
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    This book is dedicated to family, friends who become family members, and friends who fall in love with each other. To the moments that bond us and live in our hearts forever.
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Chapter 1
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Edward Martin stepped back from the long formal dining table and surveyed the feast he and Maggie had prepared. The turkey was roasted to perfection. Mashed potatoes were in a large bowl with a square of butter melted over the top of each mound. Rolls fresh from the oven were nestled in a basket lined with a cloth napkin. Seasonal vegetables were by both turns steamed and roasted. Pumpkin pie cooled on the side table by the hutch. It was a feast fit for a king. Or a queen, rather. His one and only daughter, Tiffany. 

Ed turned when he felt his son’s hand on his shoulder. Brett stood as tall as his father, with the same light brown hair and blue eyes. He shook his head and grinned. “Dad, Thanksgiving isn’t for another week.”

“This isn’t Thanksgiving, Brett, these are all of Tiffany’s favorite foods. Since she can’t be here for the holiday, I thought I’d spoil her a little.” Ed returned Brett’s grin, slipped his arm around his son’s shoulder, and patted him on the back. “It’s not every day your little sister returns to the nest.”

“She’s only staying for one night,” Brett pointed out. 

“Yeah, but she said she has big news. I’m hoping her announcement is that she’s coming home for good.”

“You do realize she’s in a relationship,” Brett reminded him. 

Wes walked into the room in front of his mother and reached for a roll out of the basket, but not before she smacked at his hand. He pulled back and laughed, then hugged his mom as she gave him a playful glare. “I have to try every time,” he said with a grin. He looked between Ed and Brett, having overheard the last part of their conversation. “Is Tiff still dating that rich guy?” 

Maggie raised a brow at her son. “That rich guy comes from one of the most prestigious families in the Boston area. His father is world renowned jeweler Frederic Mardsen.” Her soft green eyes sparkled with excitement for Tiffany to find such happiness in her life. 

“He’s stuffy,” Ed muttered. 

“And kind of a pansy,” Wes agreed. 

“Be nice, Wesley,” Maggie admonished. “Mardsen Jewelers is a beautiful store. Ed and I visited the new location when they had their opening party a few months ago. And now Tiffany is thriving as the manager of their flagship store.”

“I still think Tiffany can do better,” Ed grumbled. 

“He spoils her rotten,” Maggie stated. “In the year that they’ve been dating, he’s always gifting her with fine jewelry.”

“Because his father’s a jeweler,” Wes argued. 

“Ok, so he has easy access to precious metals and fine gemstones. Explain the fancy car he just got her for her birthday.”

“Tiff’s always wanted a BMW,” Brett interjected. “Paul got her one. Jewels, fancy cars, upper crust of society. She’s got it all, Dad. Do you really think she’s announcing that she’s moving home? Hey!” Brett turned to Wes and gave him a playful punch on his shoulder. “Maybe she’s pregnant.”

Ed’s eyes grew wide on the possibility. “You don’t think?”

“We’ll know when she gets here.” Maggie handed Wes a bottle of chardonnay. “I appreciate your help, or lack thereof since I know you just wanted to sneak a roll. Let me and Ed finish up in here. You two have dates you’ve left in the living room. Go have a glass of wine with them while we wait for Tiffany.”

Brett kissed Maggie on the cheek. “I may have a date here, but you know you’ll always be my number one girl.”

“You get that charm from your father.”

“It worked on my mother.” Brett ran a hand lovingly over a fancy urn on the hutch behind him. “Miss you, Mom,” he said softly, then placed a kiss on the urn. He turned to Maggie and winked playfully at her. “Has his charm worked on you yet?”

“Brett!” Ed snapped. “Leave Maggie alone and go have that wine with your guests. Wes, I’m happy you brought Kate tonight. She’s great.”

Wes beamed with pride and love. Brett had been his best friend since they were toddlers. Their families had always been tight. When Wes’s father passed away in his teens, Ed Martin had been the best male influence he could have ever had. Maggie, and Ed’s wife, Carol, had been close like sisters. When Carol passed away unexpectedly five years ago from complications from pneumonia, both Wes and Maggie had been there for the Martin family. As much as the Martins had been there for the Steele family when his father perished. They were more than friends, they were family. Lately Wes had seen a growing attraction between his mother and his best friend’s father. Maybe it was because he was in love with Kate and moving in with her in a few months, but he hoped his mom and Ed acted on their attraction to one another. In his eyes, they deserved it, everyone deserved that kind of love. Brett was his brother at heart, and even though Tiffany was Brett’s little sister, Wes was just as protective of her as if she were his own little sister. He was anxious to see her again. It had been over a year. It was time for the family to all be together again, even if it was just for dinner tonight. His thoughts mirrored Ed’s. Maybe Tiffany was finally coming home.

Wes followed Brett into the formal living room where Kate sat with Brett’s date, Amanda. While he appreciated Brett’s taste in women and thought Amanda was classically pretty, his heart quickened every time he was near Kate. From her long, wavy black hair to her rich, soulful brown eyes. She was tall and slender, with curves in all the right places. Wes resumed his seat next to her while Brett poured the crisp white wine. He accepted two glasses, one for him, and one for Kate, then kissed her softly. 

Brett rolled his eyes playfully at Wes as he sat next to Amanda. “So,” he wanted to know. “When’s the big moving day?”

Wes slid his arm around Kate and pulled her close. “My lease is up in February, then I’m moving into Kate’s place.”

Kate smiled at Brett then nodded at Wes. “Then we’ll take our time finding a place together.”

Brett couldn’t resist the brotherly jab. “Are you going to make an honest woman out of her and finally propose?”

“One thing at a time,” came Wes’s easy reply. 

The four of them fell into easy conversation while they shared wine and talked about the near future. Ed and Maggie were putting the final touches on the table settings when the headlights of a car flickered into the living room. 

“Nice car,” Kate approved, when she saw the grey BMW sedan pull into the drive.

“Tiffany’s pride and joy,” Brett stated, then called out for his father. “Dad, Tiff’s here!” 

––––––––
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Tiffany turned the car engine off and sat in the drive, looking at her childhood home. The colonial stood proud on the one acre of land, surrounded by a forest of trees. Over the years, her parents had put all of their love and energy into the house. Yearly updates were made, and just before her mother passed away five years ago, a major kitchen renovation had been completed. It was large, but warm and welcoming. The lawn was manicured. In the summertime vibrant pansies lined the walkway to the front porch. Even as she sat in her car, she could feel the love inside the home. Her father’s SUV would be in the garage. Brett’s Jeep was in the driveway. Wes’s truck was parked next to the Jeep. Tiffany knew Maggie would be there, as promised. With a glance in the visor mirror, she applied a swipe of rose colored gloss to her lips and gave her hair a quick fluff. She couldn’t wait to see her family! 

––––––––
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Ed walked with purpose to the front door. As he passed the formal living room, he pointed at Brett when he stood up. “I get her first.” He pulled the front door open and held his arms open wide. “There’s my little girl, get in here!” 

Wes set his wineglass down and was just about to stand to greet Tiffany when Amanda and Kate gasped. “What’s wrong?” he asked. 

Kate gestured at the shine on Tiffany’s left hand. “I think that’s her big news.”

Wes zeroed in on the diamond sparkling on Tiffany’s ring finger. He felt a tug of... something... what, he wasn’t sure, but he felt something crack inside of him. He knew one day he’d see her married with a family. To know that’s where she had to be headed gave him curious misgivings. He stood and waited while Ed prolonged his hug and rocked her back and forth with exaggeration. 

“Dad!” Tiffany snickered. “You’re crushing me.” She loved bear hugs from her father. The way his arms felt around her and the comforting smell of his cologne would always speak of home. When he released her, she kissed him on the cheek, then turned to her brother. “Brett!”

“Oh, look...” Brett smirked playfully. “If it isn’t the consequences of my parent’s actions!”

Tiffany giggled as he pulled her in for a hug. “How’s my favorite guitarist?” She closed her eyes and sighed. The men in her family were the rocks in her life. Solid and secure. 

“Almost finished with my acoustic album.”

Ed patted Brett on the back. “He turned our basement into a recording studio and apartment. I’ll never get rid of him.”

“He’s right where he belongs,” Tiffany said with a smile. 

“Hey!” Wes interjected and held out his arms. “Where’s my hug?” 

Tiffany’s smile widened to see Wes and his waiting arms. He was as tall as her brother, trim and muscular, thanks to his profession. His thick brown hair was just a tad too long and unkempt, but he wore it well. Those brooding eyes of his that couldn’t decide if they were green or grey, looked into hers while he waited for her. 

Wes took a moment to look her over. As much as he hated the fact that Tiffany took her life to Boston, he had to admit, growing up looked good on her. She stood at average height, but not near as tall as her father and brother. Her honey blonde hair fell in waves over her shoulders and framed her face. Those blue eyes of hers, that were very much from her mother, sparkled with humor as she rushed forward and jumped into his arms. “I’ve missed you,” he whispered in her ear. 

Tiffany’s eyes closed as he hugged her. His arms were firm and strong around her, he smelled woodsy and masculine. Always, the hugs from the men in her life made her feel like nothing could ever hurt her. 

After another bear hug from her father, Tiffany was finally able to greet Kate and Amanda warmly, and of course, Maggie who waited patiently for her turn. “Maggie!” Tears stung Tiffany’s eyes when the woman embraced her. Her mother’s best friend had been a constant in her life, one she would forever be grateful for, especially after her mother passed. Maggie’s arms were warm and motherly. 

Both women had to brush tears off their cheeks as they pulled apart. Maggie held Tiffany at arm’s length and looked her over. Tiffany always had a way of wearing jeans and a sweater and making it look like the most fashionable outfit of the moment. Tonight was no different. Her jeans were snug but not too tight, her silk sweater, in a dusky shade of rose, complimented her complexion. The knee high boots she had on were probably worth more than most people’s monthly rent. 

“Don’t you look fabulous!” Maggie gushed. She trailed her hands down Tiffany’s arms and felt the ring when she squeezed her hand. Maggie’s eyes widened with knowledge as Tiffany gave her a subtle nod. “Well, since we’re all here, why don’t you tell us your news before we have dinner?” 

Tiffany slid her right arm around Maggie’s waist and held up her left hand with glee, as she made her announcement. “I’m getting married!” 

The women rushed forward, collectively oohing and ahhing over the engagement ring. The men stood back from the bustle, arms crossed, stances wide, as they looked at one another in confusion. Ed knew Tiffany was seeing Paul Mardsen, but he didn’t realize it was that serious. He hadn’t even met the man’s family, in fact, had only met the man a handful of times. He glanced at Wes, then looked at Brett when he felt a nudge on his shoulder. 

“Say something,” Brett whispered. Brett had been to Boston a few times for gigs, and he’d had dinner with Tiffany and Paul. Though he wasn’t surprised by this announcement, he was curious if Tiffany was doing the right thing. The Mardsen’s were an influential family. High in society, successful jewelers, and filthy rich. Was his little sister marrying the man she loved, or the lifestyle? Brett knew it ultimately didn’t matter. He loved Tiffany and only wanted to see her happy. 

Ed finally found his voice. He walked to the trio of women surrounding his daughter and nudged his way in, then pulled Tiffany into his arms. “Congratulations, honey!” His thoughts mirrored Brett’s that he wondered if she was doing the right thing, but he also wanted her to be happy. 

Brett and Wes jumped into the celebration with more hugs and words of congratulations. “Let’s see this rock,” Brett demanded. He held his sister’s hand in his as both he and Wes looked at the diamond. “Damn!” He let out a low whistle of appreciation. “You can ice skate on that thing.” 

“That’s amazing,” Wes complimented. 

Tiffany held her hand up to admire the sparkle once more. Set in platinum, the three carat cushion cut stone was haloed by round diamonds. It was a setting she had admired when she first began to work for the Mardsen family and now here it was, on her finger. As Maggie directed them all to the dining room and they sat for their meal, Tiffany began to fill her father in on their plans. 

“We want a long engagement. At least a year, maybe longer.”

“Will it be a big wedding?” Maggie inquired. She passed the potatoes to Brett and chuckled at her son when Wes loaded his plate with the homemade rolls. 

“Yes!” Tiffany gushed. She paused for a moment and inhaled the scents of the food. All of her favorite comforts were here, especially her family. “Paul’s mother has started on the guest list. She’s already reached two hundred.”

“Two hundred!” Ed exclaimed. “That’s huge.”

“I know,” Tiffany agreed. “She’s expecting at least three hundred total on her list, and then whoever we want to invite. His parents are so generous, they told me to assure you that you won’t have to pay a dime for this wedding, Dad.”

Ed jerked his head back in shock. “What’s that supposed to mean? I can afford to give you a fancy wedding. The restaurant and store do just fine.”

“They always have,” she assured him. “They just wanted me to tell you that they’re planning everything. Since it’s mostly their friends who will be attending, they thought it was best that way.” 

“Oh, did they?” he muttered. “Well, they can pay for whatever they want, but I’m buying your dress.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Tiffany protested. “The ones I’m looking at are a small fortune.”

“For a dress you’ll only wear once?” Brett chimed in. “That always seems crazy to me.”

“I’m looking at a Vera Wang!” Tiffany exclaimed. 

“Oh, wow!” Kate gasped. “Those start at seven thousand dollars.”

Wes leaned into Kate and whispered in her ear. “I love you, but when our time comes, please don’t spend that much on a dress.”

Kate kissed him softly. “I would rather you put it toward a ring.”

“Or a house,” he suggested. 

Kate gave him a gentle pat on the cheek. “Let’s move in together first.”

––––––––
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Dinner was pleasant and full of excitement. Tiffany’s new direction in life. Wes and Kate moving in together. Brett’s upcoming acoustic guitar album. Tiffany couldn’t have asked for anything more. She only wished Paul was there to share the moment with her, but she understood. Work was busy as they geared up for the holiday season. Mardsen Jewelers was lucrative this time of year.

After a satisfying dessert of homemade pumpkin pie, Ed and Maggie offered to do the dishes while the rest of the group enjoyed wine by the fire pit on the deck. Tiffany listened with interest as Wes and Kate talked about the upcoming change in their relationship. Snuggled under a fleece blanket, she reached for the bottle of cabernet for a refill, only to find it empty. Brett strummed on his guitar while Amanda sat beside him, in awe of his talent. Wes and Kate were cuddled under their own blanket, enjoying the soothing chords of music that filled the air. After a break in song, Tiffany stood up and stretched. 

“Since my brother is in the zone,” she teased. “I’ll go grab us another bottle.” She took one step toward the entrance to the house, only to stop in her tracks. Through the window and into the kitchen, there was her father with Maggie, the woman she had known as an aunt her entire life, in a heavy lip lock. Maggie’s arms were around her father’s neck, a dishtowel dangled from her fingertips. Her eyes widened when she noticed her father’s hands trail down Maggie’s back and settle on her bottom. “Oh, my God!” Tiffany gasped. 

Wes sat up straight when he saw the alarm on Tiffany’s face. “What’s wrong?” When she didn’t answer, he walked to her and followed her gaze to see his mother kissing her father. His eyes widened as a slow grin spread across his face. “It’s about damn time.”

Tiffany glanced at Wes, then at the spectacle their parents were making in the kitchen. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Wes declined to answer her directly, instead, glanced over his shoulder at Brett and summoned him with a jerk of his chin. “Finally.”

Brett stopped mid-strum when he caught Wes’s meaning. He too had noticed the growing attraction between their parents. Maggie was at the house often. She helped with dinner and took walks with Ed in the evenings. He and Wes speculated about it and wondered when they would finally act on their feelings. 

Tiffany looked between her brother and Wes. “You two knew about this? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“There was nothing to tell,” Brett said. 

“Until now,” Wes stated. He stood between them and slid his arms around their shoulders to link the three of them. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go embarrass them and demand some answers.”

They entered the kitchen quietly and shared amused grins that their parents were seemingly unaware that they had an audience. Tiffany decided to take it upon herself to let their presence be known. When she cleared her throat dramatically, they all started laughing when Ed and Maggie jolted apart like guilty teenagers. 

“Something you want to tell us, Daddy?” she asked sweetly. 

Maggie blushed prettily as Ed slid his arm around her waist and pulled her close. “Well, since you asked...” He trailed off. 

“Are you two getting married?” Tiffany asked. 

“No,” Maggie answered. She looked at her son and prayed he approved. “Ed has asked me to move in with him and I said yes.”

Wes looked between the two of them, slightly confused. Maybe it was because he was in love with Kate, but personally, he didn’t think any time should be wasted. His gaze landed on Ed. “You don’t want to marry her?”

“I do,” Ed stated, and pulled Maggie closer to his side. “But Maggie wants to take this step first and then we’ll work out the details.”

“This is so exciting!” Tiffany gushed. 

“You’re not upset?” Maggie wondered. Never, did she ever want Brett and Tiffany to think she was trying to replace their mother. 

Tiffany stepped close to Maggie. “Why would we be upset? You were our mother’s best friend and after we lost her, it was so clear that Dad needed you in those dark moments.” She held a hand to her chest and sniffled when tears filled her eyes. “This is the best news, ever!” She rushed forward and embraced Maggie and her father. 

“Congrats!” Brett agreed. “This is great news, Dad. I’m happy for both of you.”

Wes joined in the celebration and held his mom close. He couldn’t be happier for her and Ed. In his eyes, it was a match made in Heaven. 

A toast was in order. Tiffany grabbed a bottle of champagne from the refrigerator and passed it to Brett to open. Even though she hadn’t been home to see the feelings blossom between the two of them, she felt it at that moment and couldn’t be happier for her father. She was a big pool of love right now. She was engaged. Wes was moving in with the woman he loved. Now their parents had found love with each other. She wished her brother would find that special someone, but living the life of a musician on the road half the year made it hard for a relationship to thrive. She wasn’t worried about that. The right woman would walk into Brett’s life and bring him happiness to tie up the neat little bow on their family. Right now, all was right in her world. 
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Chapter 2
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February...

Wes did something he rarely did. He took the afternoon off to get his weekend started early. It was a big weekend. He was finally moving in with Kate. After two years of dating, he had been wanting to take this step with her. When she finally agreed and offered to let him move into her townhome, he was thrilled. 

Wes and Kate met shortly after she moved to town. The landlord of her townhome called him to do some repairs and renovations on the unit before she moved in. He would never forget the moment they met. He was dirty and sweaty from installing the granite countertop in the kitchen when she arrived, ready to move in. Pretty as a picture and three days early. The owner of the property was kind enough to let Kate move in right away and Wes agreed to work around her. The attraction was immediate and over the weekend as she settled in, they spent hours getting to know one another. Within a month, they were dating, within two months, they were exclusive. Wes always thought she was an angel that appeared in his life when he least expected it. He believed in love and happily ever after, but the one he pined for had moved away. Since then, he hadn’t found that someone who made his breath catch in his throat. That someone who made his heart beat faster than normal. That someone who he thought he could stare at for hours on end, every day for the rest of his life. Until Kate.

Kate was polished, pretty, intelligent, and funny. She moved to Portland, Maine after she was offered a promotion into management for a globally known hotel chain. Tourism was a major part of their city’s revenue and Kate had been in hospitality for years. It was a perfect fit for her, and she excelled in the role. 

The black Toyota Tundra drove easily down the street and stopped in front of the charming townhouse that sat at the water’s edge. Wes loved the view and the feeling of solitude the home offered. He also loved spending Sunday mornings on the deck having coffee with the woman he loved. All his boxes were packed in his apartment. This morning, he threw a few days’ worth of clothing and essentials into his duffel bag and tossed it into the cab of his truck. Working on the new addition Ed had recently acquired, Wes decided to call it a day after lunch and come home to surprise Kate. 

His brow furrowed as he brought his truck to a stop. He didn’t recognize the silver Mercedes in the driveway. It was Kate’s day off and she hadn’t mentioned having friends over. Shrugging to himself, he got out of the car, slipped his duffel over his shoulder, and walked up the path to the front door. Just as he was about to insert his key into the lock, the front door flew open. A man wearing only pants and clutching a shirt in his hands rushed out, nearly knocking Wes over in his haste to leave. Baffled, Wes jerked back. His duffel slid off his shoulder and fell to the porch with a thud as he watched the man jump into the Mercedes and fishtail out of the driveway. The tires of the car screeched down the street. His heart froze in his chest when he looked inside the townhome and saw Kate rush down the stairs in her black silk robe, quickly tying the sash at her waist. 

Everything he had ever wanted had been a lie. 

Leaving the duffel where it landed, Wes’s footsteps were slow as he walked into the house and calmly closed the door behind him. He was deathly still as he stared at Kate. Her skin was flushed, her dark hair was tousled around her face and shoulders. His voice was barely a whisper when he spoke. “How long?”

“Wes,” Kate breathed. She smoothed her hands over her hair then crossed her arms over her chest. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

“Clearly.” He was calm and collected. Inside he was trembling with rage. “How long?” he repeated. When she didn’t answer, his anger broke free. Kate’s shoulders jerked when he roared, “How long has this been going on? Answer me!”

There was no point in denying it. “Six months.” 

“Six months!” Wes exclaimed. “This has been going on under my nose for six months? Half a year? Kate! I thought we had a future!” He shook his head, baffled at this sudden information. “Six months!” He couldn’t believe it. “How could you?” 

“Wes, I’m sorry. I didn’t know how to tell you.”

“Who is he?” he demanded. 

“My boss,” she answered, her voice small. 

“You’ve been screwing your boss for half a year, but still made plans to have me move in? When were you going to tell me?” 

“I don’t know,” she said with a shrug. Her voice trembled. Tears filled her big brown eyes. 

“Don’t you dare,” Wes warned. It suddenly dawned on him that Kate was a master manipulator. Tears were his weakness. He hated to see her cry and would always do anything to make her feel better. To catch her, nearly in the act, and for her to be the one to shed tears almost worked on him. Almost. He shook his head slowly and narrowed his eyes. “You had me fooled.”

She blinked the moisture from her eyes. “Wes, I’m sorry-”

“Save it,” he interrupted. “Your apology means nothing to me.”

“We were safe. I promise. We used condoms any time we...” She trailed off. 

“God!” Wes snorted on a laugh. “Thank you so much for thinking of me,” he sneered. “What were you going to do? Let me move in here and keep up the façade?” 

“I was going to try to find a way to talk to you today. Before you moved in this weekend.”

“You were going to wait until the last minute to tell me you’ve been having an affair with your boss? All my life is in boxes, ready to come here. Why didn’t you tell me months ago and save me the move?”

“I got offered a new position in my company. A higher position. More responsibility, better pay, travel... I accepted. I’m moving to San Diego.” 

“Good. Then I’ll never have to see you again.” He took his copy of the housekey off his keychain and tossed it on the floor at her feet. With a quick glance around the townhome, he began to walk backward to the front door. “Anything I’ve left behind, just box it up and leave it at Ed’s store.” With his hand on the knob, he raked his gaze over her body. Moss green eyes glared at her as he left her with one parting shot. “I can only imagine how you got the promotion.” 

Once outside in the cool afternoon air, Wes bent slightly to retrieve his duffel bag, tossed it into his truck, then calmly drove off without a second glance. 

––––––––
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“That’s brutal, man,” Brett muttered. 

As soon as he left Kate’s, there was only one place Wes wanted to go. He called Brett and gave him a brief rundown of the situation. When he arrived at the Martin residence, his mother and Ed had snacks and drinks waiting on the deck. 

Brett strummed on his guitar while Wes informed them all of what happened. A private person by nature, Wes didn’t mind the pow-wow. They were family and would find out eventually. May as well get it over with in one fell swoop. Mid-story, Wes paused to take a sip of his beer when he felt his phone vibrate. He took it out of his pocket and glanced at the screen to see a text from Tiffany. 

I heard. I’m so sorry, you didn’t deserve that. Call me. Love you.

“Word travels fast,” he murmured. “Who told Tiff?” 

“I did,” Maggie answered honestly. “I took a moment to call her and tell her what happened. She’s devastated for you. We all are.”

“Well, I’m shocked,” Ed stated. “You think you know someone.”

“I never would have thought Kate would be capable of stooping so low,” Brett chimed in. 

Wes set his phone on the table, face down so he wouldn’t see any more alerts. He loved Tiffany but he wasn’t in the mood for her persistence. He’d get in touch with her when he felt like rehashing today’s events. He picked up his beer and took another drink while he shook his head in thought. “It’s bullshit that she cheated.”

“Total bullshit,” Brett agreed. 

“She could have at least come clean when it all started,” Wes muttered. “I never would have pushed for us to move in together. Now I’m going to have to scramble to find a place to live.”

“I’d say come home,” Maggie stated. “But the sale on the house just closed.” 

After announcing to their children that they were moving in together, Ed and Maggie decided to make his home their residence. Maggie put her house up for sale after the new year. The house sold almost immediately and the move into her new life was smooth. She wished she could say the same for her son. She looked at Ed when she felt his hand on her shoulder and he gave her a reassuring squeeze. 

“There’s plenty of room here, Wes,” Ed offered. 

“What?” Wes snickered. “You mean like bunk in with Brett in the basement? I’d kill him with all his guitar strumming.”

“Screw you,” Brett laughed. “That basement is my domain. I’m not sharing.”

Ed joined in their laughter. Wes was like a son to him, and he was more than happy to open his home. “I meant Brett’s old room upstairs. It’s large. The bathroom connects to Tiffany’s bedroom, but since she’s not here, it would be like having your own private bathroom.” He could see Wes was thinking about it and suddenly an idea hit him. “You’re doing all the work for me on the new building.”

“Yeah?” Wes questioned. 

“There are the two upstairs apartments. Once I have a manager in place for the new store addition, I was planning on making one of the units upstairs part of that deal. Why don’t you move in here for the time being, work on getting that upstairs space finished, and take the other unit?” 

Twenty years ago, Ed Martin took a leap of faith and quit his corporate job. He bought a building in Old Port among the other shops and restaurants and opened a small deli. He and his wife, Carol, worked side by side nearly every day. Between their hard work, and her creativity with meals, that deli grew into a popular restaurant now serving breakfast, lunch, and dinner. When the building next door became available, he expanded his restaurant and added a bakery. When the building next to the bakery became available, he bought it and added a gift shop. Just recently, another neighbor of his decided to sell and Ed snapped it up immediately. He had visions of a higher-end retail section and the new building held plenty of charm. If he had it his way, he’d own the entire block. He was immediately interested in the new space not just because it connected to his existing space, but because the interior of the store wouldn’t take much work to get it running. It was the two apartments upstairs that needed work. 

Wes had taken his love of working with his hands and studied architectural design and carpentry along with getting his license as a general contractor. He began by doing odd jobs for friends and families and soon found himself being called upon for local businesses. He did most of the work himself and occasionally contracted out for larger jobs. Anyone in Old Port who needed something designed, built, or repaired called on Wesley Steele. 

The two apartments were identical floor plans. Even though his initial plan was to be living with Kate, when Wes got a look at the space, he fell in love. Living above the store could be interesting, and he knew he’d love the work to keep him busy. It was a good investment Ed had made. He sat back and crossed his ankle over his knee while he considered the possibility. “Tell you what, Ed,” Wes began. “How about I buy both units from you and knock the wall down between the two and make myself one large space?” 

Ed mirrored Wes’s body language and crossed his ankle over his knee while he thought about how to answer him. It never occurred to him that Wes might be interested in an investment. “Tell you what, Wes,” Ed countered with a chuckle. “How about we discuss you investing in the new building? The two units will stay, but you’ll not only own yours, you’ll also be a partner in the new store. A silent partner. You don’t know the first thing about retail, so I’ll expect you to remain silent.” 

“Partner?” Wes questioned. “Hmm.”

Ed nodded at his son. “I asked Brett if he’d be interested. He said no.”

“Sorry dad.” Brett gave Ed a cheeky grin. “I’m better suited to my music. Besides, Tiffany is the one you should be asking since she’s in retail management.”

“I plan on seeing if she’s interested in the investment, but not while she’s planning a wedding. I wish there was some way I could convince her to come work for me.” 

“That’ll never happen,” Brett stated. “Not while she’s marrying King Midas and all of his gold.” 

“She’d be perfect for it,” Ed said of his daughter. “When I feel like it’s safe to talk about something other than the wedding, I definitely want to consult with her. Have her help me choose the merchandise.”

“Retail buyer,” Wes mused. “Wasn’t that Tiffany’s dream job once?”

“Yeah,” Brett laughed. “She thought it would be a job from Heaven to get paid to shop.” 

“I can’t blame her,” Maggie decided. “Sounds perfect to me, but I don’t know the first thing about purchasing merchandise.”

Ed leaned in and kissed her. “But you run the books perfectly, and for that I’m grateful.” He looked at Wes with his brows raised. “What do you think?”

“Moving back home, so to speak?”

“Temporarily. I don’t see how you can’t get the apartments ready in about a year. Think you can handle us for that long?”

“Oh, I don’t have a problem with the two of you.” Wes jerked his chin toward Brett. “It’s this jackass and his guitar I’m afraid I might kill.”

“Not a chance!” Brett laughed. “It will be like our college days. Two bachelors, together once again!”

“God help us all,” Ed and Maggie said simultaneously. 

“Wes?” Ed questioned. 

Wes looked around the table at the people he loved. It wasn’t the most ideal situation, but this new offer definitely had his interest. He extended his hand to Ed. “Deal. Thank you, Ed.”

“No thanks needed. That’s what family does.”

––––––––
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The move into Ed’s home was easy enough since all of Wes’s belongings were already packed up. Within a week, he was unpacked. He looked around Brett’s old room. So many memories of their childhood and teenage years were there.

“If these walls could talk, huh?” Brett asked, as he read Wes’s mind. 

“Seriously.” Wes grinned. “I smoked my first cigarette with you in this room.”

Brett walked to the window that opened to one of the low sections of the roof. “We had this window open, and Tiffany still busted us!” 

“I had to pay her twenty dollars in return for her silence.”

“She hit me up for another twenty the next day.” Brett looked around the room with a smile. “Had our first beer in this room.”

Wes stood next to Brett with his thumbs hooked into his jean pockets. “Looked at our first Playboy in this room.”

“Hey.” Brett nudged Wes’s shoulder. “Remember when I got a VCR for Christmas one year and you got your hands on that porno?”

Wes’s head tilted back while his shoulders shook with laughter. “I remember making sure Tiff was at a sleepover, so we definitely didn’t get busted that night.” They laughed over the shared memories. Wes took a cleansing breath and looked around the room that was now his new home. 

Brett clapped Wes on the back and let his hand linger on his shoulder. “Starting over isn’t so bad.”

“Yeah,” Wes said softly. 

“In fact, I think it’s great. You have the renovation to keep you busy, then moving into the apartment to look forward to. And you get to live the life of a bachelor and sleep with whoever you want.”

“Not my style,” Wes muttered. “That’s always been more up your alley.”

Brett shrugged his shoulders and nodded. “Which is why the musician’s way of life works perfectly for me. Hey...” He nudged Wes’s shoulder once more. “Want to be my roadie?”

“Hell no!” Wes laughed. “But I’ll definitely come to more of your gigs.”

“Good, I always like it when my brother shows up.” Brett gave Wes a tight hug with a few reassuring pats on the back. “Life has a funny way of happening.”

After visiting for a while, Brett excused himself to get some recording done. One had to strike when inspiration hit. Wes walked to the closet where he had put a mini refrigerator and selected a beer. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. He had a nice place to stay. Brett’s old room was large and comfortable. And because Tiffany wasn’t home, this end of the hallway was relatively private and far away from the master bedroom. Wes didn’t want details of his mother’s and Ed’s private life, and he sure didn’t want to be exposed to any sounds coming from that room. The distance was good. 

It was like his own studio apartment until he moved into the one he would begin to renovate soon. He settled on the bed and turned the television onto ESPN. Drinking his beer, he glanced at the walk-in closet and decided to get creative with the unused space in there. His clothing only took up half of the closet. A project at home to keep his mind and his hands busy. He could do this for a while and be happy. 

Brett was right. Life had a funny way of happening.
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Chapter 3


[image: ]




May...

There were plenty of restaurants to choose from for dinner and live music in the trendy Boston neighborhood of Beacon Hill. There were few that actually allowed the diners to still have conversations with their dates and not have to scream over the music. Those were the ones where Brett liked to play. He wasn’t there to perform and put on a show, he simply wanted to make music. Or play cover songs like he was doing tonight. 

Brett accompanied a friend of his who was a local pianist and the owner of the establishment. Making music was his love. He didn’t think he’d ever settle down. So far, he hadn’t met a woman who made him feel the way playing guitar made him feel. Anyone who had gotten close, soon resented his love for getting lost in a song. He decided long ago to be married to his music.

As Brett strummed away to She’s Got A Way, Tiffany scooted closer to Wes in the comfortable booth they shared. She sipped her zinfandel and gave his sleeve a gentle tug. “I’m glad you came with him.”

Wes took a drink of his beer and smiled at her. “Me too. The drive is pretty easy and Brett and I always have a good time.”

“You’re not staying over?” she questioned. “You’re heading home tonight?”

He nodded. “I have work to do in the morning, so your brother promised me he wouldn’t hook up with a fan.”

Tiffany laughed softly, then watched her brother on the stage. He was in his element as he played the strings of his acoustic guitar. Brett was handsome and charming, women flocked to him after a performance. She looked back at Wes. “I sent you a text a few months ago.”

“Yup,” Wes answered. “And I replied.”

“Well, I requested that you call me.”

“I didn’t want to talk about it,” he said. “I thought a text would suffice.”

“You call that a text?” she insisted 

“I thanked you for reaching out,” Wes defended himself. 

“Thx doesn’t suffice,” Tiffany drawled. “I care about you.”

“I didn’t want to talk about it,” he snapped, then sat up straight when she glared at him. “Sorry, Tiff. I know you care, but I wanted to get over it without rehashing it.”

“And are you?” she wondered. “Over it? I’m not sure I’d get over something like that so quickly.”

He slid his arm casually across the back of the booth. “I’m hanging in there.” 

Tiffany inched closer to him and rested her hand on his knee until he made eye contact with her. “I’m not asking you to rehash it, but I will tell you this. I never liked her.”

Wes’s head jerked back in surprise. “Seriously? You were always nice to her.”

“That doesn’t mean I thought she was the one for you.” She could see his anger rise and rested her hand on his leg once more. “Don’t get mad at me, Wes. She was beautiful on the outside, but I could sense her shallowness on the inside. I didn’t trust her, and I was right.”

“Tiffany, don’t,” he warned. “I don’t want to rehash this.” 

“This isn’t rehashing. I’m just telling you, I think it was a good thing that-”

“Are you kidding me?” he interrupted her. His green eyes snapped with anger. “How can you possibly say that it was a good thing?”

“I didn’t mean it was good that you were lied to and cheated on. I just meant that in my eyes it was a blessing in disguise. You deserve so much better, Wes. I grew up with you. I know the kind of man you’ve grown into and how much love you have to give. She wasn’t worthy of it.” Tiffany leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek, then ran the pad of her thumb along his skin to remove the trace of lipstick she left behind. 

Wes was quiet for a moment. He studied Tiffany as she held his gaze. Her pretty blue eyes held love and concern. He hadn’t seen her since she had been home to announce her engagement. He wasn’t sure if it was her promotion at work, or her fiancé’s family rubbing off on her, but he thought she looked polished and elegant. Her honey blonde hair framed her face in subtle sleek layers that just brushed her shoulders. Her makeup was tastefully applied to enhance her eyes and highlight her flawless skin. He couldn’t deny how much of a beautiful woman she had become. 

“Wes?” Tiffany questioned when he remained silent. 

His eyes trailed over her face then subtly down her body. He deflected the subject. “You’ve lost weight.”

Tiffany laughed lightly. “I have a wedding dress to fit into. Well, I have to pick the dress first, but regardless, I have to look my best.” When he became quiet again, she persisted. “Wes?”

“Another round?” He summoned the waitress at Tiffany’s nod and ordered another beer for himself and another zinfandel for her. They listened to Brett play while they waited. When the drinks were delivered to their table, Wes took his time with a sip of his beer, then looked Tiffany squarely in the eyes. “Well, since we’re being honest. I think you can do better.”

Tiffany blinked in surprise. Her mouth fell open in shock. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah,” Wes said slowly, then repeated himself. “Yeah, I am.”

“Paul Mardsen is handsome, charming, successful,” she began. 

“He’s stuffy, he’s arrogant, and he’s stinking rich,” Wes declared. 

Tiffany’s heart started to race with anger. “Just because I told you how I felt about Kate, doesn’t mean you need to get nasty about Paul.”

“I’m just being honest. There’s something about him I don’t trust.”

“What has he ever done to make you distrust him?” she demanded. 

“Ed has only met him a few times, but has never met Paul’s family. Paul’s never been to Portland to visit your hometown, to see your family’s business. Your dad is incredibly successful.”

“This has nothing to do with my father or his business.”

“Where the hell is Paul tonight?” Wes wondered. “Your brother is in town, I’m in town. Why didn’t he want to visit with us? I’ll tell you why because he’s full of himself.”

“Wes, that’s not fair!” Tiffany exclaimed. “He was going to come, but something came up, so he sent me with the car and driver.”

“Car and driver.” Wes shook his head, bemused. “You’ve gotten distracted by shiny objects.”

“Are you implying that I’m marrying him for his money?”

“No. Never. I think too highly of you, Tiff. He’s giving you a fairytale wedding.”

“Yes, he is.”

“But will he give you a fairytale marriage?” 

Tiffany declined to answer him. She focused on her brother onstage as he segued into Sitting On The Dock Of The Bay. She swallowed over the lump in her throat as her eyes filled with tears, and was determined not to let them fall. 

Wes could see that he upset her. Her eyes were glassy with tears. He never meant to hurt her feelings, he only wanted her to know how he felt. What he didn’t say was that he would be there for her to pick up the pieces when they fell apart. In his gut, he knew that they would fall apart. He loved her, all he could do was be there for her. He slid his arm around her shoulders, pulled her close, and placed a kiss on her temple. His voice was soft when he spoke to her. “I didn’t mean to make you cry.” 

Try as she might, she couldn’t stop the tears from falling. Her voice trembled as she asked him, “What do you want me to do? Walk away from everything and move home?”

“Yes,” Wes answered honestly. “You belong there, you always have.”

Tiffany laughed at his directness. She swiped at her tears and sent him a sad smile. “My life is here. I love him, Wes. I want you to like him.” 

Wes returned her smile. “Ok, then I’ll try.”

Wes kept his arm around her until their server brought appetizers. While he snacked on wings, he couldn’t help but notice that Tiffany only munched on the carrots and celery that were included with the food. He understood a woman’s drive to want to look her best on her big day, but he had a gut feeling Tiffany was taking it a bit too far. 

When Brett’s set was done, he made the rounds and socialized with fans and guests, then joined Wes and Tiffany at their table. After an hour of visiting and another round of drinks, Tiffany stood up to say her goodbyes. 

“You two be careful getting home,” Tiffany insisted. She hugged Wes, then turned to her brother and smiled when he pulled her into a bear hug. “I love you, big brother.”

“And I love you, brat.”  

“You were awesome.” She kissed him on the cheek. “One of you please text me when you get home.” She gave Wes a sidelong glance. “And not a lame text like Thx.”

“Never again,” Wes promised with a wink. 

Tiffany held her arms out for a group hug and laughed with glee when they both squeezed her just a little too tight. “I love you guys. Be careful.” She kissed them both. “We’ll chat soon.”

As Tiffany walked away, Wes couldn’t resist following her with his eyes. He blinked to the present when he felt Brett land a punch to his arm. “Ouch!” Wes exclaimed as he rubbed his sore shoulder. “What the hell was that for?”

“You’re checking out my sister’s ass!” Brett laughed. 

“Sorry, man, but your sister’s got a great ass,” Wes chuckled. 

Brett’s eyes were wide on this newfound revelation. “Are you serious?” He had to know. “How long have you been looking at her like that?”

Wes took a sip of his beer while he considered how to answer the question. “Hmm, probably ever since she started wearing a training bra.” 

“What?” Brett sputtered over a sip of whiskey. “Why am I only hearing about this now?”

“Because,” Wes answered. “When I first started to notice her, I knew how close our families were, so I felt dirty... like it was wrong. When I finally got out of my head and reassured myself we’re not blood related, I figured either you or Ed, or God help me, both of you, would kill me for even thinking about her that way. By the time I thought it was safe to even tiptoe into that area, she moved away. Then Kate came into my life, now Tiff’s engaged.” He shrugged over all the obstacles. “I just figured it wasn’t in the cards for us, so I never acted on it.” When Brett simply stared at him dumbfounded, Wes continued. “She told me she never liked Kate.”

“And?” Brett questioned. 

“And I told her that I think she can do better than Paul.”

“Wow!” Once again, Brett choked on his whiskey. “You’re just full of surprises tonight. How was that received?”

“She wasn’t happy about it, but I feel good that I’ve said it. I’m sorry, Brett. But I think Tiffany is making a big mistake marrying him.”

Brett nodded in agreement. “I do, too, but really what can we do?”

“Nothing until she realizes she deserves more. I just don’t want to see her get hurt.”

“Neither do I,” Brett answered. “But if she does find herself detached from money bags and you’re still available...” He raised his glass and tapped it to Wes’s. “You have my blessing. I think you two would be great together.”

“I appreciate it, but I don’t see it happening.”

“You never know,” Brett mused. “Life...”

“Has a funny way of happening,” Wes finished for him. 

––––––––
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November...

After-hours at Mardsen Jewelers, the night before Thanksgiving was a company tradition. When the doors closed for the evening, the employees stayed until late at night and decorated the store for Christmas. It was a catered event with decadent foods, expensive wines, and it put everyone in the holiday spirit. 

Tiffany looked forward to this event every year. Holiday music was put on and the speakers played quietly into the room. The tree was decorated with purple and silver ball ornaments, and Mardsen signature purple velvet jewelry boxes were placed on branches throughout the tree. She stepped back to take a look at the tree, then glanced around the store, in search of her assistant manager. 

Tara was Tiffany’s right hand woman this past year. They had become so close working together and making the store successful, Tara had become Tiffany’s best friend and was also her maid of honor. Even though the wedding date hadn’t been set yet, Tiffany knew she wanted Tara by her side on her big day. 

Tara Nicole Thomas was a tall redhead with big brown eyes, a porcelain complexion, and a perfect hourglass figure. Her wicked sense of humor pulled Tiffany in immediately and they became fast friends. Tara loved her initials, TNT, because she considered herself a stick of dynamite. From her Louis Vuitton handbag to her clothing, and to the diamond pendant around her neck, Tara monogrammed everything with her initials. Tiffany thought it was clever and truly spoke of Tara’s personality. Her eyes scanned the store and she made eye contact with Tara who was flirting with the armed guard who protected the store every day. Tiffany waved her over.

“Damn!” Tara let out a low whistle and circled her finger in the air for Tiffany to twirl. “That dress looks fabulous on you.”

Tiffany trailed her hand down the black DVF wrap dress. “Sticking to my meal plan this time of year is not easy.” She lifted her glass of cabernet and took a sip. “But I told Paul I’m having wine tonight.”

“You deserve it.” Tara looked around the store at the other employees putting final touches on the garland that hung over the door. “This place is gorgeous every day of the year, but it really feels like something special during the holidays, doesn’t it?”

“Mm-hmm,” Tiffany agreed. She glanced at her watch to see it was just past ten. “Tomorrow we all get to relax before the chaos begins on Black Friday.”

Tara rubbed her hands together in anticipation. “I’m looking forward to those commission checks. The extra hours will be worth it.” She bumped Tiffany playfully with her hip. “Are you excited about hosting the holiday tomorrow?”

“I am,” Tiffany answered. “Although I don’t feel like I’ve done much. Paul’s mother had her chef plan the meal and they’ve been at our home cooking all day. She even lent us her housekeeper Rosa, to make the place shine from top to bottom.”

“Your house is gorgeous,” Tara complimented, then let out a wistful sigh. “It’s a life goal of mine to own a place in Beacon Hill.”

“Paul’s family has owned it for years,” Tiffany stated. “I’m very blessed to live there with him.”

“You’ve got your fancy little life all figured out, don’t you?” Tara teased. “Speaking of fancy, where’s the perfectly polished Paul?”

Tiffany glanced around and saw Paul through the window that peeked into the manager’s office. He was speaking with his father, their heads were together, and they both looked concerned. “I wonder what they’re talking about?” she murmured. “I hope those two can relax enough tomorrow. As much as I love them both, it’s always business and numbers with them.”

Tara reached for Tiffany’s hand and admired her engagement ring. “With rocks like this, I say let them talk business as much as they want.”

“He spoils me,” she said with pride. Tiffany set her wineglass down and reached for her purse so she could reapply her lip gloss. Out of habit, she peeked at her phone. Confusion crossed her face to see she had missed half a dozen phone calls from her father and nearly a dozen text messages, all of them from her father, Maggie, and Wes. She scrolled quickly through her messages. 

From her father:

Call me immediately!

Tiffany, I need to talk to you!

Honey, call me as soon as you can! 

I’m calling you at work.

From Maggie:

Honey, please call home, it’s important.

Tiffany, we need to talk to you.

Your father needs you.

From Wes:

I know you’re busy at work, but call home.

Tiff, this is an emergency, call home. 

Why aren’t you answering???

Her stomach lurched and trembled. Alarm bells went off in her head. She could feel the urgency in all the messages, but especially the ones from Wes. He didn’t mess around with communication. There was panic in his last message, she could feel it. Her fingers trembled as she scrolled through her contacts. She was about to press send to call her father when the office door opened and Paul walked out. He was as Tara said, polished and professional. His dark blonde hair was cut neat and tight. His deep blue eyes sought hers as he reached for her elbow. 

“We need to speak with you,” Paul said and turned her toward the office. 

Tiffany held up her phone, her hands began to shake with fear. “I have to call my father. I’ve missed all these messages.”

“Come with me.” Paul’s voice was calm. “Your father just called.” 

When Tiffany entered the office, Paul’s father, Frederic smiled at her and quietly closed the door behind them. He guided Tiffany to one the chairs facing his desk and waited while Paul sat next to her and took her hand in his. 

“What’s going on?” Tiffany asked, looking between father and son. “Why did my father call?”

As Frederic closed the blinds on the window for privacy, Paul squeezed Tiffany’s hand in comfort. “Tiffany, there’s been an accident.”

She immediately put the pieces together. If her father, Maggie, and Wes were the ones trying to reach her, it could only be one person. “Brett,” she breathed. She held her hand to her chest to slow her racing heart. Her breath was short, her eyes filled with tears. “What happened? Is he ok?”

Paul glanced at his father and continued at his nod. “Your brother was driving home from New Hampshire.”

“Right.” She nodded. “He had a gig and was driving home tonight so he’d be there for Thanksgiving tomorrow. What happened?”

“A commercial truck. A freightliner, um... he...” Paul stumbled over a way to tell her. “There was snow and the roads were iced over. The truck driver hit a patch of black ice and lost control of the vehicle.”

“A freight-freightliner,” Tiffany stuttered. Cold shards of panic seized her throat. “Those are big. They’re huge and heavy...” Large tears filled her eyes and spilled over onto her cheeks. 

Paul’s voice was gentle and soothing as he spoke. “Your father needs you at home.”

In her panic, she began to ramble. “But, it’s Thanksgiving. We have a house full of people coming tomorrow. The day after is Black Friday. It’s going to be so busy. I can’t let you down, I’m the manager of your store.”

Frederic’s voice was soft as he chimed in. “And we’re the owners and we know you need to be there for your father. A friend of mine has a private plane, your flight has been arranged. Paul will get you to the airport.”

Paul linked his fingers with Tiffany’s. “Mother had Rosa pack your things. A driver picked up your bags and they’ll be on the plane by the time we get there.”

“But wait!” Tiffany gripped his shoulder. Her voice hitched as sobs began to fill her throat. “Brett. He’s going to be ok, right? His Jeep is safe. Brett’s a good driver. He knows how to handle ice and quick movements.”

“His car was totaled,” Paul answered. 

“But he’s ok, right?” She looked between them. Her entire body began to shake when they both lowered their eyes. “Tell me he’s ok!” she insisted. “Maybe a broken leg, or some stitches. Brett is ok, he has to be. I just spoke to him this morning. Paul.” The sobs were uncontrollable as she feared the worst. She didn’t know who pressed a tissue into her hands, but she dried her eyes and implored Paul with a look. “Tell me he’s going to be ok!” Her entire world fell apart when Paul answered her. 

“Tiffany, darling. Brett didn’t make it. He was killed instantly.” 
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Chapter 4
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It was all a blur. One minute she was breaking down, shocked and devastated by the loss of her brother. The next, she was in a car with Paul, on the way to the airport to meet a private jet on the tarmac. She barely remembered jumbled conversations about the holiday. She and Paul were hosting Thanksgiving for twenty people, she felt awful canceling at the last minute and insisted Paul stay behind and continue with the meal. When they walked out of the office, Paul briefly informed the employees what had happened, and that Tiffany would be going home. Low voices expressed condolences; arms were tight around her as co-workers hugged her. Tiffany remembered Tara held her tightly and cried with her. Tara had embraced Tiffany and Paul together and offered to assist with the holiday. 

There was a tearful goodbye with Paul, then a quick and brief phone call to her father as she boarded the plane. Ed told her Wes would meet her at the terminal. Her bags were on the plane. It was cold outside. Everything was muddled. 

The flight was short and uneventful. Tiffany sipped a glass of cabernet with hopes that the alcohol would numb her feelings. She stared into the darkness of the night; the lights of the landing strip twinkled in the distance. She blinked when the flight attendant spoke softly to her. 

“Ms. Martin, we’re landing.” The woman smiled at her as she took her glass. “Make sure your seatbelt is fastened and we’ll get right to the gate. 

Going through the motions, Tiffany buckled her seatbelt, then sat up straight. She brushed her fingertips over her cheeks. They were dry. When did she stop crying? When the wheels contacted the ground, she jostled slightly in her seat and waited while the plane taxied to the gate. 

––––––––
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Wes waited at baggage claim. He was informed that Tiffany would have her bags with her, but it was a central location, so she knew where to meet him. He stood on the perimeter of the area, out of the way of the holiday bustle. His eyes filled with tears as he witnessed happy family reunions, while he stood there, still in shock at losing his brother. When he saw two men who looked to be his and Brett’s age embrace, he turned away and looked out the window into the night. It took everything he had not to interrupt the greeting and tell the strangers to soak up every moment because you never knew when it would be ripped away from you. 

He had been the last person to speak with Brett. Right before he got on the road, Brett called him to tell him he’d be home later. They spoke for a few minutes and kept the conversation brief like they always did. What was the sense in chatting each other’s ears off when they lived under the same roof? Wes told him to stay safe and he would see him in the morning. Little did he know, that would be the last time they would speak. He had been helping his mom and Ed with the timeline of Thanksgiving dinner when the phone rang. A highway patrol officer briefly informed Ed that his son was suddenly dead. None of their lives would ever be the same again. 

Wes forced himself to take slow, calm breaths when the pain of the loss wanted to cripple him with grief. There was a time and a place for it to happen. At baggage claim in the airport was not that place. He blinked to the present when he heard his name. 

“Wes!” Tiffany cried out when she saw him. She waited until he turned and made eye contact with her. Her eyes filled with tears to see the pain on his face. 

Wes was stunned when he saw her. He knew she was determined to be a svelte bride, but whatever she was doing, she had taken it way too far. The Tiffany he knew was trim, but womanly. This stunning blonde who stared at him across the terminal was dressed to the nines and at least twenty pounds underweight. “Holy shit, Tiff,” he whispered to himself. “What have you done to yourself?” When he saw her face crumble with emotion, he put his shock at her appearance aside and ran to her. 

Tiffany walked as quickly as she could. With her jacket draped over her arm and wheeling her suitcases behind her, she had to blink repeatedly to clear the tears from her eyes. When she reached him, she threw her arms around him and buried her face in his neck. She couldn’t stop the sobs as she clung tightly to him. The smell of him was woodsy and manly. The feel of him was strong, muscular, and secure. She realized she’d be just as heartbroken to lose Wes as she was to have lost Brett. 

Wes held her close, even more aware of how skinny she was. He felt like he was going to break her. Her emotion brought his to the surface. His chest shuddered on a sob as tears streamed down his cheeks. 

“Wes!” Tiffany’s voice was muffled against him. “Oh, my God, why? Why?”

“Shh,” he comforted her. His hand cradled her head as he kept his arms tightly around her. He looked past her shoulder and around the terminal. “Where’s Paul?” 

Tiffany stepped out of his arms and swiped at her tears. She framed Wes’s face with her hands and wiped away his tears with her thumbs. “He’s at home.”

Wes’s heart raced with anger. He stared at her in shock and grabbed her wrists to stop her movement. His voice was tight when he spoke. “He put you on that plane alone right after you got the news that your brother died? Why the hell isn’t he with you?” 

“Because,” Tiffany sniffled, then began to explain herself. “Tomorrow is the holiday and we had twenty people coming over. We couldn’t cancel on them at the last minute. I told Paul to stay behind.” 

“Screw the holiday! If something like this happened to the woman I love, I wouldn’t leave her side.”

“Wes, please don’t,” Tiffany begged. “I know you don’t like him, but please don’t.” When he only gave her a curt nod, she searched his eyes. “How’s my dad?” 

“Devastated, in shock,” he answered. 

“And Maggie?”

“The same.” He grabbed the handle of her larger suitcase and took her hand in his. “Come on. Let’s go home.” 

––––––––
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The drive home took less than twenty minutes. Even with the holiday traffic, it was an easy trek. Tiffany looked out the window as Wes drove. Familiar landmarks caught her eye, even in the darkness. She was vaguely aware of the holiday lights twinkling on random homes that had already been decorated for Christmas. 

Her eyes filled with heavy tears when Wes pulled his truck into the driveway of her childhood home. A sob escaped her throat when she realized she’d never see Brett’s Jeep parked there again. 

Almost as if he read her mind, Wes reached for Tiffany’s hand and brought it to his lips to press a kiss on it. “I know,” he murmured.

Tiffany knew she was going to fall apart the moment she saw her father and Maggie. She needed a few more minutes and appreciated that Wes knew once more where her thoughts were. 

“Take a few breaths,” he instructed. He swallowed over the lump in his throat as he took them with her. After a minute, he gave her hand a squeeze. “Come on. I’ll get your bags.”

Tiffany gave him a jerky nod. She slid out of the truck and waited for Wes, then walked to the front door with him. Emotions slammed into her the moment she opened the front door. All the warmth and scents from her childhood held a deeper meaning than they ever had when she entered the home, knowing her brother would never be there again. The sounds of Ed’s and Maggie’s voices were a low hum in the kitchen. Tiffany’s footsteps were quick as she rushed in that direction. 

“Dad!” she cried the moment she saw her father. Just as she knew it would, the grief slammed into her. “Daddy,” she breathed when Ed embraced her. 

Even through her thick cashmere coat, Ed could feel his daughter’s slight frame. His throat constricted as the sadness washed over him. She was all he had left. “Tiffany,” he whispered against her hair. His chest shuddered with sobs when she began to cry against him, her voice was muffled against his shoulder. He soothed her with words of comfort, tried to soothe himself in the process, and gently rocked her back and forth until she calmed down. 

Tiffany’s face was stained with tears when she stepped out of his embrace and turned to Maggie. Ed and Wes stood silent while the two women held each other through their tears. Maggie clutched Ed’s hand as she stepped away from Tiffany. 

“Come, sit down,” Maggie offered. “I’ll make you some tea.” 

When Tiffany unbuttoned her jacket and draped it over the back of a chair, Ed’s and Maggie’s eyes widened to see how thin Tiffany had gotten. They both looked to Wes, who acknowledged their shock with a subtle nod. Before she could sit down, Ed held onto her wrist and looked her up and down. “Why are you so thin?” he demanded. 

Tiffany accepted a tissue from Maggie and dried her eyes. “I’m planning a wedding,” she stated.

“Since when does planning a wedding include extreme weight loss?” he wanted to know. 

She sat at the table and thanked Maggie for the steaming mug of chamomile tea, then gave her father a subtle shrug. “I’m picking out my wedding dress soon. The styles I’m looking at look better on a slender frame. I want to look my best.”

“You’re underweight. This isn’t healthy,” Ed said with worry. 

“I’m fine, Dad,” she insisted. “I know what I’m doing.” She stared at her father as he stared at her. Love and concern were evident in his eyes. Tiffany patted his hand and pulled out the chair next to her for him to sit. “I’ve lost a little weight, but I just want to look my best.”

It suddenly occurred to Ed that his daughter was alone. “Where’s Paul?” Again, he looked to Wes and received a slight shake of his head as a response.

“I saw that,” Tiffany said to Wes. “Like I told Wes, we were hosting Thanksgiving tomorrow. I didn’t want to cancel on twenty guests at the last minute. Paul’s mother went to a lot of trouble helping us. I insisted he stay behind. Tara offered to help host.”

“Why isn’t he with you?” Ed demanded. “Given the circumstances, I would think anyone would understand why a holiday dinner would be canceled.”

“I told him to stay. It was me, I’m the one who made the decision. I’m ok with it,” she suddenly snapped. “Why aren’t you?”

“Don’t get testy with me,” Ed chastised his daughter. 

“I’m sorry, Dad,” Tiffany said, duly chagrined. 

“She’s probably hungry,” Wes mumbled to his mother. “That’s why she’s so cranky.”

“Wesley,” Maggie whispered. “Stop that.” Maggie sat at the table next to Ed. She too wondered why Paul would send his fiancé home late at night after a horrible family tragedy, but she kept her thoughts to herself. 

Tiffany wanted the focus off her, but she also wanted to be caught up to speed. “Speaking of Thanksgiving...”

“We’re still cooking,” Ed answered. 

Maggie nodded with him. “We had everything prepared. Once word of this gets around, it’s going to be busy with visitors throughout the day, I imagine.”

The last thing Tiffany wanted was a houseful of guests, but she also knew such was the way when a family suffered a loss. People would come, most likely with food they didn’t need, especially since there would be a feast already. There would be words of comfort, memories, both happy and sad. Most of all, she knew there would be tears... a lot of them. Thanksgiving had been her favorite holiday, until now. “Ok.” She nodded on the information. “And the service?”

Ed swallowed thickly to think about laying his son to rest. “Brett’s wishes were to be cremated. We’ll have his ashes in a few days.” He paused and gripped Tiffany’s hand in his when she started to cry again. “The service will most likely be next Tuesday. How long will you be home?”

“Two weeks,” she answered. 

“That’s it?” Wes asked, shocked. 

Tiffany bristled at Wes’s reaction. Since he spoke up about Paul in May, Wes never made it any secret that he didn’t agree with her choice of fiancé. Any chance he had, he told her to move home. She also knew that people grieved in their own way. Bickering with Wes wasn’t going to make the situation any better. “Yes, two weeks. I’ll be here to help in any way that I can. I’ll be here for the service and the following week.” She squeezed her father’s hand. “I’m happy to help at the restaurant, if you need me.” 

Ed pulled Tiffany in for a hug and held her tightly to him. “I’m happy you’re here. I need you right now, Tiffany.”

“I’m all yours, Dad.”

––––––––
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They spoke for another hour about the upcoming days. Cooking would begin first thing in the morning, as would the phone calls and visits. Tiffany said goodnight to her father and Maggie, got herself ready for bed, and laid in the darkness for another hour, staring at the ceiling. She was emotionally drained, devastated by the loss of Brett, and prayed for a few hours of oblivion, but to no avail. She slipped into leggings and an oversized t-shirt, put thick, warm socks on her feet, and walked quietly down the stairs. 

The door to the basement was just around the corner from the kitchen. Brett’s domain. Could she face it so soon after his death? She held her breath and placed her hand on the knob. 

––––––––
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Wes stood on the deck outside and stared into the darkness of the woods. Nearly two o’clock in the morning and his mind was racing. Any time he tried to close his eyes and sleep, thoughts of Brett demanded his attention. He took a gulp of whiskey from the tumbler he held and blinked back tears. Maybe a refill of the strong spirit could help him fade away for the night. When he walked into the kitchen, he stopped when he saw Tiffany standing at the basement door, ready to open it. “Tiff...” His voice was quiet, barely above a whisper.

“I didn’t realize you were down here,” came her soft reply.

Wes gestured toward the basement door. “What are you doing?”

“I need to feel close to him,” she admitted.

“Don’t you think it’s too soon?” Wes asked. He refilled his tumbler with whiskey and walked closer to her.

She shook her head. “No.” Tears filled her eyes as she turned the knob and took that first step down the stairs. 

“Tiff, wait,” Wes protested. 

“No,” she repeated. Her footsteps were rushed as she descended the stairs. She stopped suddenly when Brett’s living space was before her eyes. Her hand came up to rest over Wes’s on her shoulder when she felt him behind her.

It was set up as a one-bedroom apartment with a living room. Brett had a recording booth with a soundboard and microphones to record his music. Through a wide door was his bedroom. For a creative type, Brett kept the space surprisingly neat. Decorated in soft, muted tones of beige and brown, it was cozy and comfortable. 

Wes stepped closer to her and slipped his arm around her waist. He rested his head against hers as he looked around Brett’s room. “Tiffany, what are you doing?”

Her breath hitched in her throat, tears blurred her vision. “I understand that facing someone’s personal space takes weeks, months...” She shook her head and blinked quickly to clear her eyes. “Sometimes even years, but I can’t wait that long. I need him now. I need to touch him,” she said as she trailed her hands along the arm of the plush beige couch. She picked up a black cable knit sweater he had folded over the arm of the sofa, pressed it to her nose, and inhaled her brother’s scent. “I need to smell him.” Her shoulders shuddered to smell his signature scent of Polo. Years ago, when everyone stopped wearing it, Brett refused. He said the ladies loved it, so he bought it regularly. “I need to feel him.” She pulled the sweater over her head and wrapped her arms across her torso, feeling his love and presence around her. The emotions were overwhelming, but the more she touched, felt, smelled, the more she needed. She walked to the soundboard in his recording area and let her fingers trail over the keys on the machine. “I need to hear him.”

“Tiffany, no,” Wes pleaded. His eyes were full of tears, his chest jerked with sobs to see her going through all the emotions he wasn’t ready to face. But when he saw her at the threshold of the door, there was no way he could let her face them alone. To see Brett’s bedroom, to smell him, feel his presence was hard enough. He wasn’t sure he had the strength to hear his music. His eyes fluttered closed when Tiffany pressed a button on the CD player and the room filled with soft, sultry notes of Brett strumming on the acoustic guitar. “Dammit, Tiff, I wasn’t ready for this.” 

How could it be? Just the other day, Wes had been in this room with Brett, talking about his next gig. Excited to promote his recent album and how inspired he was for another one. A Christmas album, simply because Brett knew it would sell. The tune of Silent Night filled the air. Wes took a drink of whiskey to keep his emotions in check. 

Tiffany turned to him. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “I’m sorry, Wes.” When he offered her the tumbler, she took a gulp of whiskey then handed it to him. “I can’t stop thinking about his last moments. Was he scared? Was he in pain? Did his life flash before his eyes?” 

Wes stepped to her and slipped his hand around the back of her neck. He rubbed softly to ease her tension. “If he was killed instantly, he probably felt nothing. Physically or emotionally. And again, if it was instant, he probably didn’t have time for flashbacks. I guess we can take comfort from the fact that it was quick, and he didn’t suffer.” 

He pulled her into his arms and held her close. Silently, as one, they moved together to the sounds of the classic Christmas song. They both stopped abruptly when the music segued from the soft tunes of Silent Night to the plucky tunes of Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer. Through their grief they were able to laugh. Tiffany leaned her head on Wes’s shoulder as the giggles overcame her. 

“Leave it up to him to get snarky,” she snickered.

“He was fluent in sarcasm,” Wes agreed with a grin. 

Her laughter quickly turned into tears as she voiced her fear. “I keep thinking, if you were with him, I’d be beside myself right now.”

“Tiff, don’t,” Wes began. 

“No.” She shook her head as her eyes filled once more. “What if you were with him? What if you-”

“I wasn’t,” he interrupted. 
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