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Andi

Mrs. Andi King. That’s who I’m about to be in less than three hours.

I met the rockstar Joel King at one of his concerts, after winning a backstage pass. There were a few other winners too, but he talked to me like I was the only person in the room.

I drape the pearl-colored scarf across my bare shoulders and peer at my reflection in the full-length mirror that leans against my bedroom wall. The silky material hangs perfectly over the beaded bodice.

“Did you get that client for me?” I ask Julia.

My sister and I started a small photography business last year. It’s not brimming with profit yet, but we’re hoping that will change in the near future.

Julia flips her long dark hair behind her shoulder. “I booked them for two weeks out.”

“Thanks, sis. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

We make our way into the kitchen. I notice Julia is struggling to walk. “Your back bothering you more than usual?” I ask.

“Huh? Oh. No.” She leans against the counter. “I’m just being careful with how I move.”

Julia was born with severe scoliosis, which fused several lumbar and thoracic vertebrae. The congenital issue didn’t cause her pain, though, until recently.

I run my fingers along the scarf. I imagine Joel in his bright blue tux, his beautiful dark eyes looking at me so lovingly as I make my way down the long elegant carpet.

“You have stars in your eyes,” Julia likes to say ever since we got engaged. She thinks I’ll wind up like a fish out of water, marrying a billionaire.

Because that’s exactly what happened to me in the end three years ago. A fish who wound up all alone.

I’m starting to wonder if Julia’s right. I haven’t been able to eat much all week. Joel has been acting a bit distant lately, and I don’t know why. Whenever I bring it up, he just says everything is fine. 

The coffee finishes brewing. I pour it into a large black mug and stir a packet of sugar in. 

With over five hundred people, mostly Joel’s people, the ceremony will be too huge to contain indoors. Joel’s property has a beautiful back yard on over an acre. A rose-adorned gazebo will await us at the edge of the pond, with white flower beds marking each row of chairs.

After I set down a mug on the counter for Julia, I glance at the framed picture of Joel and me on the beach, balancing each other on his boogie board. We look so happy then. I run my fingers along the glass, then gasp as I stare down at my hand. 

“What’s wrong?” Julia asks.

“My engagement ring is gone!”

I dash out of the kitchen past her. In the living room, I crawl on my knees, shuffling through the Christmas wrapping paper, flinging bags of bows and ribbons about, sifting through the piles of tissue paper lying all over the carpet.

No engagement ring.

I flop onto my stomach and check under the Christmas tree. Just pieces of flocking.

I get up and turn toward Julia. “I never take it off. It must have slid off my finger.”

“Okay. We’ll find it. I’ll check the bathroom. You look in your bedroom.”

In the bedroom, I dig through every clothing article, searching through all my jeans pockets. I shake my head, feeling doomsday closing in. 

Where is it?

I return to the kitchen. At the counter, I toss mail aside, scoot dirty dishes into the sink, peek under the coffee maker. Nothing.

I think back to this morning, to breakfast. My breath catches. “The cream cheese from the bagel got all over my hand at breakfast. That’s probably when it slipped off.”

I rifle through the trash. A banana peel, cracker wrappers, napkins... Something shiny gleams beside a pile of ground-up coffee beans.

“I found it!” I shout, feeling relieved and apprehensive all at once.

I fill the sink with warm soapy water and gently scrub the ring with a soft bristled toothbrush, then set it inside a small condiment cup to let it soak.

Julia joins me. “Where was it?”

I stare at her. “Out of all the places I could have lost my ring, is it meaningful that I found it in the waste bin?”

She cocks her head. “Are you having doubts?”

I dry the ring with a towel and slip it onto my finger. “Oh, no.”

“What?”

I slide it off. “It’s loose. No wonder I lost it. Guess I lost too much weight from my nervous energy.”

“Wear it on your necklace for now. It’ll be safe until you can get it resized.”

After I slip the chain through the ring, I reclasp it around my neck. 

I still feel like a fish without fins swimming upstream. But once I’m married to Joel, this sense of impending doom will go away. Won’t it?

***
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THE EARLY AFTERNOON sun twinkles through a haze of clouds as I peer out the window of the makeshift bridal suite Joel set up for me in his home.

Our mother, wearing her dark brown hair with tints of gray high up in a bun, fusses with my veil. “Perfect.” She steps back. “Just like this day.”

“Except for the coming storm,” I mutter.

“It’s not supposed to rain for another hour, so it should be fine.” Julia adjusts the sleeves of her lavender maid of honor dress, but she’s watching me closely, worried about me.

My heart thumps anxiously. Less than thirty minutes until Daddy gives me away and my doubts about getting married are stronger than ever.

I love Joel, so that’s not the problem. Then what is it? 

Julia slowly shuffles down the short hallway and cracks open the door to the back yard.

“How many people showed?” I ask.

Her eyebrows raise as she quietly shuts the door. “Everyone.”

I sit in a cushioned chair as Julia comes back into the bridal suite.

“Do you want another cracker?” she asks.

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep it down.”

“How about some water?”

“No.”

Julia looks at me, her forehead strained. “You positive you want to go through with this?” she lowers her voice as our mother busies herself on her phone just out of earshot. “It’s not too late to back out.”

I swallow hard. “I don’t know why I’m so anxious.”

Someone softly knocks. Julia lets Daddy in.

He halts when he sees me. His bright blue eyes flash with surprise. “You look beautiful, Andi.”

Normally, I would smile at the remark, but I feel like I’m balancing on that boogie board again, about to fall into the ocean.

“Ready?” Daddy offers me his elbow. He looks so nice in his dark suit. It complements his broad shoulders and tall height.

I exhale as I loop my arm through his.

Daddy throws me a grin, mistaking my silence for nervousness instead of doubt. 

Mom kisses my cheek and follows Julia, who leads the way down the hall and opens the door.

I freeze. Julia didn’t exaggerate. Everyone showed. All five-hundred and seventy-two guests, from the looks of it. Light chatter stretches across the long aisle. The rose-covered gazebo awaits me several yards down.

Julia hesitates, then turns around. “Um. . .”

“What?” I say.

“Joel’s not up there yet. I think we’re a little early.” She lets the door fall softly shut, then glances at my hands. “Oh! You forgot your bouquet. I’ll get it.”

My pulse throbs in my neck. What am I doing? Nothing is going as planned. Does Joel feel anxious too? Is that why he’s been distant? Or am I just making things bigger than they are?

Julia returns without the flowers, her face tense.

“Where’s the bouquet?” I ask.

She bites her lip.

Daddy lets go of me. “What is it, Julia?”

“Just come back to the room.” She turns suddenly.

My heart shoots up like a rocket taking off. Why won’t Julia say what’s wrong?

In the dressing room, my sister nods at my phone, which lies atop the dresser. “You have a message from Joel. It went off when I was in here. I couldn’t help but notice...” 

It’s clear she doesn’t want to finish that sentence. My pulse increases. I step over to the dresser and pick up the phone. My breath hitches as I stare at the cruel jumble of words on the screen.

I’m not going to be there. The wedding is off.
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Chapter Two
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Andi

I cross my arms over my chest and huff. “I can’t even go back to my own condo, because the meddlesome paparazzi is there. As if this day couldn’t get any worse!”

“You can stay here with me,” Julia says. “We’ll celebrate life without that jerk.”

Daddy’s face reddens. “I just want to punch his throat in.”

“Andi has us. That’s all that matters.” Mom takes my hand. “You sure there’s nothing else we can do before we leave?”

“I’m sure.” I hug them both as they head out. “I love you.” 

“You’re going to be better off without him,” Julia says after they’re gone. “At least you’re not caught up in that Hollywood nonsense anymore.”

The colorful Christmas lights around Julia’s window twinkle, but I don’t feel any of the joy I always associate with the holiday. I just feel blindsided. 

It’s nearing midnight, and all I’ve been able to do is replay the afternoon. “How could he do this to me? Call off the wedding via text?” I say as I join her on the couch.

Julia shakes her head. “I’m so sorry, Andi. You don’t deserve this.”

“I feel like such a fool. All Joel told his groomsmen was that he wasn’t going to make it. That’s it. No reason given. Just, ‘Sorry, guys, I won’t be there’.” I blow out a hot breath. “Something was nagging at me. Joel said everything was fine, but he didn’t act like it. Now I know why.”

Julia shakes her head, her brows tightening. “You need to think about you, not about what Joel did to you.”

“Since when is the younger sibling supposed to be wiser?” 

“I have Westen to thank for that.” Julia’s face falls a little. Her ex, Westen, broke her heart two years ago, when they were seniors. She hasn’t shown interest in anybody since. Her wound still seems fresh.

She sips on her tea, then sets the glass on the small coffee table. “Believe me. Guys like that aren’t worth a second chance. Don’t let him steal another moment of your happiness.”

I turn my attention to the far wall. Unlike my fake snow tree, Julia’s Christmas tree is real. Pine needles scatter across the carpet. Strands of white lights blink around the branches. A large star topper sparkles at the top.

Irritation tugs at me. This was supposed to be Joel’s and my first Christmas as a family. We were going to split the day between our relatives. My parents and Julia in the morning, and his parents in the afternoon.

I shake my head. “You were right all along. I did have stars in my eyes.”

Julia twists toward me. “Joel’s choice is not your fault. It’s his. Don’t you ever take the blame. You believed in his love, and he let you down.”

“Yeah.” I rub my eyes. I know she’s right. “I think I just need a good night’s sleep.”

She squeezes my hand. “You’ll feel better in the morning.”

***
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MY MOUTH FALLS OPEN as I stare at the walkway leading up to the door of my condo the next morning. A substantial group of photographers are patiently awaiting my appearance.

“Unbelievable.” Julia shifts out of the parking lot and heads to the freeway.

I watch the blur of trees pass by, the familiar structures of the donut shop, gas station, and a McDonalds. Everything’s the same, but me. It’s all so depressing. 

If I stay here, I’ll just be reminded of what was supposed to be. Or of the fact I can’t even go back to my own place.

“I need to get away, Julia. Clear my head.” 

Julia nods. “A getaway for one. I know the perfect place. Daddy’s resort.”

I stare at her. “The mountains?” I haven’t been there in over a year. I look behind us, to where my car is parked. “But what about my car?”

“You don’t need it. Use mine. You’re all packed for the honeymoon already. I’ll just be catching up on some TV shows this weekend. If I need to go anywhere, Mom will come get me.”

“Are you sure? I don’t want to inconvenience you.”

“Pfft. This might be your last chance to enjoy it,” Julia reminds me as we get on the freeway. There hasn’t been much profit since the beginning of the year, and a lot of money went to fixing some of the repairs.

Due to Daddy defaulting on the loan almost four months ago, the resort will go into foreclosure if something doesn’t change soon. 

I sigh, hoping it doesn’t come to that. The place means so much to him. To Julia and me too.

I call the front desk. As expected, there’s a vacancy. I book it for the next three days.

“Well, off I go to enjoy a getaway for one.” I give a small laugh.

“You didn’t get the wedding of your dreams,” Julia says in her most encouraging voice as we reach her exit. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t find a new beginning.”

***
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THE SCENIC DRIVE UP Route 18 overlooks the largest county in the country, and today is so clear, I can see all the way to Catalina Island.

Thirty minutes later, I pull into the small parking lot of Hilltop Retreat Resort and stare around Daddy’s rundown ten-cabin resort, which he inherited from his dad when he passed away a while back.

Julia and I have contributed as much as we can from our own money, but it’s still not enough. Joel knew about Daddy’s struggle, but he never offered to help. That should have been the most glaring sign of all that Joel wasn’t committed to me.

“No more dwelling on Joel,” I tell myself.

With the lodging containing just the basics, the place doesn’t get as busy as the neighboring resorts, but expensive repairs and features in need of updating don’t help.

This place is the most important memory Daddy has of his dad. Daddy used to come here with him when he was a kid to help clean the rooms and greet incoming guests. I can’t imagine him losing this place.

I slip on my “incognito” sunglasses as I get out of Julia’s car. Being engaged to a rock star meant paparazzi managed to snap pictures of me. My face is plastered in gossip magazines and tabloids. 

Only a handful of people mill about outside. Thankfully, no one pays me any mind. 

In December, the quaint place reaches freezing temperatures, but it doesn’t get much snow at this lower elevation. Hiking trails and streams encircle the twelve-acre property—a good setting to relax.

It’s exactly what I need.

The late-afternoon sun shines high between the Douglas firs. A wintry chill prickles my skin.

I hurry to my destination, a secluded rustic cottage, and let myself in. I take the familiar place in. It’s cozy with a welcoming floral scent. A gas fireplace is nestled in the sitting room. Daddy had them installed when he took over the resort. 

Each cabin is also equipped with a small kitchen. After unloading the cooler of food and drinks into the fridge, putting my clothes in the dresser, and stocking the bathroom with my toiletries, I turn my attention outside.

Through the small square window, the stream across the way reflects the sunlight, looking serene.

I feel so content being here again. I hope this won’t be the last time I get to enjoy it.

A yawn hits me as my eyes water. I’ll just take a short nap before dinner.

***
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I WAKE UP TO SOMETHING wrapped around my leg. I bend my knee, but it holds on tightly.

A snake! 

Jerking upward, I kick at it. “No! Scoot! Get!” Do snakes even respond to such commands?

I swing my other leg over, shoving the thing off of me. The sheets simply bunch up into a twisted pile.

Frowning, I halt my frantic movements and stare down at the bed. I’m not being attacked. My leg merely got caught in the sheet. The comforter has slipped to the floor. I laugh, feeling silly. Oh, right. I was dreaming.

The dream comes rushing back. More like a weird nightmare. I was running to the altar, but it ever eluded me, and yet all the guests kept throwing bright pink petals at me.

Shoving the stupid dream away, I unravel myself and pick up my phone. There’s a text from Julia marked ‘Urgent. Call me’.

“It’s bad news,” Julia says without even a ‘hello’ as she answers the phone.

My heart flips. “Now what?”

“Do a search on Joel King.”

I groan.

Local journalists have likely caught wind of the “rock star king” and his cancelled wedding. How did they spin it? Wedding Called Off By Groom? No. That would make him look bad. Probably ‘Joel King Loses His Queen on Wedding Day’ or something equally glib.

I type in his name, then freeze as the headlines splash across the screen. 

‘A Vegas Wedding For the King’. ‘A New Bride for Joel King’. ‘Rockstar Joel King finds a new gig Vegas style.’

Beneath the captions are Joel with some bronzed woman I’ve never seen before.

“Well, at least now I know why he couldn’t make it.”

“I’m so sorry, Andi.”

“I’m not.” I close out the browser. “He duped me, but at least I’m free from living a lie.”

“You sure you’re okay?” Julia says.

“Better to be single, right?” I say, but that blatant untruth stings, and my sister knows it.

“I’ll call you later,” Julia promises.

My stomach growls as we end the call. I packed premade sandwiches, but I suddenly feel starved, like I could eat a twenty-ounce steak and a huge butter-slathered baked potato. There’s a nice upscale restaurant right across the street that serves entrees just like that.

Being back here is making me feel nostalgic, but the reality of Daddy losing what he’s worked so hard for is starting to make me feel claustrophobic too.  

I slip into my best dress, a black strapless gown that I got at a deep discount from the department store, and drape the black sequined cardigan over my shoulders.

At the bathroom mirror, I apply cherry-red lipstick and a deep red blush. With the curling iron, I twist my blonde hair into loose ringlets. At least I don’t look the part of a jilted bride.

After sliding on my trusty shades and donning my winter coat, I cross the street to the restaurant. Sparkling white lights and shiny red bells decorate the outside.

Christmas jazz music greets me as I step inside the heated place. I slip out of my coat as the hostess greets me, and request a table for one.

She scans the festive dining room replete with mini holiday trees covered in colorful ornaments. Red and gold streamers are draped across the ceiling beams. The place is home to a mix of approximately twenty tables and booths.

She turns back toward me. “We only have seating at the bar right now. Would that be okay?”

Sure enough, nearly every table is occupied by a couple. Some are kissing. Others hold hands. 

“Perfect,” I tell the hostess as I quickly return my gaze to her.

She places the menu on the end of the bar. “Enjoy.”

I thank her as I slip my coat over the back of the barstool. I take off the glasses and stick my head in the menu. I feel myself practically drool as I read the description of the steak.

“Oh my gosh! There she is!” a young woman calls out to someone.

“Oh, I thought that was her. I can’t believe she’s here!” an equally excited woman replies.

I turn my head toward the enthusiastic voices. Several guests have rotated in their seats and are all staring my way.

Oh, no. 

I swivel back around and bury my head back in the menu.

A bright light flickers to my right. I slowly pull down the menu to see a young couple standing at the end of the bar. A flash forces me to shut my eyes. I quickly turn away and slouch deeper into my seat, my body tensing.

“No pictures. I’m going to ask you to leave,” the hostess says.

The couple moans and protests, but the manager ushers them through the exit.

Tension slowly leaves my body.

“What can I get you?”

I look up to see a middle-aged male bartender standing over me.

I give him my order, the steak and potato entrée, and request a tall glass of iced tea.

After he brings me my drink, I swivel to my right, and my breath snags.

Beneath the twinkling merry lights stands Devin Pierce. The first man who broke my heart.
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Chapter Three
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Devin

Time stops as I spot Andi across the room.

“Good evening, sir. Were you meeting someone here?” the hostess asks.

I blink. Are my eyes playing tricks on me? Or maybe it’s the lighting. That woman can’t be Andi. It must be another blonde who resembles her.

“Sir?”

I turn to the hostess. “Oh. No. I just need a table for one.”

The hostess consults a chart.

The blonde says something to the bartender, then suddenly looks in my direction. My breath slingshots into my throat. No trick. It’s really Andi. 

Andi turns back to the bartender. Her lips curl upward in that endearing way I recall so well.

“We don’t have any tables left,” the hostess tells me. “I can seat you at the bar.”

“Okay.”

She leads me past a few tables, then stops at the barstool to the right of Andi. My pulse drives up a notch. I never thought I would be this close to her again.
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