
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


“Temporary.”

A deathly silence filled the room, stretching so long it felt like the air itself had stiffened. Her body froze, stiff and taut, a caged animal caught mid-thought. 

“Ye-yesss,” she stammered. “That’s why I came to this wedding. Marg knows I’ve been thinking a lot about marriage, but what she doesn’t know is... I need a husband—fast. Like, as soon as possible. Remember, my reasons aren’t noble.”

Bill’s eyes shifted, hardening from soft and passionate to a cold, piercing flame. Even from across the room, the intensity of his glare pressed against her like heat on bare skin. She instinctively sank deeper into her chair, shrinking as if the sheer force of his fury could consume her. No—they were never “happy ever after.” This was raw, undeniable lust... and anger.

“If I’m not married by thirty-five, in a month, I risk losing my inheritance. I’m not good at long-term relationships—a temporary solution is all I seek.”

Why was she explaining herself? This should have been a simple yes or no—not endless justification.

Bill folded his arms over his broad chest, voice quiet but sharp, each word a cutting edge. “What about us?”

Her mouth went dry. She licked her lips, almost blurting there is no us, but his fierce, alpha-male expression froze her in place. Soft one moment, terrifyingly commanding the next—he had her cornered.

“What about?” she asked cautiously.

“You know what I mean.”

“Oh, honey... lust. I’ve been there. Done that. This will pass,” she said lightly, immediately regretting it.
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Innocencia Lockwood shifted on the stiff chair and winced. Of course, her father would choose the most uncomfortable furniture on earth. “No one slouches in my house,” the general always barked. “Slouching is a sign of weakness.”

Weakness or not, her back was killing her. She sighed, crossed her long legs, uncrossed them, and lifted the delicate teacup for a sip—cold. Figures. Even the tea in this mausoleum of a house had no life.

Footsteps clicked across the marble floor. Harty appeared, smiling as always, eyes twinkling. “The general will see you now,” she said.

Innu groaned theatrically, earning a chuckle. “How is he today?”

Harty tilted her head. “How do you think?”

Innu tapped her chin like she was solving world peace. “Hmm... mellow?”

Harty’s raised brow said otherwise.

“Nope,” Innu muttered. “Definitely plotting my doom. Probably practicing that evil grin in the mirror.”

“Go,” Harty said with a laugh. “Before he gets on his calls. Or would you rather spend the evening helping me in the kitchen?”

Innu gasped in mock horror. “Manual labor? Harty!” She grabbed her bag and stuck her tongue out like a five-year-old. Harty’s giggle followed her into the hall.

The Lockwood home was all cool grays and intimidating quiet. Walking its corridors always felt like entering a tomb. Innu inhaled deeply, steadying her jittery nerves. God, how she hated coming back here.

Her father—the general—never played fair. He wanted her back under his roof, and he was willing to break her to get it. Freezing her accounts, repossessing her cars, sending his goons to “keep an eye” on her... He’d stripped her life down to bare bones until she learned to live off the kindness of her friends.

Some dads welcomed their prodigal kids home. Hers launched a military campaign. She stopped at his door, knocked three times.

“Enter,” came the gruff voice.

The general sat behind his massive oak desk, gray hair perfect, gray suit sharper than a blade. He looked up, and Innu straightened instinctively. This wasn’t a father-daughter chat. This was a negotiation with a warlord.

“General,” she said, giving a nod.

“Are you ready to move back home?”

“Not a chance,” she replied sweetly.

His jaw tightened. “Innu...” He drummed his fingers once. “Then state your proposal. I assume you have one.”

Innu set her bag down with a little flourish, like a magician about to reveal her trick. “This.” She opened her laptop. “Is the plan that will change everything.”

The general leaned back, expression unreadable. She hated that about him. He could stare down an army, a boardroom, or his only daughter with the exact same poker face.

Once upon a time, she thought her family was odd. What kind of father made his kid submit a business plan every time she needed money? But then she’d heard about Gregory Henderson—Margaret’s brother-in-law—who’d earned a whole gap year just by pitching a proposal to his grandfather.

Apparently, in their circles, children didn’t ask for permission. They scheduled presentations.

She launched into her slides, gesturing with a flair she hoped masked the tremor in her hands. Halfway through, the general began his trademark assault: “How much is your projected gross in year one?”

“Uh... healthy?”

“Healthy is not a number, Innu.”

By the time she reached her last slide, she felt like she’d been interrogated by a firing squad. Her pulse drummed in her ears. She collapsed into the chair, a limp survivor, while the general flipped through her printed proposal with leisurely menace.

“This is good,” he commented at last.

Her stomach flipped with hope—before he shook his head. “Unfortunately, I can’t help you this time.”

The hope face-planted.

“Wait—what? Why?” She leaned forward. “Is this because I refuse to move back home?”

“No,” he said smoothly. “It’s because you’re a high risk.”

“High risk?” she repeated, as if he’d accused her of being a nuclear reactor.

“Tell me, why have all the banks turned you down?”

“You.”

His bark of laughter bounced off the paneled walls. “Me? How exactly am I sabotaging you, sweetie?”

“Because my name plus my surname equals automatic DENIED.” She jabbed a finger at the desk. “And we both know your little network makes that happen.”

“Innu,” he said in the voice that could freeze molten lava, “banks don’t need my help to see your track record. Bad credit. Whimsical business closures. Loans I”—he tapped his own chest—“mostly repaid. No one is conspiring against you. Except you.”

She huffed. “Fine. But this time is different. I’m serious. This is my calling.”

His face said I’ve heard that one before.

She threw up her hands. “Ugh, fine! Forget the loan. I’ll take my inheritance early. I’m almost thirty-five. Just fast-track the payout and I’ll be out of your hair forever.”

The general’s expression went from mildly amused to are you insane in two seconds flat. Before he could respond, the door creaked open. Innu froze. Oh no.

“Nana!”

Her grandmother shuffled in, cane tapping the marble. “At least you remember who I am,” she said, setting the cane aside to pull Innu into a hug—then promptly pinched her ear.

“Ow—Nana!” Innu tried to squirm free, mortified.

“What is this I am hearing about you wanting to get my daughter’s money before you come of age?”

Innu gulped. Wait. She was out there listening?

“It’s not as you think, Nana. I’ve got a good, solid business proposal.”

Her grandmother rolled her eyes and finally let go of her ear, settling into a chair. “Like we haven’t heard that before. Remember your little venture in Italy? What happened to it?”

“What happened in Milan wasn’t my fault, Nana!”

“You cheated on Drew.”

“You can’t mix business with pleasure. And what Drew did was wrong.” Innu defended.

Her father’s jaw dropped open, then snapped shut. Nana snickered. “Hopeless case,” she muttered. “She doesn’t even see it.” Then came the recitation of Innu’s entire scandalous dating history, each name a tiny dagger.

Innu groaned. “That was me then. This is me now. Why are we suddenly digging up fossils from my past?”

“Prove it.”

“Sorry—what?”

Her grandmother nodded to the general, who handed over a stack of papers. “If you’ve truly changed, prove it. This is the original will to your mother’s estate. Adele knew you better than any of us. Your father tried to give you more freedom at eighteen—look how that turned out.”

Innu’s mouth went dry. She caught the faintest whiff of her mother’s perfume on the papers, her elegant handwriting twisting the knife. She skimmed the clauses, eyes widening. “This... this can’t be it.”

Nana smirked. “Like I said. Prove it.”

Innu slumped into her chair, dazed. No. This has to be a joke. A nightmare. A pinch and I’ll wake up.

The general grinned at her stunned expression. Nana’s voice cut deeper. “No more excuses for the way you’ve been living. All those flings, no roots...”

“Nana!” Innu hissed.

Her father leaned forward. “My hands are tied, Innu. I should never have altered the will. Watching you burn through a quarter of your inheritance proved your mother right.”

Panic clawed at her chest. Jane Cooper’s voice echoed in her head: One month, or the building goes. She thought of June, Precious, and Sweetie—girls who’d become family, whose futures depended on her.

“No, I can’t...” Her voice trembled as the implications of the will hit. Marriage. Stability. Children.

“Settling down is the next best thing,” Nana said, almost cheerfully. “It’s about time. I want great-grandchildren pulling my hair. Every other grandmother gets that joy.”

Children.

Innu’s hand flew to her throat. The faint sound of a baby’s wail filled her ears, soft but merciless. She clenched her chest. Not again. Not now.

“Children are a joy,” her granny said, as if it were the simplest truth in the world.

The faint wailing in Innu’s head grew sharper, slicing through her chest. When did a casual chat about marriage turn into a mandate for children?

“Innu?” Her father’s frown deepened as her pacing stopped. She was pale, thumping her chest with a trembling fist.

“I... I can’t believe...” Her gaze darted between the two of them—their worried faces swimming in and out of focus.

She’d never told them. How could she? The truth would slice deeper than any lecture. Better they thought she was having a midlife crisis, a whimsical rebellion, than learn the real reason she avoided love, commitment... children.

The guilt wrapped around her like a second skin, tight and airless. Shame and grief pressed close behind it, unwelcome companions she could never fully outrun.

The baby’s wail grew louder, relentless, as if the walls themselves remembered. Her vision swam; the ceiling warped, darkening at the edges.

“Innu!” Her father’s voice was sharp now, alarmed, but she barely heard it.

The room tilted. Her knees buckled.

And as the echo of that phantom cry followed her into the darkness, Innocencia Lockwood crumpled to the floor.

***
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“For some reason, I knew that wasn’t going to end well,” Jeremy said.

“Oh, shut up, Jeremy. This is actually good for Innu,” Dwayne countered.

“She wouldn’t have fainted if it was good for her.”

Innu slowly opened her eyes to the sound of their bickering. She was back in her room, sprawled across the bed, her two stepbrothers standing on either side like mismatched bookends—yapping like hormonal softies as they always did.

“Please... go and fight somewhere else,” she groaned. Typical. Everyone talked about her like she wasn’t there.

She pushed herself upright. Jeremy immediately rushed to help. She swatted his hand away. He laughed, unbothered. “Welcome to the land of the living,” he said, all faux-sweetness.

Innu scowled. Jeremy—the golden boy of his mother’s heart. He could pretend to care all he wanted, but nothing good ever came from him meddling.

Her eyes drifted to Dwayne, older and broody as always, taking everything in like he had all the time in the world.

“What are you both even doing... here at ho—home?” She choked on the last word. 

Jeremy, ever the smug fishwife, handed her a glass of water, chuckling at her glare. “I just thought I’d drop by after Dad hinted you were going under the cane, like Dwayne here.”

Jeremy always called the general “Dad.” Losing his own father at three, he barely remembered the man’s face. The title came naturally to him—unlike Dwayne, who still called him “General.”

“And you thought, ‘Why not dash home and gloat? Poor Innu, finally getting whipped like Dwayne.’”

Jeremy frowned. “No, big sis. I just wanted to be here for you. I mean, it must be hard, considering—”

He didn’t finish. Dwayne moved faster than a striking snake, shoved him toward the door, and barked, “OUT.”

Jeremy stared between them, his mouth agape, but whatever he saw on Innu’s face was enough. He stormed out, slamming the door.

Dwayne walked back to the bed, sitting gingerly at the edge, like he was ready to sprint if she decided to claw his face off.

“I’m sorry about that,” he said quietly.

Innu huffed and turned to the wall. “You could’ve kept quiet about my little mishap, you know. Now everyone knows. And then there’s the will...”

Dwayne’s lips curved in a slow, knowing smile. “The will has nothing to do with your mishap. You know that. It was written long before any of this.”

She scowled. Typical Dwayne—calm, logical, and always irritatingly right.

“Oh, by the way... how’s Mia?” she asked, her tone sugary and deadly.

The smile slid off his face. The room went cold. She could practically feel icicles forming overhead, waiting to drop if she pushed any further. Too much water had passed under that bridge, and Mia had been standing dead center when it cracked.

“Mia is fine,” Dwayne said, voice clipped, carrying a quiet threat.

Message received. No-go zone.

He stood, tugging at his tie. “I should get going, since your fainting spell was just that—a false alarm.”

“Sorry to disappoint you by not dying and leaving you my inheritance,” she snapped.

“Innu...” Dwayne growled low. “I’m not your enemy.”

“Yeah, right. Says Daddy’s golden boy. Or should I call you his golden retriever? He says fetch, and you wag your tail all the way there.”

Dwayne only frowned, used to her barbs. “You know, if I were really the villain you make me out to be, I would’ve left you that morning. I wouldn’t have stayed after... you know.”

“I HATE YOU!” Innu screamed, flinging a pillow at his head.

He dodged, grinning that slow, infuriatingly sexy grin that made other women melt.

“No, sweetheart. You don’t hate me. You hate that you’re vulnerable around me. And I know... you remember.”

Her breath caught as his gaze lazily swept over her body. She grabbed another pillow and hurled it. He ducked again.

“OUT!” she screeched.

Dwayne chuckled, retreating toward the door backward, just in case she escalated to throwing lamps.

“One question, little sis.” He ground the nickname like glass between his teeth. “You called me a pimp when I got engaged. What should I call you now, hmm? If you marry to keep your inheritance, what does that make you—a prostitute? Selling yourself like one?”

He sniggered, slipped out, and shut the door just as a third pillow thudded against it.

Innu hurled a few choice insults after him, then slumped back on the bed, cradled her face in her hands... and wept.
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Innu pushed the luggage trolley forward, scanning the bustling airport for any chance of escape.

“Hey, Innu! What’s the rush?”

She nearly groaned. Giles. Before she could react, he dropped his suitcase onto her already overloaded trolley. The thing wobbled precariously, and she briefly fantasized about tipping it over, scattering his luggage across the floor, and sprinting for freedom. Instead, she forced a brittle smile.

“Busy, busy, Giles. That’s why the rush.”

He planted a hand on her shoulder, stopping her in her tracks.

“I know you’re busy, darling,” he drawled, “but I was thinking... maybe after the wedding, you could swing by our usual spot at the hotel. For old time’s sake, hmm?”

Her grip tightened on the trolley handle. Of all people, why him? On this flight, to this city?

Giles had been a fling. A mistake. And right now, she didn’t want reminders of that life, not while her world was already a disaster.

She’d tried everything on the flight to make her disinterest crystal clear: one-word answers, earphones in, even pretending to read the latest thriller by Crescentville’s darling author, Y. A. Leone. Giles, of course, had plucked the earphones out and then spoiled the book’s plot. Either he was impossibly thick, or he just enjoyed torturing her.

“I’m sorry, Giles, but I can’t. I’ve got other commitments after the wedding. I’m sure your wife and kids miss you.”

He snorted. “Since when do you care? You didn’t mind before. Playing hard to get now?”

Innu shut her eyes briefly, praying he’d disappear. “That’s because you ‘forgot’ to mention you were married, you lying weasel!”

“When exactly should I have mentioned it, hmm? When your hand was in my crotch? Or when we were making out on the dance floor?” His grin turned smug. “We were having fun, and you were game. Don’t act like the injured party.”

She could have slapped him. This. This was her old life—the reason she was in this mess. Falling for tall, handsome glasses of red flags who took their wedding rings off for club nights.

“People change, Giles. I don’t have that ‘fun’ bone anymore.”

He blinked at her, incredulous. Then his eyes raked down her body with a lazy, suggestive grin that made her skin crawl.

“Come on, baby. It’ll be fun.”

Giles drew closer, brushed her hair from her face, and adjusted her dark-tinted glasses, letting his fingers graze her cheek.

Innu sucked in a sharp breath. To him, it probably sounded like her usual touch-me-again signal. In reality, her nerves were fraying, and every instinct screamed get out of this airport.

Grinding her teeth, she shifted away. “I said I am not interested.”

The snap in her voice finally made him narrow his eyes. Giles wasn’t the type to back off easily.

“I mean...” She fanned her hands at her face and dragged in a shaky breath. “I’m busy. That. Is. All.”

“Huh.”

“Yeah.” She pointedly stared at his suitcase until he finally removed it from the trolley. The instant it was free, she pushed the cart toward the exit, practically fleeing.

Lioness to tortoise, she thought. Total transformation.

She was just reaching the doors when a hand grabbed her, spun her around, and—before she could react—Giles’s mouth crushed against hers.

Every fiber of her being revolted. Sweat pricked her forehead and dampened her underarms as she squirmed, clawing for freedom. He was stronger, his tongue forcing its way in while she gasped for air.

Innu bit him. Hard. Then stomped his foot with her heeled sandal.

“Bitch!” he snarled, jerking back. “Feisty as usual. I’ll get you for this!”

She clutched the trolley, trembling, trying to recover while scanning the crowd. People were moving in and out of the airport, blissfully absorbed in their own lives, completely ignoring her little drama.

“I said I am not interested! Who—who—” she stammered, shaking her head to clear the fog. “Who gave you the right to paw at me like that?”

Giles hesitated, almost guilty now, but took a step like he might try again.

“Innu.”

She grabbed for her vanity case, her shaking hands waving it like a weapon. “No, Giles. Stay away if you know what’s good for you.”

He glanced at her trembling hands and wisely paused. “We’ll talk when you’re less... emotional,” he muttered before retreating.

A high-pitched voice pierced the air.

“Aunt Innu!”

Innu spun toward the parking lot to see Lucy sprinting toward her with Marg close behind. Relief washed over her like a warm wave. She scooped the little girl up and swung her high. Lucy squealed as Innu peppered her chubby cheeks with kisses before setting her back down.

That tiny joy grounded her. The tremor in her spine eased a notch. By the time she faced Marg, she’d regained at least a third of her confidence.

“Marg, love!” Innu squealed and hugged her like a giddy teen.

She slid her glasses up to her forehead and spotted the man following behind, carrying three-year-old Gail in his arms.

Garret.

The man could make heads turn without trying. No tailored Ethan Ross suit today—just faded Calvin Klein jeans, a black Dior sneaker pair, and a navy Gucci polo. Even casual, he was dangerously edible.

“Good God, Marg, you still haven’t left him after that scandal?” Innu teased, feigning horror.

“Why would I leave my husband in his time of need? It’s me, him, and the kids against the world.”

Innu scoffed. “Kids, my foot. It’s the package beneath the sheets that’s keeping you here. Bet the sex is insane.”

“I heard that,” Garret said smoothly as he approached.

Marg pinched Innu, while Innu flashed an unapologetic grin up at the handsome pastor.

“How are you, Pastor Gee?” she teased, and he bent to hug her after passing Gail to his wife.

“Better than you,” he said with a smirk. “I have a great sex life with my partner, as you can tell from that afterglow she’s got. How do you plan to achieve that when you can’t stick to one man?”

Innu gasped and swatted his arm. Typical Garret. Always blunt to a fault.

She giggled when Marg hissed, “Don’t say that in front of the kids!”

“She started it,” Garret said with a shrug.

Marg rolled her eyes and handed Gail to her. Innu instantly cooed, “Look at you, my little princess—so grown up already!”

She repeated the stunt she’d done with Lucy, tossing Gail into the air. The little girl squealed in delight. Marg’s little princess is just too cute, Innu thought with a fond smile.

“I’m still sorry for giving Marg that plane ticket to leave you the eve of your wedding,” she teased Garret. “I mean, look at you—” she gestured at his towering frame, then to petite Marg. “I feared for my friend’s life. That wedding meant you’d finally have rights, and I was sure poor Marg wouldn’t survive the night after all that... abstinence.”

Garret chuckled. “Innu, same as always. Tell me—does your mind ever leave the gutter?”

It has, actually. For three years. Not that he’d ever believe it.

“Not a bit, darling.” Innu winked and continued toward the car with Gail in her arms, since the little girl refused to be put down.

She and Marg were deep in animated chatter when Garret joined them after stowing her luggage in the trunk.

“Honey,” he said.

“Oh, don’t worry, love; I’ll sit in the back so I can catch up with Innu,” Marg said cheerfully.

“Honey,” he repeated, slower this time.

Innu’s nose wrinkled. He always managed to ruffle her without lifting a finger. “Relax, Henderson. I’m not going to corrupt your wife.” She paused, then waved Marg toward the front. “On second thought, go sit with him. I’d rather talk to Lucy and Gail.”

Marg sighed and obeyed. “I just don’t get you two. You love each other, but instead of admitting it, you live to irritate each other.”

“Eeeuw,” Innu snorted in disgust—right in unison with Garret. They froze, stared at each other, then burst out laughing. Marg rolled her eyes and muttered about children trapped in adult bodies.

Gail tugged on Innu’s shirt. “What did you bring me?”

“Lots, darling! We’ll explore the treasure closet once we get home.”

“What about me?” Lucy chirped, wedging herself under Innu’s arm with the same irresistible Henderson grin. This one’s going to need a castle and a moat as a teenager, Innu thought. Both of them, actually.

“You too, sweetie,” she said, kissing the top of Lucy’s head.

The girls’ chatter filled the car, but beneath Innu’s smiles, a dull ache pulsed in her chest. How could Mom ask this of me? If her mother had known how broken she would be by the time the will’s terms became clear, she would never have insisted.

Helping the girls, helping anyone, gave her fleeting peace... but never enough to fill the void.

She must have dozed off, because the next thing she knew, Marg was gently shaking her. They had arrived at the farm.

Blinking against the sunlight, Innu stepped out and inhaled deeply. The fresh, clean air felt like a blessing. Two men carried her luggage from the trunk while a nanny rushed out to scoop up the sleeping girls.

“Wow... this is beautiful.”

“You like?” Garret asked, clearly amused by her awe.

“Henderson, how many children were you planning to have when you built this place?”

“Guess all you want,” he said with a grin, walking away.

Innu smiled wistfully. “Thirteen years, and this place still amazes me.”

“Come on,” Marg said, tugging Innu’s hand. “Let’s get you cleaned up and rested.”

Innu followed her into the enormous guest bedroom, which could rival a suite at the Imperial Hotel. Marg always loved her comforts—and spoiled her guests the same way.

“I still can’t believe you’ve been married to bloody Henderson for that long,” Innu said, flopping onto the bed. She pulled out a glossy-wrapped gift and handed it to her friend.

“What is it?” Marg’s excitement was infectious as she shook the box like a child.

“Open it when you’re alone. I repeat—alone,” Innu said, grinning.

“These are for the girls.” She dug into her bag again, producing more packages.

“Innu, you shouldn’t have!”

“I know, I know. Your husband’s loaded, and my budget’s tight. But I wanted to see those beautiful smiles.” She handed over one last box. “This one’s for Garret.”

Marg gasped. “You got something for Garret?”

“Yes, why not? True to his word, he’s been good to you.”

Marg immediately reached for her phone. “Say that again. I need to record this.”

“Marg!” Innu groaned as Marg hit a button. She raised her voice anyway. “Henderson, you’ve been true to your word. I bought you a little something to thank you for being good to my friend. Happy now?”

“Innu... are you dying?” came Garret’s deep voice.

Innu squealed, mortified. “You called him?!” She lunged for the phone, but Marg danced away, laughing.

“Are you not going to say more?” Garret teased through the speaker.

“More—on what?”

“Our bet,” he reminded her. Thirteen years later, and he still remembered.

She groaned. “Marg, just take the gifts and go. And you, Henderson—your saving grace is my poor friend. She loves you so much she thinks you can do no wrong. If not for her rose-tinted eyes, you’d be in the same boat as me. Capisce?”

Garret snorted; Marg giggled and scurried away with the gifts after hanging up.

Innu plopped onto the chair with a long sigh. It was time she took that refreshing shower. She braided her hair into two cornrows and tied them up to keep them dry. Then she stared at her reflection in the mirror.

“Oh, hell...”

Staring back was a woman terrified of what came next. A miracle—that’s what it would take to pull this off. If her panic attacks didn’t kill her first.
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Chapter 3
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“I still don’t get why I have to do this,” Bill grumbled, turning to face eight pairs of eyes critically assessing his appearance. Creepy—that’s what they were.

“Cliff is your brother, that’s why,” Leonard said, grinning. “And you’re the oldest in the family still yet to be leg-shackled. You never know, maybe his luck will rub off on you.”

Gifford walked up and dusted an imaginary fleck off Bill’s suit with the flair of a runway stylist. “You look great. Once the ladies see you standing next to Cliff, they’ll drool and throw themselves at you.”

“Yeah, make sure during the introduction you point out that the best man is single,” Gordon added. “And that he’s about to hit the mature age of forty — fine wine has never tasted better.”

That sent his brothers into stitches — laughing at his expense, of course — including Edward, the youngest at twenty-one, who according to their father would soon “follow the marriage route.”

Bill hadn’t even noticed how fast time had flown. How could you, when you’ve been moving through life in a daze? his mind mocked.

It was unbelievable. Almost all his stepbrothers had actually settled down. Even more unbelievable — his womanizing twin brothers, the worst of the lot, had somehow found themselves respectable women who adored them wholeheartedly and, against all reason, didn’t seem to mind their formerly unruly behavior. Supposedly, they were now reformed.

“Guys, you know me. Ladies are no—” He didn’t finish. Cliff had just walked out of the changing room, stealing everyone’s attention.

Cliff grinned, glowing with pre-wedding joy. He looked genuinely happy about his impending nuptials — unlike Bill, who had apparently been nominated as the family’s running joke of the day.

He snorted but joined in the rowdy chorus of whistles and cheers from his brothers and Cliff’s friends — the groomsmen, as they were formally called. Testosterone buzzed in the air as everyone tried on their suits, making last-minute adjustments, flexing in the mirrors like peacocks.

“I’ve never felt this expensive before,” Cliff said, turning around for inspection. “You really outdid yourself this time.”

Ethan Ross, the designer, laughed. Bill rolled his eyes. Of course, now everyone had something to say about how Cliff looked — but when he dressed up, the only phrases they coined were jokes. Typical.
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