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      Shelby

      I teeter in the three-inch black heels, feeling like Frankenstein, when the person behind me trips me and I stumble. Legs wobbling, I try to dodge the peaches and cream missile coming at me like a floral grenade. Women scramble madly, jostling each other around as they fight for the offending item, headed straight for my face.

      I lift my hands as a shield and my fingers curl around the base of the bouquet. If this wasn’t my best friend’s wedding reception, I’d pitch the thing. Faking a smile, I hold the bouquet up in the air as cheers and groans of disappointment go up around me.

      It’d take a miracle for me to walk down the aisle again and tie my life to someone else’s. I spent too many years trying to twist myself into a mold to fit my ex-husband’s whims. I did the smart things and wound up in a boring marriage full of loneliness and gaslighting, along with a dull job I hated.

      Untangling the mess had taken years, and I still regret the time I wasted not supporting the arts. The DJ drones on about the garter toss as I make my way across the black-and-white ballroom, smiling at the congratulations as envious gazes cut through me.

      “I did not aim at you,” Victoria says immediately.

      Chuckling, I smile. “I figured. It’s the eager beaver in the navy lace get-up that nearly took me down and landed me in this position.” I shake the flowers at her.

      “Better you than me,” Honora adds, making us chuckle. She’s tamed her thick black curls into a subdued style that frames her face.

      “Don’t even look at me.” With our divorces firmly behind us, no one is looking to get hitched any time soon. Victoria’s wedding came as a surprise.

      “You never know what path life is going to take you down,” Victoria says thoughtfully. The slender former ballerina is clad in a white lace dress with a slit up her side and tiny delicate butterflies sewn onto the material to make them look like they’re about to take flight.

      With her thick brunette locks done up in a topknot reminiscent of her ballerina days, she’s a beautiful vision.

      “You’re glowing, Victoria,” I whisper, taking in the sheen to her skin that has nothing to do with make-up.

      “That would be the mini me.” She pats her waist and I gasp.

      “You’re pregnant?” I whisper.

      She nods. “Surprise.” We all huddle in, hugging her as we fire questions at her.

      Victoria wiggles free, laughing. She holds up her hand. “One at a time. I just found out a couple of weeks ago. Huck was the only one I told until now.”

      Christina squeezes her hand. “I am so happy for you.”

      We all knew motherhood was a big dream for her.

      “How’s everything?” I ask gently.

      “Perfect.” Understanding passes between us. The loss of her first child had been a painful experience she’d gone through without the support of her first spouse. I wanted to rip her then-husband’s balls off for that.

      Huck was the opposite of that spineless piece of work in all the ways that counted. Protective yet supportive, the older man and his daughter blended into Victoria’s full life. Together, the three were working hard at forming the family they’d all longed for.

      “If you need anything, I’m here.”

      “We all are—,” Honora adds.

      “I love you ladies.”

      “We love you too,” Christina smiles. The newest to our trio, the bold, sassy-mouthed big-city girl fits in like she’s always been here. The female detective keeps us entertained with her antics and stories.

      Running a start-up agency with her college bestie, she’d taken a chance on small-town life from a bigger city and never looked back.

      Another One Bites the Dust comes over the speakers and I laugh. I look over my shoulder and find men gathered behind Huck; I watch as the delicate slip of white lace with a pale blue bow flies over his shoulder. A tan tattooed arm shoots up and catches it mid-air. My stomach drops as the men fall back and the town’s bad boy is front and center; Arias Almedia.

      “Oh God. He’s an eternal bachelor. Why was he even out there?” Honora mumbles about her older brother.

      I’ll never tell her the truth. He’d been trying to get me alone for years, but I never thought he’d stoop this low. Stomach twisting in a knot, I gulp.

      “Go up there and have your dance.” Victoria wiggles her eyebrows. My onetime crush, Arias, had been the object of my school-girl fantasies for most of our young adult life. I bite my tongue to keep my truth to myself. We’d crossed the line of imagination to reality and it had crushed me.

      “You know I don’t like him like that anymore Vic.” I frown.

      “The lady doth protest too much,” Honora says in a sing-song voice. “You could be my sister-in-law.”

      “I’m your sister regardless.” I nudge her with my elbow and she laughs.

      Shoving me forward, she gestures toward the center of the ballroom, clearing out for us. A groomsman drags a chair to the floor, and I reluctantly walk over.

      “Let’s get this over with, shall we?” I ask cooly.

      Arias’s brow dips and his bright green eyes dim as he leans in and whispers into my ear. “Don’t be like this.”

      “How else would I be?” I sink into the chair and smooth the deep purple bridesmaid gown over my thighs.

      Mock pearls around the waist and crisscrossing over the rounded bodice add a vintage vibe that fits the mansion where they’re holding the reception. High ceilings, dark wood, and impressive chandeliers set a moody gothic stage for the new Mr. and Mrs. Rawlings.

      A tall stain-glass window on the landing made for an unforgettable photo op for the bride and groom.

      Are You Gonna Be My Girl plays, and he teases the crowd, swinging the garter around as everyone cheers. Kneeling in front of me, his calloused hands travel up the length of my leg. My flesh heats in the wake of his touch. I hate how much effect he still has on me.

      Knowing just how clever his fingers are sends my mind back to a night full of flickering candlelight, gentle caresses, and life-altering sex. The crowd whistles as he massages the tension from my calves.

      I glance down. “Don’t,” I mouth.

      Gently working the garter over my black heel, he slowly slides it up my leg. The rough material and the heat of his hand has gooseflesh forming all over my body. He pauses mid-thigh and I inhale shakily. The muscles in his neck tense and the ring of green shrinks as his eyes dilate.

      He squeezes and I jerk. Crowding my space, he holds my gaze captive with his own. “We will talk tonight.”

      I glance away. I can’t ignore him and advocate for my student. Ricky looks up at the man who serves as a mentor. Reaching the teen will take both of us. He has a chance to escape his rough home life and get a full ride to an Art School.

      He’s been dragging his feet on the project, and thwarting my every attempt to help him focus and get to work on the pieces he needs to add to his portfolio.

      “Fine.” This is going to happen on my terms, not his.

      His eyes widen and he flashes me the smile that used to make my knees weak, my panties wet, and my heart racing.

      He rises, offering his hand. I take it, ignoring the butterflies in my belly as he helps me stand. I’ll make use of the open bar to get through what’s about to happen next. He pulls me to his side.

      “Smile for the cameras, pretty girl.” His large hand squeezes my hip. I grit my teeth, fighting the urge to melt into him. His firm words go straight to my core. I press my thighs together. No one ever woke that side of me but him. I stifle my physical response and turn to smile for the pictures being snapped rapidly.

      “Meet me out back at the Maze in twenty minutes,” he whispers into my ear before he pulls away, chatting with other family and friends.

      “That looked intense.” Victoria waves her hand in front of her face.

      “Was it everything you dreamed it would be?” Honora teases.

      “Am I missing something?” Christina asks.

      “Oh, my brother was her forever crush growing up.”

      “Was is the keyword in that sentence,” I point at her.

      “It looked like there might’ve been sparks.” Victoria shrugs.

      “He definitely looked ready to eat you up,” Christina says playfully.

      “It’s not the meal that’s the problem, it’s the aftertaste. When I scratch an itch, it won’t be with someone who lives in the same town.”

      “Are you ready for more?” Honora asks.

      “Maybe?” I shrugged. “I’ve been divorced for five years. It took time to get myself together and rediscover who I am now. I’d be open to a companion.” The honest answer surprises me. I hadn’t thought much about my relationship state.

      “Then we should help you find one,” Victoria says.

      “That’s the newlywed bliss effect. Focus on your family for now, will you?” I ask.

      She laughs and Huck appears. “Can I steal her away for a dance, girls?”

      “Since it’s your wedding reception, we’ll allow it.” I wink as he tucks her hand into his arm and leads her away.

      “They’re sweet,” Christina says with a sigh.

      “Yeah.” I nod my head in agreement.

      “Would you do this all again?” Honora leans against me as we watch the couples waltz.

      “It’d have to be one hell of a man. Enough with the musings. Let’s grab a drink and dance.” Christina chases away the melancholy trying to creep in and we walk toward the bar they’d set up in the corner.

      Downing the rest of my highball, I gesture toward the French doors that open out to the outside and wave my hand over my face.

      “Do you want me to go with you?” Honora calls over the music.

      “No. Stay and enjoy yourself.” I squeeze her shoulder and make my way outside. Glancing around, I nod at the men smoking at the far end of the stone bannisters and continue to the tall bushes trimmed into square-shaped hedges.

      I approach the magnificent structure and Arias steps to the right appearing in the rectangular entrance. He takes a step back, disappearing from view, and I follow.

      “I found us a place to sit.” Turning, he gestures for me to follow him. A curved stone bench presses up against one of the green walls about half a foot away from the entrance.

      “I know I don’t deserve it. I mishandled our situation—.”

      “You took my virginity and ghosted me, Arias. Call it what it was.”

      He drops his head. “I wish I could go back—.”

      “And what? Let me down gently?” I scoffed.

      “No.” He shakes his head. “I would’ve handled everything differently. Back then, I didn’t know you were a virgin.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek.

      “We both know that matters. You kept it from me.”

      “Because I didn’t want you to stop or think I was a kid,” I admit, cursing my foolish younger self.

      “Once I touched you, I couldn’t stop, Shelby. I knew better—.”

      “Why?” I blurt the words that have etched themselves into my soul.

      “Because I couldn’t give you what you deserved.” His shoulders slump.

      “Oh, please.” I roll my eyes. “You never tried. Don’t give me the, it wasn’t you, it was me, excuse. You’re better than that.”

      “The problem was always me. You know how the town viewed my family. They were just shy of making crosses with their fingers and throwing holy water. What we do, holistic healing and divination, were misunderstood and feared.”

      “And I never cared about that.”

      “You should have. Things have changed now, but you remember exactly what it was like back then. You’ve always been talented and driven. My place was here with the family business. I couldn’t drag you down. It would’ve been like sewing a scarlet letter A to your chest and watching the town judge you for it.”

      I suck on my teeth. He’s not wrong. The ignorance, intolerance, and fear were scary.

      “That would have been my decision to make Arias.”

      “I know that now, but back then, I thought I was doing the right thing.” He rubs the back of his neck.

      “What are you asking me for?” I cross my legs and twine my fingers together around my knee.

      “Forgiveness? To stop acting like I repulse you.” He shrugs.

      “Saying you hurt me is an understatement. You broke my trust, heart, and faith in men for a long time.”

      “I’m sorry.” His earnest response matters more than I thought it would.

      “I came out here because we have a mutual interest. Ricky.”

      Arias smiles. “He’s amazing, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, and he has a real chance at a full scholarship to a college in Indiana. They’ve expressed interest over the past two years, and they want him to send in a portfolio.”

      “That’s amazing.”

      “Yes. But I’m worried he’s going to squander the opportunity by sticking with his vision.”

      His thick brows kiss. “What do you mean?”

      “He wants to feature cryptids. If they can’t connect to his piece. It could spell disaster.”

      Arias chuckles. “I mean, give him points for uniqueness.”

      “I might, but will they?”

      He sobers. “Ah.”

      “Help me talk sense into him.”

      “You think we should teach him to compromise his ideals to fit in.”

      I roll my eyes. “I see where he gets it from.”

      “Artists have to tell their story or they lose the muse.”

      “If they want to eat, they have to learn to do both in the proper times and places.”

      Arias sneers. “You know I’m right.”

      “How about we meet each other in the middle with this?”

      I release a breath. “We have to because I’m not letting him fall through the cracks. He has to get out of that house. His mother chooses to stay with his father. He doesn’t have that luxury until he’s eighteen.”

      “I know.” Arias reaches over and grabs my hand. “I know the law says if the child is being provided for and not being physically harmed or neglected, they can’t step in to interfere. I’ve looked into it. His father is a drunk, but he’s not physically violent and functions enough to work and bring in a paycheck. We’ll get him through this.”

      I nod, relieved that I have someone to share the burden. “He’s a good kid. Bright, articulate, and talented. I can’t sit back and watch the light go out in his eyes and his future slip through his fingers.”

      “We won’t let that happen, okay?”

      Exhaling, I relax and lean back against the maze. “Okay.”

      “You look beautiful, by the way.”

      “Ugh.” I pull my hand free. “Just when I thought you’d changed.”

      “Get used to me saying all the things I’ve been holding in. I screwed things up for us before. I won’t do it a second time.”

      I snicker. “Funny that you think there is an us.”

      “There could be.” He scoots close to me. “If you allowed it.”

      “Arias.”

      “I expect to have to earn it; don’t mind waiting when it’s worth it. I hated seeing you with Kyle. He never respected your passions or understood what a fucking gem you were. I do.”

      My eyelids flutter as heat creeps up my neck and across my collarbone.

      “Arias—.”

      “Don’t say anything yet. Just think about it. I know what I want, and I’m man enough to go after it now. I was a boy before. I’m sorry you got caught up in the young version of me’s bullshit.” There’s something incredibly sexy about a man owning his mistakes and his past.

      “We’re here for Ricky.”

      “That doesn’t change, regardless of what happens between us. This is me giving you fair warning.”

      My head spins as I try to calculate what he’s said.

      “Come on, we have a wedding to celebrate.” We stand and move to return to the historical mansion. I allow him to lead as I try to process what just happened.
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