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      I can’t decide who is more intoxicated, my future sister-in-law Fern or my buddy, Ryan. He easily has seven inches and a hundred pounds of pure muscle on her, but she uses his size to her advantage, and hip throws him over her fucking shoulder. He lands on the lawn with an audible “oof.” It’s amazing to see and a little scary to know that someone as small as her can go toe to toe with one of the best fighters I’ve ever met and hold her own.

      I know he can counter that move, but he obviously didn’t expect her to know how to do it. Unless he’s too damn drunk to stop her, which answers my question. He handles it well, though. Better than I would. I’d probably come up swinging with something to prove. Then again, he teaches women to kick his ass twice a week. That requires a particular sort of patience.

      “I’ve always wanted to try that,” Fern says, bouncing on the balls of her feet. Her cheeks are flushed pink, either from excitement or alcohol. Since she just finished kicking my brother Mason’s ass at beer pong, it’s probably the latter. I’m sensing a theme here . . . “We weren’t allowed to do hip throws.”

      Ryan sits up and shakes his head hard. “Muay Thai?”

      She nods. “Ten years.”

      “Impressive.” He stands and brushes dried grass clippings off his hands and ass. “You ever consider teaching? We have some ladies at the gym who are more comfortable learning from a woman.”

      Fern shrugs. “I’m not opposed. It’s been a long time since I practiced.” She grins and shoots my brother a sideways look. “Jabbing aside.”

      I’ve watched her and Mason spar. She’s vicious. When she gets “into the zone,” as Mason calls it, she can do some fucking damage if she’s not careful. Or if he’s not quick enough. And the dumbass tells her not to hold back . . . No one ever said he was smart. After all, we could be at a strip joint right now instead of celebrating the impending end of his bachelorhood in his backyard along with his fiancée and her friends and family.

      “Is it over?” I follow the voice to see Tara hiding her face in her ex-husband-slash-boyfriend Gabe’s chest.

      “Yeah, Princess,” Gabe says, grinning down at her like a lovestruck sap. They’re fucking everywhere. I get enough of that googly-eyed shit from Mason and Fern, and now they’re doing it again too! “Fern showed him who’s boss.”

      “Fern has boobs,” I say quickly, angling for a laugh to break up the love-fest. That shit makes me twitchy. “Anyone with boobs is the de facto boss.”

      “And don’t you forget it!” Fern says over the laughter, brushing her hands together as if dusting them off after a job well done.

      The onlookers disperse, noisily dividing themselves into teams for beer pong, cornhole, or one of the other games strewn about. I take a moment to bask in the success of pulling off this party since my counterpart in the bridal party was all the way in Nebraska for the planning phase.

      Fern’s new friend, Jamaica, catches my eye where she sits all hunched over on the sidelines. That happens more than I’d like to admit lately. I don’t mean to look at her. She’s off limits, but damn . . . She’s gorgeous. I can’t help but stare sometimes. It’s not like I want to run my fingers through her hair to find out if it’s softer than it seems like it should be to sort of float around her head like it does. And I don’t wonder if her flawless, warm brown skin is as smooth as it looks . . . Such things never cross my mind. Nope, not at all . . . Fern would kill me.

      Jamaica catches me watching her, something else that happens far too often. She narrows her eyes at me and cocks her head to the side just a bit, watching me like I’m some sort of creepy-crawly she can’t decide if she should run from or squish. That look has me itching to stir some shit. She makes it too fun to resist teasing her because she gives as good as she gets, and she always comes out of her shell a bit more after I do. It’s a win-win.

      I know just what to say to get her to serve up some sass that’ll leave my head spinning for days. And I know this is something she can laugh about because I heard her and Fern joking about it earlier today. It’ll pop into my head at random intervals—likely when I should be working—and my reputation as the crazy Chambers child will be cemented because someone will walk in on me smiling and laughing to myself.

      I walk the few steps between us and drop into the chair next to her. “Even you, Jam, with those mosquito bites, are still the boss. They must work out in your favor, though. You probably save a ton of money by buying those little round Band-Aids instead of bras.”

      Her breath whooshes out as if I just socked her in the gut.

      Oh, fuck. I hold my breath, scared to even blink until I know what’s going on here. I’ve clearly misjudged and put my foot in it this time, but I don’t know what kind of apology is necessary yet. Will simple suffice, or do I need to make a spectacle of myself to appease her? I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, just rile her up and get her to laugh, even if it’s at my expense because she puts me in my place.

      She crosses her arms over her chest, but I don’t think she realizes she’s doing it. She’s protecting herself. That brings me up short. It doesn’t matter what kind of reparations she needs from me; I’ll start at the bottom and work my way up until she’s happy.

      She shifts in her seat, angling her whole body away from me. “You’re such a jerk,” she mutters, her nifty Jamaican accent softens the insult somehow. I still don’t understand how she has that accent when she grew up in London with an Irish father, but her mother is Jamaican . . .

      “Look, I’m sorry—”

      “At least I don’t overcompensate for what I lack by making fun of what I perceive as flaws in other people,” she snaps, cutting my apology short.

      I clutch my chest over my heart, not that it matters because she’s not looking at me. I’m glad she’s not because I’m not sure my face won’t betray how much that really does hurt. At least we’re even now. Turnabout is fair play.

      “Oh, ouch! I think I’m gonna need you to take me to the burn unit after that one,” I say, hoping she doesn’t see how true it is. Yes, I apparently had it coming, but damn. She’s not pulling her punches. “For the record, I never said there’s anything wrong with a flat chest, just that you have one. It was a joke. I apologized. I’m not overcompensating for anything, but I think you might be with that attitude.”

      She whips her head around to glare at me. “Oh, so you’re just an asshole by nature?” Holy shit. She cussed! Her top lip curls into a sneer instead of the smile I’m aiming for. What’s happening here? I might not see her often, but this isn’t how she usually reacts to my teasing. “I don’t know how Fern puts up with you,” she says.

      Heh. Fern doesn’t put up with me. Fern verbally hands me my ass on the regular. It’s great. I love it. “She has a sense of humor?” I tease, hoping to steer this conversation any direction but the one it’s going.

      Jamaica cants her head and looks down her nose at me. The hatred burning in her eyes is so strong I lean back. “You’re not funny; you’re mean.”

      Now, wait a minute! I blow a raspberry at her to cover my pain. I don’t get the hostility. I’ve told her I was only teasing, I’ve apologized; she ignored it. So why is she lashing out at me? I’m missing something, but damnit, there’s no reason for this. It was a joke. It’s what I do. “I’m not mean! You just don’t know how to laugh!”

      Her chin lifts a bit more. “I laugh when there’s something funny.”

      Is there any way to win here? I only wanted to make her laugh . . . I didn’t come over here to hurt her feelings. Or mine. “You need a better excuse. I’m hilarious.”

      Fern’s voice carries across the yard from the cornhole boards. “Jamaica, you wanna be my partner?”

      “Thank God,” Jamaica mutters. She stands up and walks away without so much as a “kiss my ass.”

      What the hell happened? It was just a joke! I apologized! This wasn’t supposed to blow up in my face!
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      I’ve never played this game, but it seems simple enough. Stand here, aim for the hole in the other board, throw the bag. I can do this. I can do anything that gets me away from Austin. How can he be so . . . horrible? Who says things like that? People like my ex, that’s who.

      Unbidden, memories flood my mind and I relive some of the terrible things he used to say.

      “You’re lucky. You know that?”

      I squirm, pleased with the words. Compliments from Jordan are hard-won. “Why’s that?” I ask, shamelessly fishing for more.

      “Because no one else would want you. Look at you! No ass. No tits. No hips. Are you sure you’re half black? But you found me. I will always want you.”

      I bite my cheek to keep from crying. I will not let Jordan make me cry again.

      And I won’t let myself cry because of Austin, either. I can’t believe I liked him. That crooked smile of his, the one that made my heart stutter when I first saw it, it’s a front. It hides lies, just like his eyes. Yeah, his brother Mason’s eyes are dazzling, but Austin’s are more interesting than Mason’s vivid blue. The gray in them gives them a little extra something. More room to hide lies! And the way he laughs with his whole body . . . It starts with a slight crinkle to the corner of his eyes, then he smiles. He always does something with at least one hand, and the sound comes from deep in his belly every time. He laughs without reservation. It’s how I imagine he does everything in life.

      But his laughter is always at someone else’s expense. How did I not see that before?

      He’s the biggest prick on the planet, and he gets away with it because of his good looks and his last name! He’s not even a well-meaning prick, just the attention-seeking variety! I don’t understand how anyone can tolerate him, much less find him funny. He’s just . . . Infuriating.

      Fern waves her hand in front of my face, startling me. As my teammate, she’s supposed to be standing across from me, next to the board I’m throwing at. “Jam? Earth to Jam!”

      I shake my head to clear the wayward thoughts and look around. Mason and his friend, Chris, are watching me from their places. “Sorry,” I say, forcing a smile. “Got lost in thought.”

      “You okay?” Fern asks. “It didn’t look like a happy thought.”

      “I’m good,” I tell her as I heft one of the bags, getting a feel for the way it moves and the weight of it. I don’t want to spoil their good time whining about Austin being a twit.

      She frowns at me, looking deep into my eyes. I know her well enough to know she doesn’t buy it, but she chooses to drop it. “Well, whatever it was, channel that into your throw. We’re down by two!”

      “Can do.”

      She runs back to her place and gives me a thumbs up. I imagine the hole I’m aiming at is Austin’s face and let the bag fly. It hits the back rim, if that’s what they call it, and falls in.

      “Oh, my gosh! I did it!” Not only did I make us a point—I think, scoring this is wonky—but I have a nice mental image of myself throwing a bag and smacking Austin square in the nose. I can’t wait to do it again.

      “Way to go!” Fern cheers while Chris golf claps for me.

      Mason launches his bag. It arcs gracefully through the air and falls short but still lands on the board with a thud that’s felt as much as heard. My next bag lands just shy of the hole, but skids a bit and balances half in, half out, just hanging there, waiting to fall. He launches his second bag and knocks mine in. My third bag lands in the grass on the far side of the board; his hits the base of the board and skids halfway up. I overshoot my fourth bag but leave it teetering on the far edge of the hole. Come on! Fall!

      This is surprisingly fun. Sports weren’t my thing in high school, but my competitive side loves games like this.

      It’s down to Mason. He releases his final bag. It soars across the space between the boards and hits mine, knocking it in before his falls off the back.

      “Yes!” I cry. It was only my first turn, but I did great. I think. At any rate, I didn’t let Fern down! She runs over to give me a quick high-five before she and Chris start the next round.

      Chris crosses his arms over his chest and fakes a glare, splitting it between Fern and me. “I don’t know how, but you’re cheating!”

      I tense, ready to defend myself—I don’t know how to play well enough to intentionally cheat—but notice his smile and relax. He has a nice smile. Not as nice as Austin’s. I give myself a little shake, hoping I can pass it off as a chill, to get that thought out of my head. I don’t want to think about that jerk anymore. He doesn’t deserve space in my head. He’s just like my ex.

      I have horrible taste in men.

      That’s the only explanation for it. Jordan was toxic, and so, apparently, is Austin. And it took me too long to see it in both cases. At least this time, I caught on before he had a chance to really hurt me.

      “You just don’t want to lose to a couple girls!” Fern calls back, smiling at his good-natured teasing.

      He shakes his head. “Hey, if we’re gonna lose, I’d rather lose to girls. Y’all at least look cute while you’re stomping mud puddles in our asses.”

      “Are you saying I’m not cute?” Ryan asks him, shouting from the beer pong table. It looks like his team is losing. I can’t remember the name of the man he’s playing with. Derrik? Darren? That’s it. He’s Mason’s assistant. They’re playing against Nicole, Mason’s sister, and her husband, John.

      Chris grins at him. “Gabe’s cuter.”

      Ryan opens his mouth, presumably to argue, but closes it quickly. He frowns and looks around the yard. “Where is Gabe?”

      Mason clears his throat, drawing our attention. “He and Tara snuck off after the first game of beer pong,” he says, referring to the match between Fern and him. He smiles, and it goes a little lopsided, reminding me of his brother’s. “I don’t think they’ll be back.”

      My breath catches in my lungs. I know what my old friends would say under these circumstances, but I don’t know about this lot. This is the first time something like this has happened while I’ve been around. Will they call Tara horrible names now? Please, no.

      I like these people. I don’t want them to be that way. We’re all adults here, and Tara and Gabe are together. If they want to leave for some private time, what’s so wrong with that?

      Ryan grunts. “Good. ‘Bout time that fucker got his priorities in line.”

      “No shit,” Chris adds. He grabs a bag from the stack at his feet and nods to Fern. “Ready when you are, Fern.”

      Really? That’s it? I let out the breath I was holding. That was so . . . anticlimactic. Thank goodness. I don’t want to find new friends.

      “Where’s my brother?” Mason asks the crowd in general, interrupting the memories before they really get started.

      Like the others, I do a quick sweep of the yard. Because it’s what everyone else is doing, not because I want to see him. It doesn’t matter, though. He’s gone.

      Good riddance.
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      Ronni and I lock eyes across the table where her hands are resting, fingers splayed wide to prevent smudges while I apply her second coat of fingernail polish. She looks like a walking, talking—sassy—porcelain doll today with her hair done up just like Fern’s and her full-skirted junior bride dress. I fully supported her brief consideration of a little tuxedo to match her father, though. “But I’m not joining this family like Fern is. I’m already part of it. So I can’t be a junior bride. Does that mean I’m a junior groom?”

      They told her she could wear whatever she wanted, but the dresses swayed her in the end.

      “Fern, you’ve got to eat!” Her sisters, Ivy and Sage, take turns pleading with her. I’ve lost track of how many times they’ve tried to shove food in the poor woman’s face today.

      Ronni’s eyes roll so hard at her soon-to-be aunts that her eyelashes flutter. I bite my lip to keep from laughing. It’s a good thing we’re almost done here. My friend needs someone to rescue her, and her knight in shining armor is locked away on the other side of the castle.

      In their defense, she does need to eat. She’s paler than normal. Skinnier, too. They’re going about it all wrong, though. I imagine she’s nervous. Who wouldn’t be? She’s getting married in—I glance at the clock over the door of the guest suite we’re all prepping in—a little over two hours. She needs something simple, not alcohol and a taco. Who feeds tacos to a woman in a wedding dress?

      Bless quick dry polish. I carefully screw the brush back on the bottle and set it well out of reach of tiny hands.

      “Let those dry,” I murmur to Ronni before I push to my feet, moving upward more than normal in my heels. “I’ll be back. I need to move,” I call over my shoulder on my way out the door. No one questions me this time. They’re used to me popping in and out now. I’m not good at sitting still unless I have a book in my hand. And I hate being stuck in that room, big as it is. Fern is great, but her family is too fussy today. And there are too many bodies packed into that space.

      The guys were smarter. There’s an oxymoron . . . They didn’t order a big meal, but a variety of things they can grab on the move. They probably didn’t have much to do with it. Miss Lola, Mason’s grandmother, is probably the guilty party there. She tried to be the voice of reason when tacos were suggested, but the others insisted it would be amazing. Fern just smiled and let them have their way.

      I walk to the other side of the bloody mansion Mason’s grandparents call home as fast as I can in heels. What was I thinking? They’re cute, though. If I have to wear shoes, at least they’re cute ones. Fern probably won’t complain if I go barefoot if I end up with a blister. She’s an anti-bridezilla if I’ve ever met one.

      I stop outside the guys’ suite and knock hard enough to hurt my knuckles to be sure they hear me since I can hear them through the door. Then I turn around and cover my eyes to be safe. Last time I was voluntold to come here for something, Ryan answered the door in his underwear and socks. Can’t complain about the view—ten out of ten! But it might not be Ryan this time. They should all be dressed by now because they’ve already had their turn with the photog, but I don’t want to risk seeing Austin in his skivvies.

      It’s hard enough to get him out of my head without that snapshot floating around my brain. As it is, I have to remind myself several times a day that he isn’t really the nice guy I believed him to be—that he’s not worthy of my anything, let alone the stupid crush I’ve harbored since the day we met. It’ll be over soon. After the wedding, I won’t see him as often.

      “You rang?” someone deadpans, straining to drop their voice low enough to imitate Lurch from The Addams Family. The speaker pauses then chuckles a bit. “You’re safe, Jam. Sorry about Ryan earlier. We thought it was Tris.”

      I turn around and peek between my fingers to make sure he’s not lying. Gabe is fully dressed, but he’s rocking that tux. I drop my hands to frown at him. “So you sent a mostly naked man to the door?” That’s idiotic. That poor girl . . . woman would’ve had a heart attack! It’s easy to forget that Trista is a grown woman. She’s the size of a twelve-year-old, and she kind of dresses like one, too.

      Gabe shrugs. “He says it’s an inside joke and will say nothing more.” Somehow, I doubt they let it go that easily. I haven’t spent much time around Ryan, but I’m not surprised he’s good at keeping secrets. “What did you need?”

      “Fern won’t eat,” I say softly, hoping my voice won’t carry to the groom, who is probably as anxious as his bride. We don’t need him to go make things worse.

      “What?” Mason shouts from elsewhere in the room, obviously eavesdropping and definitely concerned. Damnit.

      “Down boy,” Gabe says, flinging an arm across the door as if he could stop Mason from barreling out of that room and down the hall with that one simple movement. The door opens wider, and every inch of the doorframe over Gabe’s shoulders fills with faces. Thankfully, none of them are Austin’s.

      “They’re trying to feed her tacos,” I say, hoping they’re bright enough to spot the problem here. Yeah, I love tacos as much as the next girl, but come on, people!

      Mason’s loud sigh breaks the stunned silence that follows.

      “But she loves tacos,” Austin says. I recognize his voice by the thrill it gives me, and that just pisses me right the hell off. I refuse to be attracted to a mean-spirited jerk like him.

      “Who doesn’t?” I ask, striving for a light tone so he doesn’t know that I’d love to choke him with a taco. “But it’s not the smartest thing in the world to feed someone who is nervous. And wearing white.” They should’ve dressed her last, so she didn’t have to worry about staining her dress, but her mother was too excited to wait.

      “Good point,” he says.

      “I know I saw a charcuterie tray come in here earlier. Did you eat it all?” Crackers are a good start for Fern. Maybe once she has a few of them down, her appetite will wake up and she can try some of the meat or cheese.

      “No,” Mason says. He turns and bulldozes his way through the guys between him and the food. When he returns, Gabe leans a bit to allow him room to pass it out but otherwise blocks as much of the door as possible. “Text me? Please? If this doesn’t work, we’ll figure something else out.”

      Translation, send someone to buy her anything and everything he thinks she might be tempted to eat. “Sure thing,” I tell him, taking the mostly-untouched tray. And I will let him know, but only so he doesn’t come beat the door down because he’s concerned. “Thanks, guys.”
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      Jamaica walks away, carefully clutching that tray of meat and cheese like her life depends upon getting it to Fern safely. She’s good people.

      Despite working side-by-side all day yesterday and the day before to set this circus up, we’ve barely exchanged a handful of words. It’s not that we have nothing to talk about; she’s giving me the cold shoulder. She’s still pissed at me for the joke at the bachelor party.

      Maybe I should try to apologize again? No . . . not a chance. If I was out of line, she was, too. She wouldn’t even give me a chance when I tried to tell her sorry. Instead of getting all pissy with me, she could’ve been reasonable about it and told me that it was a no-fly zone instead of calling me names. As far as I’m concerned, if I owe her an apology, she owes me one. We’re even.

      “You keep staring, people are gonna think you like her.”

      The whisper in my ear makes me jump. “Motherfucker!” I was so intent on figuring out Jamaica’s problem, I didn’t notice Chris standing behind me. Just like Ryan taught me, I pivot on the ball of my foot and punch Chris in the arm for being a dick.

      “I don’t like her. She’s too . . . sensitive. And she don’t like me,” I tell him, though I know it won’t make a bit of difference. Mason might be my big brother biologically, but Ryan, Chris, and Gabe claim me too. And they view it as their God-given right to harass the shit out of me, just like big brothers would. It doesn’t help that I’m lying through my teeth.

      I do like her. Or I did. Now, I’m not so sure.

      It doesn’t matter. She’s Fern’s best friend. I don’t do relationships. There was absolutely no chance of anything happening between us before I pissed her off. That doesn’t make this situation better, though. Her friendship was better than nothing. I want that back.

      “Yeah, I hear the words coming out of your mouth, but the way your eyes were glued to her ass just now . . . That tells a different story,” Chris says.

      He’s got me there. Grinning, I shrug at him. “She can be sensitive and still be fine.”

      Chris blinks at me. “I think you just described like . . . seventy-nine percent of the female population, bro.”

      Bitter, much? “Where do the other twenty-one percent hang out?” He’s sort of seeing someone new, and it’s serious enough she’s met his kid. Surely, he can answer that question.

      He shrugs. “Fuck if I know. If you ever figure that out, though . . . What did you do to piss her off?” he asks, nodding the direction Jamaica disappeared.

      “Something I said at the bachelor party,” I tell him, sighing. Her words to me that night still sting all these weeks later. I am not mean. So I might be a bit of an ass, but I’m an equal-opportunity ass, and I don’t try to hurt people. She’s got me all wrong.

      Chris grunts. He pulls me back into the room by my elbow and closes the door. “And that was . . . ?”

      In retrospect, it wasn’t the smartest thing I’ve ever done, but I wasn’t trying to hurt her feelings! It was a joke—obviously not a very funny one, but a joke either way. I glace over to where Granddad is deep in conversation with Fern’s father and grandfather. Please don’t let them hear me. This will be bad enough without Granddad’s disappointment.

      The collar of my shirt suddenly feels two sizes too small, but no amount of tugging provides me with relief. “I uh, told her that she was still the boss even if her boobs are the size of mosquito bites.”

      “Mère de Dieu,” Ryan mutters. It must be bad for him to cuss in French. He only brings that out when he’s trying to impress a woman or when things are well and truly FUBARed.

      “Reasons Austin is single for fifteen-hundred, Alex,” my brother says, falling back on his old Jeopardy standby. I hate that fucking joke.

      I force my shoulders down, away from my ears, hoping none of the other assholes in the room noticed my defensive reaction, before I turn to face them. “No one invited either of you fuckers to listen!”

      “Are you seriously dense enough to think we can’t hear you?” Ryan asks, arching one eyebrow at me. The pierced one. Though he took his bar out for the occasion—unasked by the bride or the groom. I’ll laugh for days to come at the memory of Fern confronting him last night, hands on her hips, telling him to put it back while he rolled his eyes and did what he wanted to anyway. “Don’t answer that. If you really said that to her, I already know.”

      I roll my eyes. “No, I figured you were too busy being idiots to pay attention.”

      Mason scrubs his face with one hand. “Did you seriously not hear Jam telling Fern how she was teased about her flat chest in high school? I know you were there that day!”

      Oh, shit. My face, even the back of my neck, gets hot. “I must’ve missed the finer points,” I mutter. I came in to them laughing about how lucky Jamaica is because she doesn’t have to buy sports bras. Jamaica started it even! “It’s obviously not something I’d say to just anyone, but that conversation made me think I was in the clear!”

      Every other man in the room, and there are a lot of us packed in here, groans. Even Fern’s father is shaking his head at me, and the man barely interacts with us. I’ve watched him all morning, worried that he secretly hates Mason and is waiting to make his move to ensure the wedding never happens. I’ve worked too damn hard to let anything sabotage this wedding. Well, the wedding was my idea, anyway. Mason and Fern did all the work, but I don’t think either of them minded.

      “It doesn’t matter if you think she won’t mind, there are some things you should never joke about, Austin. You apologized when you realized you crossed a line, right?” Mason asks. I can’t decide what would be worse, this lecture from him or from Granddad. I hate seeing that cold disappointment on either of their faces. It should be Dad. They’ve done their best to fill in where he left off, and that’s why I hate letting either of them down. I wasn’t easy to raise, and neither of them should’ve had to do it. That’s easier to admit now than it was as a kid, though.

      “I know, I know,” I mutter, hanging my head. I heave a sigh and look up, straight into Mason’s eyes, which are so much like Dad’s, it’s like he’s glaring at me from the other side. “I apologized, but she ignored it and called me an asshole! And a jerk! And mean! And she said I’m overcompensating for something!”

      “So?” Mason demands. “You insulted her.”

      “But—”

      Mason shakes his head without breaking eye contact, giving me the full force of his glare. “Flowers. Lots of flowers. And not leftovers from the wedding.”

      “And chocolate. And wine,” Gabe adds. He knows a thing or two about ending up on the top of a woman’s shit list, so I should probably listen. But . . . Groveling isn’t my thing, and it really doesn’t sit right with me in this situation.

      “She should apologize to me too.” I’m not the only one who crossed a line here. She hurt me too. Not that I’ll say that out loud.

      If sighing in sync was an Olympic event, every member of the gold medal team could be found in this room. “Sit down like a couple of mature adults, explain yourself, apologize, and I’m sure she will too,” Chris says.

      That doesn’t sound too unreasonable. I think I can do that. I’ve pissed off my fair share of women, but it’s normally over something like forgetting to call or kicking them out when the deed is done. Not a joke.

      The guys are right. I started this. I need to be the one to make the first move toward fixing it.
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      The walk back takes longer. My luck, I’ll catch a heel on something, fall on my face, and scatter food all over the floor. Then, I will have risked running into Austin for nothing, Mason will freak the flip out, and Fern still won’t have any food in her belly.

      When I reach the door, I balance the tray on one arm with all the care I show holding my sister’s baby so I can open it one-handed.

      “Oh, Jamaica, you’re a genius!” Fern’s little sister says, rushing to close the door behind me. They all act like Mason is constantly roaming the halls when he’s the one who laid down the law and said he and Fern wouldn’t see each other before the ceremony, not even for pictures. This is his first wedding, and he’s determined to do it “right.”

      I shrug while they shove things out of the way on the table closest to Fern. “Just figured we have a better chance at getting her to nibble on crackers if her stomach is bothering her.”

      “Is there enough for two?” Tara asks wryly, dropping her hand to her baby bump. The poor thing can’t keep anything down. She arrived with a supply of crackers and gingersnaps to get her through the day because the baby seems to find them the least offensive. Have kids, they said . . . She offered to share, but Fern refused, insisting that Tara needs them more. Turns out, she was right. Tara’s rations didn’t last through lunch because she shared them with all of the kids. She’ll be a good mum.

      “The guys barely touched it,” I tell her. Hopefully, she can get some nourishment from it too. I heard Gabe talking to Ryan last night on the walk from the rehearsal to the tent where we had dinner. He’s concerned because she’s losing weight. That’s one of the coolest things about being included in this group of friends, even if it is only because of Fern. They treat me like I’ve always been here. They don’t try to hide things from me because I’m new. Fern smiled at them, said, ‘hey, this is my new friend,’ and I was in.

      How’d that work out last time?

      These people don’t have the same vibe, though. There’s no undercurrent of tension here. I was stupid enough to ignore the warning signs before. It won’t happen again. As long as I keep my guard up around Austin, I’ll be fine.

      Fern catches my hand and squeezes, pulling me away from the brink of memories I’d rather forget for the day. “Thank you, Jam.”

      I’ve never met a person as appreciative as Fern. Doesn’t matter what you do for her; she thanks you like you did backflips over the ocean on her behalf. Sometimes, I wonder if she was always that way or if it’s something she acquired after tragedy and a bitter mother-in-law left her drowning in debt. “That’s what friends are for. Don’t thank me, just eat. Before Mason comes and beats down the door.”

      She winces and quickly selects a cracker. “He heard you, huh?”

      I nod, watching her closely to ensure some of that cracker makes it into her stomach. “I don’t know how, but yes.”

      Grinning, she rolls her eyes. “The man can hear a mouse fart, I swear.” She salutes me with the cracker and bites it in half.

      My mission accomplished, I search for my phone amid the chaos on every available horizontal surface so I can send Mason the text he’s waiting for. No matter what, I know the guys won’t let him come down here. There might be enough of them to stop him, but I’m not sure I’d bet against him when Fern or his daughter, Ronni, are involved.

      “Jamaica,” Marilyn, Mason’s mother, drawls, “you’re just in time.”

      I tap ‘send’ and look at her across the room. I could be wrong, but I think she’s eyeing my curls, and the crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes are more pronounced than usual, a sure sign she’s displeased with something. She’s been unhappy about something often enough this week for me to know the signs. My stomach sinks. “The hairdresser is ready for you.”

      Behind her, Fern’s mother, Lily, purses her lips. Their family must have a thing for plants, because every woman in this room who is a blood relation to Fern is named for one. Lily’s eyes dart from Marilyn’s back to her daughter to my hair. I get the distinct impression that she doesn’t care for how Marilyn is trying to run the show and is poised to step in on Fern’s behalf if she feels her daughter is being railroaded.

      “Oh!” Fern cries before I can come up with something polite to respond with. “Jam, I thought you were wearing your hair natural?”

      I could kiss her. It’s not something we’ve talked about, but I don’t like letting someone I don’t know style my hair. Had I said something before, I’m sure she would’ve brought someone in just for me, someone who knows their way around ethnic hair. Someone I’ve vetted. But I didn’t. I didn’t want to inconvenience her. I’m honored she included me, and I don’t want to be a pest and make her regret it.

      “If you don’t mind,” I tell her, ignoring her future mother-in-law’s scowl and her mother’s smile.

      Marilyn is one of those women who like things to be just so—very Type A. I bet it’s making her crazy that Fern isn’t dictating our every move today. The tension between the two of them is killing me, but I know it has nothing to do with the wedding and everything to do with Marilyn putting her foot in her mouth a few months before Fern and I met.

      “Not at all,” Fern says with a smile for me. “I love your hair.”

      I automatically reach up to “fix” the curls I’m learning to embrace after years of relaxers, flat irons, and braids. I knew she wouldn’t care. She’s left everything about our look up to us so far—dresses, shoes, makeup, and hair. Instead of trying to force us to fit into the little box of what she wants, she encouraged us to be ourselves. There are seven bridesmaids, and none of us match aside from the pretty eggplant purple she chose for our dresses—and she chose that because it would complement every skin tone.

      A tap on the door sets them all in motion. The other bridesmaids lunge to put themselves between Fern and the door in case it’s Mason out there. It’s silly when we all know that we’re next with the photog, who is waiting on the other side of the door.

      Hah. There’s no time to do anything with my hair, anyway.
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      Just breathe, Jam. I hate crowds, and crowds like this one are the worst. I don’t know anyone here save for the wedding party. Thanks to the wedding prep, I now count Tara, Noel, and Trista as friends. And the guys, of course. It’s nice to have friends again. Friends who are good people. Her sisters are great too, but I haven’t had much time to get to know them, and they’ll fly home tomorrow.

      When Fern found out about my crowd problem, she insisted on inviting my parents and sister so I’d have someone here to distract me, but they live too far away to make it on such short notice. I can do this.

      Trista and Ryan, the first pair to walk, make it three-quarters of the way down the aisle. That’s the cue for Noel and Darren to go. Then, it’s Nicole and John followed by Chris and me.

      I just have to make it to the arbor, and no one will look at me anymore. Everyone’s focus will shift to the next couple down the aisle—Tara and Gabe. It could be worse. I could’ve been first. Or, even worse, I could’ve had to walk with Austin. Ivy is stuck with him, though.

      “Jam?” Chris whispers. He pats my hand where it rests on his arm. “You okay over there?”

      “Yeah,” I whisper back, but I barely make a sound. I peel my eyes away from the crowd to look at him. I try to smile, but I don’t think he’s buying what I’m selling today.

      He drops his chin and fixes me with a look I’ve seen him give his son, Keaton, when he’s caught in a fib. “You’re shaking. And you’re digging your nails in.”

      I duck my head to hide my blush. My hand relaxes, and I stretch my fingers out wide to alleviate the ache from clenching them so long. I’d let go, but I need to hold onto something to keep me steady. “Sorry!”

      “It’s alright,” he says softly. “It didn’t hurt through my jacket. Don’t like crowds?”

      “Hate ‘em.”

      He pats my hand again. “Just smile, okay? But not that manic smile you were just wearing. Pretend it’s just you and me, like rehearsal last night.”

      That’s easier said than done, but I’m willing to try. He moves forward, tugging me along with him because the alternative is me being dragged behind him like a child acting out for not getting their way in the store. “Did I tell you what Keaton did last weekend?”

      “No.” This ought to be good. That little boy is hilarious. He’s always getting into some sort of trouble, and one of his honorary uncles usually puts him up to it. Mason is surprisingly good at coming up with things for Keaton to do considering he was a single father for a while. One would think he wouldn’t want to make Chris’s life more difficult. Fern tries to intercede, but Mason insists Chris brought it upon himself.

      He grins. “Oh boy . . . So, you met Becca last night, right?”

      Becca . . . The name is familiar, but I met so many new people last night. “Yeah,” I say anyway, eager for the rest of the story. I’ll figure her out later. If she was at the rehearsal, she’ll probably be at the reception.

      “Well, we’ve sort of dated for a few months now, so I decided to let her meet Keaton before we get in any deeper.” Smart move. Dating when you have a kid has to be like walking a tightrope. And in addition to the trampoline underneath, there are also bear traps and spikes. “She rings the doorbell. I let her in, call for Keat . . . He comes running out of the bathroom, buck naked, covered in crap from the waist down. He didn’t tell me he had an accident and took his Pull-Up off by himself.”

      I can almost see it, that sweet little cherub face smiling and so excited to meet his daddy’s friend—too excited to wait to be cleaned up. “Oh, my gosh. What did she do?” I can’t imagine what I would do in her shoes. Run, maybe? I like kids and all, but man . . . That’s a lot to handle when you’re first meeting a guy’s kid. A make or break moment.

      “She helped me clean him up,” he says. There’s something different in his voice when he says it, so I glance over to find him glowing. Pride? Happiness? Love? All of the above, maybe? Whatever it is, the guy has it bad. “See you on the other side.”

      What? I glance around. The arbor is directly in front of us. Mason stands under it, grinning at us. Chris used his story to distract me long enough to make it down the aisle without me freaking out. I hope Becca is good to Chris because he seems like a good guy. I might have to join the butt-kicking committee if she does him wrong.

      I take my place next to Nicole and watch Tara and Gabe finish their walk. Sage and her brother-in-law, Scott, come next. Ivy and Austin bring up the rear of the bridal party. Dang it.

      I thought my placement in the lineup was pretty good. I didn’t have to go first, and I didn’t have to walk with him. But no! I have to watch him walk the whole way, looking like the best sort of sin in that tux. This isn’t helping!

      There must be something in the water these guys drink because not one of them is in bad shape. But none of them make my fingers tingle with the desire to reach out and touch him like Austin does. I don’t know what it is about him that gets to me, but I wish it would leave me alone. It should not be possible for such an obnoxious twat to be so attractive.

      Next to the others, he looks like a teenager who has finally reached his height potential but still has some filling out to do. Ryan calls him wiry, whatever that means. He’s the runt of the litter, which is fitting since he seems to charge into everything with the optimistic abandon or curious determination of a puppy and isn’t smart enough to stop when he’s in over his head. Comparing him to a dog doesn’t make him less sexy, Jam. That doesn’t mean it’s not accurate, though . . .

      He smiles at someone in the crowd, and he’s close enough I see him wink. Ugh. Can’t he wait until the reception to flirt with his next conquest? How disgusting! I wonder who she is? There are too many people to single one out. It doesn’t help that they’re all facing the opposite direction.

      He stops at the end of the aisle to hug Mason. Then the kids are coming down the aisle, and their cuteness drives all thoughts of him from my brain.
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      Over the crowd, I get a glimpse of Jamaica. She looks gorgeous today, not that she ever doesn’t. I like that they left her hair alone instead of trying to tame it into some fancy configuration like the others are wearing. Did she bring a date?

      Why do I care?

      Ivy and I go our separate ways. Before I take my place, I stop to hug my brother. This is a big day for both of us. Once the marriage license is signed, I am off the hook. Chambers Freight International will never be my problem because his daughter will officially be next in line for that throne. He and Ronni are more than welcome to it.

      More importantly, it’s good to see my brother happy again. I can’t take all the credit, but I do like to pat myself on the back for helping him pull his head out of his ass and realize how special Fern is. I’ll be there to plug it with a boot if things ever get rocky and they start throwing around words like “separate” or “divorce” too. They’re not splitting up on my watch. And our sister will be right there with me.

      I turn and watch a gaggle of kids trooping up—or is it down?—the aisle, while Ronni does her best to keep them all in line. Nicole’s eldest daughter, Mallory, walks in front of the others, liberally scattering white rose petals as she goes. Her little sister, Charlotte, clings to her flower girl basket with one hand and to Ronni’s skirt with the other. And Chris’s son toddles along on Ronni’s other side, holding her finger and dragging the ring bearer pillow by the ribbons the fake rings are supposed to be tied to. Thank God Ivy and I decided to hold onto the real ones. When they stop in front of Mason, Charlotte turns her basket upside down, dumping the petals within in a heap at his feet while the crowd politely stifles a laugh.

      Grandmothers hurry forward to wrangle the small ones, but Ronni goes to her father. She’s sunshine and smiles today because she’s as excited as they are. The music changes, and she bounces on the balls of her feet. Ivy whispers and beckons for Ronni to join her, but she holds her ground. She can stand wherever she wants as far as I’m concerned. This is her day too.

      I move a bit, shifting to the side until I can see Mason properly. I want to see the look on my brother’s face when he gets his first glimpse of his bride. I hope the photographer gets a good picture. His eyes go wide, and he must be holding his breath because his chest stops moving. The grin he’s worn all day stretches into the smile I’ve spent years trying to copy. Women go nuts over his smile, but I can’t see what’s so special about it unless he’s smiling at “his girls” like he is now. I wish Dad were here.

      Someone must be cutting onions out here because I am not getting all emotional and teary-eyed. This is a happy day. Dad would be ecstatic. He wouldn’t want waterworks.

      Blinking rapidly to clear the excessive wet stuff from my eyes, I step back into line and watch my new sister and her dad walk our way. They don’t seem to be in any particular hurry. Every now and then, I catch a gleam on her dad’s face that makes me wonder if he’s crying. Fern is absolutely radiant, but there’s a nervous edge to her smile. They need to hurry up. She’ll relax as soon as Mason takes her hand. It’s a strange and beautiful thing to watch, the way love affects those around me.

      Nicole and John have their little quirks. So do Tara and Gabe. I’ve even noticed some of Ivy and Scott’s in the past few days. Makes a man think that there might be something to the whole relationship thing . . .

      But it’s a lot of trouble too. I mean, I’m in hot water up to my ears with Jamaica, and we’re not even dating! I don’t see myself ever being comfortable in a real relationship. My family and my buddies all think I just haven’t found the right one, but the truth is, I’m not looking. As beautiful as this love thing is from the outside looking in, I don’t think I can do it.

      I’ve seen what they all went through to get where they are now, except Ivy and Scott. I’m sure they have a story that’s not so happy too. That’s the problem—it’s not all happy-happy joy-joy. Shit gets real, and I don’t do that. That’s when I make a joke at the wrong moment, and everyone gets pissed at me because they think I’m not taking it seriously. I am, but I can’t handle the heavy stuff.





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/dare-to-love-ebook-redesign.jpg
Tarnished Hearts
Book Three

Cara D. Smith -






