her hard.

      “You grow more beautiful to me each day,” I tell her, because it’s true, and also because I know it’ll make her laugh.

      “That’s impossible,” she retorts. “No one grows more beautiful.”

      The kid who clipped Luke is on the ground and medics are bringing a stretcher, but Luke—his face bleeding pretty dramatically—is concerned neither with the kid nor the cops as soon as he sees Juliet approaching.

      “Jules,” he says, reaching for her.

      She pushes him. “Fuck you, Luke.”

      “Babe, I messed up.” This time he grabs her, refusing to let her twist away.

      She bursts into tears. And slaps him across the face.

      We all stare unabashedly, wondering how Luke Taylor responds to being slapped by his tiny wife.

      He shakes his head. And then an absolutely feral grin spreads across his face. “Oh, you want to play, Jules?” he purrs. “Then we’ll play.”

      He throws her over his shoulder. She is screaming and flailing, but he just keeps on walking away, as if none of us are even here.

      “Where the hell are they going?” Emmy asks.

      Beck laughs. “It looks like they’re about to fuck.”

      Emmy rolls her eyes. “Yeah, I got that part, but we’re ten miles from the house.”

      Liam shrugs. “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

      I slide my fingers through Daisy’s, leaning close to her ear. “If that works, you’re welcome to slap me too.”

      “Can I slap our mothers instead?”

      “It’s a lot less sexy when you bring my mother into it, but I’m not picky at this point.”

      Because Juliet has the keys to the other car and we have no idea where they went or when they’re returning, all eight of us are forced to pile into a five-seat car. Daisy is more than happy to sit in my lap, squirming in a way that cannot possibly be an accident.

      “I know what you’re doing,” I whisper with a brow raised.

      “Is it working?”

      I yank her backward, providing proof that it is, indeed, working. “I’m going to fuck you so hard when we get back to the house.”

      “You promise?”

      “It’s more of a threat than a promise,” I reply. “But yes.”

      We arrive at the house, pile out of the car, and then Daisy and I head inside as fast as we can reasonably walk. We almost make it to the stairs when my mother’s voice stops us. She and Bridget are both there, eyes shooting daggers at each other.

      “Daisy, a word, please?” asks my mom.

      “I’d like a word with my daughter first,” says Bridget.

      Daisy’s shoulders sag. “Can I just—”

      She doesn’t even get the sentence out before accusations are being hurled.

      Apparently, it began with my mother suggesting that it was “gauche” of Bridget to flirt with my dad. This led to an exchange of insults and ended, bizarrely, with my mother cursing in French about tacky Americans—which Bridget understood—and Bridget impugning France’s role in World War II, which occurred decades before either of them were born.

      I have put up with this bullshit for months. Daisy didn’t want me to intervene, but she’s about to be my wife and as she shrinks beside me, placed in an impossible situation, I’ve just fucking had it.

      “Enough,” I announce. “I’ve had it with both of you.”

      My mother’s eyes fill, but I’m also done with her manipulative bullshit. Bridget is about to start lecturing and I’m not listening to a word of that either.

      “You have made this entire experience hellish for my fiancée. Fucking hellish. You put her in the middle constantly. You snipe at each other and force her to try to broker peace. These should have been happy, exciting months for her, but you—” I point to my mother, “do nothing but push for an expensive wedding in France, one you’d have to do all the planning for since we aren’t there. And you—” I point to Bridget, “are so caught up in the idea that people are judging you for being single or not being wealthy that you let it color every perception.”

      “I—” they both begin at once.

      “No,” I say. “I’m not listening to you explain, or apologize, or argue, or whatever it is you’re about to do. I want the two of you to listen to me very, very carefully. As of tomorrow, the woman you have so narcissistically been torturing will be my wife, and let me assure you of something: if you speak to my wife in the manner you have been, if you criticize her, if you offer ‘constructive feedback’ or put her in the middle of another argument, I will cut you both off, wholly and completely. That means, Mother, that if you ever want to see me again, you will keep your mouth shut, and Bridget, if you want any kind of meaningful relationship with your grandchildren, you also will keep your mouth shut.”

      “But—” Bridget begins.

      “Bridget,” I warn, “not a fucking word. Daisy is and always will be my first priority, and protecting her is a job I take very seriously, even now. Protecting her from the things that hurt her. And right now, that’s the two of you.”

      And with that, I turn and pull Daisy with me to my bedroom. She laughs once we get inside the door.

      “I should have stopped you,” she says, wiping tears away, “but their faces.”

      I pull her toward the bed. “Hopefully, me telling off older women who just want the best for us has gotten you in the mood.”

      She bites down on a smile. “Harrison,” she purrs, “I’m always in the mood.”

      Damn. This is going to be so fucking brief. I push her back on the pillows, climbing above her…and give a sharp inhale.

      Daisy’s eyes widen. “What’s wrong?”

      I wince. “I must have gotten hit in the ribs. I think it’s starting to swell.”

      “I have put up with a lot, Harrison,” she says, “but if you can’t consummate this marriage, so help me God…”

      I laugh. “I’m pretty sure we’ll figure it out. Maybe you get on top?”

      I lie on my back and she carefully climbs above me, perfectly positioned above my dick, which isn’t bothered at all by the rib pain and is pressing hard against my sweats.

      “Is this okay?” she asks, grinning as if she already knows the answer. She slides over me, providing some friction but not nearly enough.

      “It will be a lot more okay if you take those shorts off.”

      She grinds against me again, sitting up straight and running her palms beneath her shirt to cup her breasts. I groan—she knows that makes me crazy.

      “Let me see,” I growl.

      She’s just reached for the hem of her shirt when there’s a quiet tap, tap, tap on the door. You must be fucking kidding me.

      My eyes fall shut. “Ignore it.”

      Tap, tap, tap.

      “I don’t think we locked it,” whispers Daisy.

      “No one’s going to just walk—” I begin, as the door handle turns. Daisy dives off me. I have just sat up and am attempting to cover my erection when Bridget fucking walks right in.

      She’s crying. “Daisy?” she says, holding out her arms. “Harrison was right. I’m so sorry.”

      My mother comes in behind her. “I’m sorry too. We’re going to be better. Come downstairs and have some wine. It won’t even be wine from our vineyard, since I know Bridget hates that.”

      Fuck.

      Do all sexless marriages begin with a cockblocking mother, or is it only mine?
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        * * *

      

      Over a dinner my mother and Bridget have made, both of them sickeningly cordial to each other in a way that guarantees it can’t last, we discuss Luke’s waves and the fight and though Juliet says, “don’t encourage him”, she’s flushed and glowing and it would appear that whatever went on after he carted her off has led her to forgive him for it.

      My mother begins to tell an interminable story about a competing vineyard, my father interrupts to compliment Emmy’s “graceful neck” and no one is paying any attention to us so, beneath the table, my hand lands on Daisy’s thigh. She is still ignoring my father and nodding politely along with my mother’s story, but I feel the way she tenses under my palm.

      I pull the skirt up and let my fingers glide along her velvet skin. God I miss my almost-wife. I miss waking up with her, going to sleep with her, watching her fall to her knees as I tug off my belt.

      I’m going crazy and while this is not the place…I just can’t help it.

      My fingers start to slip beneath the seam of her panties and she squeezes her legs together in a futile attempt to keep me out.

      “Let me do it, Daisy,” I whisper. “Spread those thighs for me like a good girl.”

      I know my fiancée. Those words open her up like a magic spell.

      She bites down on a quiet gasp, widens her legs, and lets me push the panties aside so I can finger her freshly waxed little pussy, as silky smooth as the panties I’d like to shred and would shred if I thought I could get away with it. She’s dripping for me already. When I slide a finger inside her, I wince at how badly I want more.

      “Go to the bathroom,” I demand. “I’ll follow in a second.”

      She pushes the skirt down, excuses herself and scurries away.

      I wait exactly thirty seconds before I rise. “She wasn’t feeling great. I’ll go check on her.”

      I get to the bathroom, where she already waits with her skirt around her hips and her panties off. “Fuck me,” she begs. “But fast or they’ll notice.”

      I shake my head. The fast part is guaranteed, so I need to make sure she comes first. I drop to my knees, ignoring the pain in my side and sweep my tongue over her core. Her hands go to my hair. “Yes,” she whispers. “This is a good plan too.”

      I lick, I use my fingers, I groan, until she’s tugging my hair hard and stifling her scream behind the palm of her hand.

      “Get up here,” she says, her voice heavy and drugged. “Now.”

      I rise, the rib pain forgotten, tugging off my belt and pushing my pants and boxers to mid-thigh.

      I’m lined up, sliding inside her, and nothing has ever felt better in my entire fucking life. “Fuck, Daisy,” I groan. “This is not going to—”

      Tap, tap, tap.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      “Daisy?” Bridget calls. “Are you in there?”

      Daisy’s head falls back against the mirror. “Yes, Mom.” Her voice is strangled. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      “You sound terrible,” Bridget says. “Wait right there. I’m getting you ginger ale.”

      “She needs milk tea, not soda,” says my mother.

      “When I marry you tomorrow,” I tell Daisy, “we are never seeing them again.”
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      I wake on the morning of my wedding day giddy. Yes, half the attendees will have facial lacerations. One of the attendees will say something snotty about my mother’s income and another attendee will needlessly bring up France’s role in an eighty-year old war. Harrison’s dad will show up with someone else’s wife or a local schoolgirl we aren’t sure is legal and Liam will have a tantrum if anyone suggests Harrison and I are sexually active.

      It will be just as imperfect as the days preceding it. But the difference is that today I become Mrs. Harrison Reid, a role I’ve wanted since I was three, and nothing else matters much.

      Juliet helps me with my hair and make-up and Emmy holds Everly, proving she will one day be the world’s most anxious parent. (“She hasn’t burped. Shouldn’t she burp? Maybe you should take her back.”)

      My mother bursts into tears when she sees me and says, “I still wish you’d picked the other dress.”

      Sandrine bursts into tears too and then says, “That dress looked so cheap she’d have broken out in hives, Bridget.”

      Liam walks me down the aisle of a tiny, ancient church. Liam places my hand in Harrison’s. “Take care of her, man,” he says, and when his voice breaks, I start to cry too.

      Harrison leans down, cradling my jaw in his palms, and kisses me. The priest laughs. “We usually do this after the vows,” he says.

      We say our vows, slide rings on each other’s fingers, and he kisses me again. “This is the happiest day of my life,” he says against my mouth.

      “Mine too,” I tell him. I’ve waited twenty years for this moment, but it was worth the wait.

      We head to a restaurant across the street, where things continue to go wrong. Luke’s nose—which may be broken—starts bleeding. My husband tries to lift me at one point and has to put me down because of his injured rib.

      Harrison’s dad hits on Emmy and Liam threatens to kick his ass.

      Oliver and Matthew have somehow acquired fireworks, which they then set off by the hostess stand, nearly getting us kicked out.

      And despite his bruised rib, my lovely husband has only one thing on his mind as the night progresses.

      One thing that’s on my mind as well, because his tie is tugged loose, and he really needs to shave and there has never been anyone hotter in all of human history than this man who somehow chose me.

      We are dancing, closer and closer, when his lips rest against my ear. “I really need you out of this fucking dress, Mrs. Reid.”

      I look up at him from beneath my lashes, wishing I could agree. “We still haven’t cut the cake. And I’m not sure what you think you’ll be doing to me with that injured rib.”

      “I won’t be doing anything to you with my injured rib,” he says. “My cock is another matter entirely, however, and I’m not waiting to cut a fucking cake. Seriously, Daisy, I’m dying. Let’s just…feign illness.”

      “No one is going to believe we’re ill.” Not when Harrison’s got that look on his face.

      His eyes flicker from one end of the venue to the other. And then they light up. “The coat closet,” he whispers. “No one’s in there this time of year.”

      I was never the sort of girlfriend inclined to say no. Apparently I’m not that kind of wife either. Two minutes later I meet him inside the empty room.

      “Sit,” I whisper, undoing his belt and pushing him toward the bench.

      “No,” he begins, “you lie down and I’ll—”

      I fall to my knees as I tug his pants to mid-thigh.

      “No, your dress…oh fuck.”

      It’s funny the way his objections fall away the second I’ve pulled him into my mouth. “Jesus, Daisy,” he hisses, running his hands through my hair. “I should stop you, but I can’t.”

      His inhales and exhales sharpen as my tongue swirls over his head, as I use suction to torture him without giving him quite enough.

      “Take the whole thing baby,” he groans. “Please.”

      My panties are soaked, my inner thighs damp. He’s too far gone and he’s definitely going to come like this and then it’ll be me, feverish and stupid with lust, trying to bypass the remainder of our reception by feigning illness.

      I take him as far as I can, until he’s hitting the back of my throat. Far enough to gag on it, using my hands for the rest. His legs shake but then suddenly he’s trying to back away. “Daisy, wait…I’m not gonna be able to stop.”

      I smile up at him. “I don’t mind consummating it like this first.”

      His eyes are hazy, heavy-lidded. His thumb runs over my mouth. “You look so fucking filthy right now,” he whispers. “In your wedding dress with those lips swollen from sucking me off. I’m already trying so hard not to come but I want it inside you when I do.”

      I think Harrison could dirty-talk me into an orgasm. I’m already halfway there.

      He helps me to my feet and runs a hand under my dress. “Open those legs, little wife,” he says, and then he lifts one thigh so that I’ve got a foot on the ground and another on the bench as he slips his fingers inside me.

      “Always so wet for me,” he purrs. “I want you spread on that bench so I can taste it.”

      I’m already making those small, desperate noises, the ones I try to hold in when I get close. If he brings his tongue into the situation, it’ll be game over. Plus his rib is fucked up, kneeling will make it worse, and we’ve got a long night ahead.

      “Sit,” I command, my voice hoarse and bossy. His eyes flare—he loves when I take charge. Half the time, he’ll deny me, but tonight he does as he’s told, pushing his boxers all the way to the floor as he pulls me toward him. I lift my dress, planting my knees on the bench on either side of him…and sink. Down, down, until I’m speared and full and for a moment, I can’t even move it’s so perfect.

      “Ride me, Daisy.” He pulls my mouth to his and pushes the top of my bodice down to cup a breast. “Get yourself off.”

      I need no encouragement. I lift up and sink down, again and again as he twists my nipples and tugs at my hair and says things I, once upon a time, never dreamed Harrison Reid would say to any female, but especially not to me. Jesus it’s so tight. So fucking wet for me. I want you dripping with it for the rest of the night.

      And then, when he gets close, when his inhales are harsh and he’s thrusting up to meet me, he says my favorite thing of all.

      “God I love you so much, Daisy,” he whispers. “I love you so fucking much.”

      And I cry out, clenching around him as I come, only vaguely aware of him spilling inside me at nearly the same moment.

      I suppose it’s fitting that a marriage that began behind everyone’s backs would be consummated behind their backs too.

      There are a whole lot of people in the room beside us who wouldn’t approve. The same people who didn’t approve of us getting together in the first place.

      But when you’ve found the right person, the opinions of everyone else mean a lot less.

      I rest my head against his shoulder and smile. Because I, Daisy Doherty Reid, have definitely found that person.
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        * * *

      

      A short time after the cake is cut (it’s so small, as it turns out, that we wind up just dividing it in half and feeding it to each other), Harrison announces that we are leaving and that he’s booked us at a different hotel “so no one can cockblock me on my wedding night.”

      We consummate our marriage several times at the hotel and once more on the way to brunch the next day. Afterward, we say our goodbyes and head to the Lisbon airport, where, I notice, Harrison refers to me as his wife for the fourth time today.

      I’ve been counting.

      We get through security and find a McDonalds.

      “I’ve got this,” I say with a hand on Harrison’s arm just before he orders.

      I glance at the board, though I don’t need to, and tell the woman at the register my husband would like the ten-piece nuggets.

      “No,” I add, “my husband would not care for any sauce.”

      She looks at me like I’m insane. But my husband is smiling wide and I want to weep with happiness.

      I was wrong long ago, making fun of my mom’s wedding video.

      Because Harrison really does grow more beautiful to me each day.
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