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To C, always


Chapter One

Amari Foster inhaled deeply as she savored the lingering lassitude of sex. The scent of their early morning tryst rose up from the luxury cotton sheets of the king-size bed in their boutique hotel room. Her bones had melted under the skillful tongue of the woman who lay across from her. Amari rolled to her side and watched her as she slept while sifting through her memory for her name, not that it mattered.

No one used their real names on Hit Me Up. She was Bookish1 and the delightful woman next to her was Pleasedtoeatyou69, and as far as she was concerned that was just fine. The woman had been on her knees waiting for Amari when she opened the door to the hotel room. She had offered Amari a fistful of red silk ties, before she bowed her head and uttered her safe word.

Amari rolled to her back and rested her hand on her stomach. Thalia. That was the woman’s name. Amari stared at the ceiling as she considered phoning her mother to pick up her daughter after school. Her thoughts spun as she fabricated a reason why she needed to stay in Cleveland a bit longer so she could wake Thalia from her nap and continue her fun. A sliver of guilt wormed its way under Amari’s skin.

It would disrupt her mother’s teaching schedule if she asked her to watch her daughter after school. Stifling her sigh, Amari eased off the mattress, moving at a glacial pace so as not to disturb her bed mate. She stood at the bedside, indulging herself in one last look at Thalia as she slept. The silk ties she had presented to Amari for her to bind her with lay rumpled in a crimson pile on the floor next to the bed. The white sheet was draped over her lush curves, highlighting her light-brown skin. Her thick curls spilled over the pillow.

Amari’s fingers twitched as she remembered the feel of them between her fingers. The fine curve of her graceful neck had Amari wanting to kiss and nibble her way to her ear, to whisper all the salacious things she wanted to do as she palmed her heavy breasts. No. Not today. And no repeat. One and done. Even a mind-bending morning was no reason to change her rule.

Satisfied she had not woken Thalia, Amari padded to the bathroom. She reveled in the satisfied ache between her thighs. Thalia had been insatiable. She had delivered on her promise of leaving Amari spent. A wisp of melancholy blew through Amari’s mind as the crisp clean smell of the hotel soap washed away the evidence of their time together.

After washing up, Amari dressed quickly, avoiding her reflection in the mirror. Her phone vibrated on the countertop. She snatched it up and silenced it, hoping her chance for a clean getaway was not blown. The number for her daughter’s school flashed on the screen. Amari chewed her lip as she finished dressing. She tucked her phone into her pants pocket and draped her tie around her neck before she turned the handle of the bathroom door and eased it open.

After shrugging into her suit coat, Amari slipped her feet into her loafers. As Amari scanned the room, she patted her watch pocket. The hard edge of her ring under her fingertips satisfied her she had not forgotten anything.

Amari gifted herself a last vision of Thalia. She gave no evidence she was awake. Amari cursed her lack of time as she scratched a quick note on the hotel notepad. She positioned the room key card next to it. Stepping carefully, she crossed the room and exited. After closing the door gently, she strode down the hall.

★

Amari dug her ring out her pocket and slipped it over her knuckle. A stray plastic bag tumbled over the front of the car, driven by early fall winds off the lake. Amari rested her head on the back of her seat and dialed the school’s number. After ten rings the call went to voicemail. Amari drummed her fingers on the steering wheel as she redialed the school. As it rang, she scanned the windows of the hotel, attempting to place the room she had occupied.

“Sikesville Central. May I help you?”

“This is Amari Foster, Brianna’s mother.” Amari turned the key to start the car. The engine caught with a low hum.

“Yes. Hold on, please. I have Mrs. Jackson for you.

Amari leaned her forehead on the steering wheel and willed herself calm as she waited for the principal to answer.

“Ms. Foster? Sorry to bother you again.”

Amari drummed her fingers on her knees. “What is the problem today?”

“Brianna’s had a difficult morning with some of the other students. And now she’s refusing to do her art project. I’m sorry, but we are not sure what we should do.”

“Mrs. Jackson, we have a plan in place for this type of behavior. Is it not working? What is the point of having a plan if no one uses it?”

“I’m sorry. We’re a small school. I’m just not sure we can meet her needs. She’s refusing to do anything. Will you be able to pick her up?”

Amari leaned back in the seat and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Yes. I’m not in town. It will be at least an hour before I’m there.”

“She’ll be in the administrative assistant’s office.”

“Fine.” Amari disconnected the call and tossed her phone onto the passenger seat. She leaned back in her seat and stared up at the façade of the hotel and the window of the room she had occupied. Anger and frustration gave way to resignation. Turning her attention to the parking lot, she backed the car out of the parking spot and turned toward home.

★

The sway of the bed as Bookish1 left the bed drew Thalia from her post-orgasmic haze. She kept her eyes closed and her back to the woman even as she sensed her presence at the side of the bed. Amari. That was her name. Or was it? Had she given her real name? No matter.

Whoever she was, Thalia wanted her to come back to bed. She wanted her to let Thalia smooth her hands over her firm belly before she indulged herself in the sweetness between her thick, muscular thighs. Amari’s breathing was audible in the quiet of the room.

The hairs on Thalia’s arms lifted. She sensed Amari’s pause by the bed. Thalia remained still, feigning sleep, anticipating Amari’s touch. Under the cotton sheets Thalia’s nipples firmed as desire threaded its way through her body.

She had clicked with Amari, their kinks lining up in a magical way. Amari had been able to fill every one of Thalia’s fantasies of a firm, but caring top, able to respond to Thalia’s pushback instinctively. Amari was a true dominant, comfortable in her role, a natural.

It was always a gamble with Hit Me Up. So many women imagined themselves dominant but were not. Amari’s understated confidence had undone Thalia from the moment she walked through the door of the hotel room and took control of their scene. A sharp wave of want crested as Thalia waited for Amari to wake her. Her fantasies spun out as she imagined Amari kneeling over her, warm thighs on either side of Thalia’s head, pressing herself against Thalia’s lips, taking what she wanted, accepting Thalia’s worshipful attention until she spilled her pleasure into Thalia’s mouth.

A wave of disappointment swept over Thalia as the whisper of Amari’s footsteps on carpet retreated, followed by the click of the bathroom door, echoing in the hotel room. Thalia opened her eyes. Amari’s carefully folded clothes were missing from the chair where Thalia had placed them. Her Louboutin loafers next to the chair were the only evidence of her presence.

Her silent exit into the bathroom with her clothes had answered Thalia’s question about more. Would she even say goodbye? Did Thalia want to have the awkward conversation she knew would ensue? She rolled to her side, closed her eyes, kept her back to the bathroom door.

The snick of the bathroom door opening and the sound of stealthy movements, the scratch of the pen on the hotel paper, followed by the squeak of the door hinges as it opened and closed killed Thalia’s hopes. And as furtively as it had started, the scene ended.

Thalia flipped the covers aside. The slight chill of the room peaked her nipples as she left the bed, the carpet plush beneath her bare feet. The room was hers until tomorrow noon, and she planned on soaking up every luxuriant moment of it.

The faint scent of Amari’s cologne hung in the air even as Thalia washed the scent of her from her hands and her body. She closed her eyes, drew her fingertips over the more tender parts of her body, and sighed with the memory of Amari’s mouth on her nipples. Her broad palm had warmed Thalia’s ass with just the right amount of pain to make Amari’s fingering the most exquisite Thalia had ever experienced. The bath grew tepid, and she left the tub. After winding a bath sheet around her body, she exited the bathroom.

A handwritten note lay on top of the dark walnut wood desk. Amari’s crisp handwriting flowed across the pale-blue hotel stationery. Thalia swept Amari’s note off the smooth wood.

Pleasedtoeatyou69,

Empus rerum imperator. And today time commands me. Forgive me for not saying goodbye. I didn’t want to wake you. Thank you for a lovely time.

Bookish1

Thalia stared at the neat calligraphic script. She carried the note back to the bed and propped it up on the pillow next to her own. She lay on her side, curled up, and hugged her pillow to her chest as she read the note again. Grateful for Sister Pauline’s Latin lessons, Thalia studied the painfully polite note, so at odds with the use of their Hit Me Up handles. Did Amari even remember Thalia’s name?

Laughter and the clump of shoes in the hall outside her door annoyed the hell out of Thalia. She left the bed, crept to the window, and stared out at the trees just starting to change color on Wade Oval. Her nipples pebbled in the chill air of the room. She pulled the complimentary robe from where she had tossed it to the floor and tugged it on.

Friday morning and she had the room until Saturday noon. Maybe she could entice Amari to come back after she took care of whatever business had drawn her from Thalia’s bed? She picked up her phone from the nightstand, thumbed it on, and opened the Hit Me Up app. In the private message function, she typed out a quick note to Amari.

Fuit Voluntas mea. And truly it was a pleasure to meet you. I’ll be here until tomorrow noon. If you’re so inclined, I’d like to continue our scene.

T.

The sun climbed higher in the sky, flooding the room with light. Thalia pulled the robe tighter. Her stomach rumbled, and she opened the folder with the room service selections.


Chapter Two

“Mama, why do you wear this?” Brianna perched on the end of the bed and turned the scratched dull gold wedding band in her hands.

Amari adjusted her tie, tugging the knot in her bow tie into shape in the mirror. “Because it reminds me of your mommy.” She watched her daughter’s expression in the glass.

“It makes you sad.” Brianna held the ring up between her fingers and looked through it.

Amari turned to her daughter and held out her hand. “Sometimes.”

Brianna deposited the ring in her mother’s palm. “You should flush it.”

“What?” Amari pushed the ring over her knuckle before she slid her vest on.

“That’s what we did in my class when the fish died. I wasn’t as sad when I couldn’t see it anymore.” Her gaze settled on Amari. “If you didn’t see it, maybe you wouldn’t be so sad.”

Amari buttoned her vest from the bottom and held her daughter’s gaze. “I’m not sad.”

Brianna frowned. “You said to always tell the truth.”

“I am. And yes, sometimes it makes me sad. But other times it reminds me that your mommy and I were very much in love.” Amari lifted her suit coat from its hanger and folded it over her arm. She tilted her head at her daughter.

“I don’t remember her.” Brianna drew her hand over the comforter, tracing the pattern of the design with her fingers.

Amari swallowed on the dry ache in her throat and shifted her gaze to her shoes. “We need to go soon. We don’t want to come in after the bride.”

Brianna slid off the bed and spun in a slow circle. “Does my dress sparkle? Like Poppy in Trolls World Tour?”

Amari held the door open and nodded toward the hall. “It does.”

Brianna walked ahead of Amari. “Do you think they’ll have the spring rolls Ms. Mai makes?”

“I don’t know. I’m sure there’ll be something you want to eat at the reception.” Amari followed her daughter down the stairs to the living room.

“Don’t you look sharp. And, Brianna, you look so pretty in your new dress. Come here, let me fix your hair.” Cora Foster’s voice, filled with love, washed over Amari and pushed back her melancholy.

Brianna took a half step toward her grandmother and stopped. “I like it this way.” She squatted and rubbed her hand over their dog’s back. Lucy, their ever-patient Newfoundland, lifted her head and snuffled Brianna’s hand.

Amari lifted her chin at her mother. “Mom, please, let her be. She’s settled and we don’t have time for a meltdown.”

Cora pressed her mouth together in a thin line. “Fine.”

Amari plucked her keys from the hook by the door. “We won’t be late.”

Cora patted her lap. Lucy ambled over and rested her head on Cora’s knee. “We’ll be here.” She picked up the remote. “I’ve got a date with a Witcher.” She waggled her eyebrows.

Amari snort-laughed. “All right, Mom.”

Brianna crossed the floor, stopped short of her grandmother. She bent from the waist and leaned forward. “Hug?”

Cora scooted forward and pressed her forehead to Brianna’s brow. “Have fun. Bring Grandma a spring roll if they have them.”

“Okay.” Brianna straightened and walked to the door.

Cora’s gaze settled on Amari’s face. “You going to be okay?”

Amari looked away from her mother’s eyes. Her gaze settled on the faded photo of her wedding day on the wall behind the television. “Aren’t I always?”

Cora pursed her lips. “If you say so.”

Brianna shifted from one foot to the other by the door as she pulled her sweater on. “Mama, come on. The spring rolls will be gone.”

★

“If you breathe wrong, the three people in this town who haven’t seen your breasts are going to get a show.” Sally Hernadez sat on the bed, crossed her legs, and leaned back on her elbows. “When did you get this comforter?”

Thalia glanced at Sally’s reflection in the mirror. “Last month. And there are at least five.” She studied her face in the mirror and adjusted her low-cut dark-green sheath dress over her shoulders. “Wedding receptions are prime for finding thirsty people. All those good vibes and love in the air. I’m not going to miss an opportunity to hook up with someone to pass the time.”

“Pass the time?” Sally snorted. “Is that what they’re calling rebound flings these days?”

Thalia applied her lipstick and then stepped back from the mirror. She studied her full-length reflection. “No more long-term pseudo-marriage for me. I wasted three years of playtime because of Shelly. No strings for me.”

“You going to let Shelly put you off relationships?” Sally shifted on the bed and sat up. “I can’t believe you’re still letting her have the car. She doesn’t deserve it.”

“I’m not letting her. It was too much hassle to fuck with changing the title.”

“You paid for it. You paid for everything. She should at least pay you for it.”

“Let it go.” Thaila pulled some of the curls from her up-do down to frame her face. “Some of us aren’t as lucky at finding folks as you and Dale are. Mai’s a catch. Dale gets this crazy-in-love look on her face when she talks about her.” Thalia put on her favorite crystal drop earrings. “I get you’re all domesticated now and ready to settle down with Yvonne, but some of us are still out here looking.” Thalia neatened her lipstick with her pinkie.

“I’m not domesticated. I wasn’t that wild. What color is that?” Sally lifted her chin.

“Dragon Blossom. Sure, you weren’t. I know folks who’ll never get over you and your Red Riding Hood costume.” Thalia wiped her finger on a tissue before she tossed it into the wastebasket. “What kind of spell has Yvonne cast on you? You shut down your Hit Me Up profile, and you’re not even interested in naughty cosplay anymore. I hate going by myself.”

“No spell. She’s just—I don’t know. More. She makes me want more.” Sally sat up and held Thalia’s gaze in the mirror. “I’m not interested in sex with randos right now. And I still play. It’s not like everything has to be public.”

“If you two decide to play in public again, do you think you could talk her into being Maleficent again?” Thalia turned to face Sally. “She was amazing. I wanted to get down on my knees as soon as she rolled in.”

Sally lifted her chin and crossed her arms over her chest. “Un-huh. You and everyone else at the Mad Hatter’s Ball. And you wonder why we don’t come to group play anymore? Some folks don’t have boundaries.” A flash of anger sparked in her eyes. “I’m not the jealous kind, but I do have my limits.”

Thalia tilted her head and peered into Sally’s eyes. “Come on. How long have we been friends? I respect your thing with Yvonne. I didn’t even make her an offer that night. Chill.”

Anger faded from Sally’s face. “Sorry.” She glanced at her phone. “We need to leave.”

“What’s your hurry?” Thalia swept her clutch off the dresser, opened it, and tossed her lipstick tube in her bag.

“I promised Yvonne we’d help. Morgan is sidelined. Twisted her knee at the dog park.”

“We?”

Sally’s face twisted into an impish grin. “You were going to be there anyway. Can you think of a better way for you to assess your opportunities? Who knows? Maybe you’ll meet a sorceress of your own.”

Thalia led the way out of her bedroom. “I’ll drive.”


Chapter Three

“That’s my peach,” Yvonne Li called out, a perfect imitation of Sarah Paulson in Ratched.

Sally crossed to Yvonne, leaned down, and kissed her. Yvonne lifted her hand and slid it up Sally’s arm, cupped her elbow, and drew her closer. Thalia looked away from the subtly sexy scene. She failed to ignore the low tones of their conversation or stifle the edge of jealousy that flared like lemon juice in a paper cut.

The affection and sexual tension between the pair was palpable. Thalia stepped away from the couple and turned her back to them. The warm scent of roses filled the space as red and white late fall blooms spilled over an arch and graced the side tables along both sides of the room. Thalia fiddled with the beads on her clutch as she swept her gaze over the wedding venue, searching for anyone else she knew.

“Thalia, stop sulking and come over here.” Sally’s chiding tone would have annoyed her if not for their history.

Thalia turned to the pair. “I didn’t want to cramp your style.”

“Thalia, you are a vision. Is that Dragon Blossom? It looks lovely on you. Come here and let me get a good look.” Yvonne held on to Sally’s hand as she spoke and lifted her hand toward Thalia, an invitation to join them. Sally leaned against Yvonne, her arm draped around her shoulders.

“Thank you, Yvonne. And yes, it is.”

“Thank you for agreeing to be conscripted into being an usher. Morgan was the second usher, but she twisted her knee on Thursday. Eun was worried working as an usher would make it worse. There are few things in this world that scare me, but facing off with Eun Park over Morgan is not anything I want to take on.”

Thalia laughed. “I don’t blame you. She’s a hard-ass. The last party we were at, some young drunk fool tried to kiss Morgan. The fireworks were epic.”

Yvonne released Sally’s hand before she lifted a clipboard from the basket on the front of her mobility scooter. She unclipped a pen from the papers attached to it and held it poised above the paper. “Have you worked as a wedding usher before?”

“No. But I’m good at following directions.” Thalia met Yvonne’s gaze.

Yvonne tilted her head and shifted her attention to Sally. “How charming. At least someone is.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Tell me you didn’t like it?” Sally raised an eyebrow and stared at Yvonne.

Yvonne shifted on the seat of the scooter. She captured Sally’s hand, lifted it to her lips, and pressed a quick kiss over her knuckles. “I did. And we’ll work out the consequences for your behavior later.” A sly smile spread over Yvonne’s face.

Yvonne’s words and the way she gazed at Sally enthralled Thalia. She stared at the flirtatious pair, unable to look away. She fanned her face with her hands. “Look, you two, I’m going to need to find a cold shower if you don’t stop that.”

Yvonne released Sally’s hand. “Sorry. Now, where were we? Ushering, right, so I want to make sure the sides are balanced. We aren’t really going with family seating. Mai’s side is the left and Dale’s side is on the right, but if it looks like it’s going to be uneven, shift people around. Got it?”

“Got it, Ma’am.” Thalia held out her clutch. “Is there somewhere I can leave my purse?”

“There’s room in the basket.” Yvonne shifted her large bag to the side of the basket on the front of her scooter. Thalia placed her clutch next to it.

Yvonne inclined her head toward the front entry of the hall. “Stay here and greet people. I’ll be back with the programs.”

“No problem.”

“My love, will you come with me? I’m going to need your help with the box.” Yvonne backed the scooter away from them.

“Of course.” Sally turned to follow. “Back in a minute,” she called over her shoulder.

Thalia’s heart twisted as she watched the pair leave. Joy for her best friend twined with envy over their easy way with each other. Their laughter filtered back to her as she followed their exit with her eyes. Loneliness settled in her soul and she turned away from the scene.

★

“Hey, Brianna.” Yvonne held up her hand for a fist bump. “Have you met Thalia?”

“Are we going to have spring rolls?” Brianna eyed Thalia warily and ignored Yvonne’s gesture.

“After the wedding, yes. Where’s your mom?” Yvonne lowered her hand to the handlebars of her mobility scooter.

“Bathroom. She had to pee.” Brianna ran her hand over Yvonne’s dress. “You look like a princess.” She stepped back and spun in a circle so her dress flared out. “I like to twirl in my dress. I like how it feels on my legs.” Her face screwed up as she stared at Yvonne’s mobility scooter. “You can’t twirl, can you?”

“No. But if I drive really fast, my dress flutters like that.”

Thalia laughed. “Now, I know why you’re always in a hurry on that thing.”

Brianna turned to her. “Are you Yvonne’s girlfriend? How old are you? I’m going to be ten on my birthday. I’m Brianna.”

“Nice to meet you, Brianna, and no, not that lucky. And old enough.” Thalia tapped the edges of the wedding programs against her palm. “Do you go by Brianna? Or Bri?”

Brianna wrinkled her nose. “I am not a cheese.”

“Got it. Brianna it is.”

“Brianna, we talked about those kinds of questions.”

A shiver rolled through Thalia as the woman walked toward to them. Thalia rested her hand on Yvonne’s shoulder. Her body responded to the broad-shouldered woman whose devilish smile and rumbling deep voice had seared itself into Thalia’s brain. Amari was walking toward them, her gaze fixed on Brianna.

Thalia wiped her damp palms on her dress. She had sent three messages to Amari since their tryst, asking for a repeat meeting, and not received any response. And now here she was, so focused on the little girl standing in front of them, and she had not seemed to notice Thalia.

Thalia took advantage of Amari’s distraction and studied her. From her sharp low-cut fade with a hard part and fresh edges, down to her polished wingtips, everything about her screamed stud. Thalia’s fingers itched to touch her again.

Her neatly tailored suit coat accentuated her broad athlete’s frame. Thalia’s mouth watered as she remembered tracing every curve of the woman’s body with her tongue. She had feigned sleep when Amari had snuck out of the room, wary of soulful talk after their morning of hot-as-fuck sex. But after her messages were unreturned, she had regretted her decision to not ask for a repeat before Amari had left the hotel room.

Amari’s jaunty yellow bow tie contrasted sharply with her stern expression as she turned to Yvonne. “Sorry about that, Yvonne.”

“Nothing to apologize for, Amari.” Yvonne lifted her chin. “Thalia is my good friend, Brianna. Ms. Sally is my girlfriend.”

Thalia straightened her posture and smoothed her palms over her dress. She lifted her chin and smiled at Amari.

Amari’s eyes widened. A flare of fear crossed her features before she smoothed her expression. Thalia lifted her chin and met Amari’s gaze. Her reaction to seeing Thalia was all she needed to know about how open Amari was to acknowledging their previous acquaintance.

Yvonne gestured to Amari. “Thalia, have you met Amari?”

“I’ve not had the pleasure.” Thalia shifted her body to face Amari squarely.

“Amari Foster. Brianna’s mother.” Amari held out her hand. A grimace that might have passed for a smile twisted her mouth.

“Thalia Makris.” Thalia clasped Amari’s hand. Her palm was soft and her grip as firm as Thalia remembered. A flush rose in Thalia’s face and spread across her chest as she held Amari’s gaze a long moment. A kaleidoscope of lurid memories flooded her mind and a flame of desire ignited in her belly.

Amari’s smile morphed into a genuine one. Her warm brown eyes flecked with gold sparkled with humor as if she could see every thirsty thought in Thalia’s head. “Nice to meet you.”

Brianna tugged her mother’s suit coat as she scanned the room. “Where is Ms. Mai? Is she making the spring rolls?”

Amari let go of Thalia’s hand slowly, giving the back of her knuckles a brief rub before she released her.

Thalia gripped the edge of her skirt, willing herself not to fidget under Amari’s gaze.

Yvonne laughed. “Not today. We didn’t let her cook today because she’s getting married.”

“How did you manage that?” Amari raised her eyebrow. “Do you have her tied up somewhere?”

“We put Eli in charge of distracting her.”

“Eli Miller could convince a hungry dog to leave a meat wagon.”

Yvonne backed her scooter up. “I have to go check in with Noah. And make sure that Eli has not plied my sister with any of his home brew before the ceremony. I’ll leave you to it, Thalia.” She called over her shoulder as drove away from them.

Amari glanced around them and then leaned closer to Thalia. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Maintaining appearances.” Amari wiped her hand over her face, and the light caught a thin gold band around her ring finger.

The sting of Amari’s desire to not admit knowing Thalia rankled, but not as much as the glare flashing off the wedding ring on her hand. Thalia’s profile on Hit Me Up was very clear she was only interested in single people. Bile surged in Thalia’s throat as she thought of their morning together. A measure of painful gratitude her requests for another scene and messages had been ignored wedged itself firmly in her chest.

“How many in your party?” Thalia inhaled sharply and forced herself to use a neutral tone as anger swirled in her gut.

“Just the two of us.” Amari held Thalia’s gaze.

“Which side?” Thalia shifted her gaze to Brianna as she passed a program to Amari.

Brianna clasped her mother’s hand. “Which side what? Can I have one?”

Amari passed her program to Brianna. “She wants to know if we are sitting on Ms. Dale’s side of the aisle, or Ms. Mai’s side of the aisle.”

“Can we sit on Ms. Mai’s side, Mom?” Brianna clasped her mom’s hand.

“Sure.”

Thalia tapped Amari’s shoulder to draw her attention and gestured to the left side of the church. “That’s Mai’s side.” She held out another program. Their fingers brushed as Amari took the folded paper. A frisson of energy flowed from her touch. Another unwanted memory rose up and took root alongside anger. A flush heated Thalia’s cheeks and she jerked her hand away. Amari’s brows drew down, and she tilted her head to the side as she met Thalia’s gaze.

“Mama, let’s go. I want to sit up front.” Brianna clasped her mother’s hand and started down the aisle.

Amari looked over her shoulder as Brianna tugged her down the aisle. “See you at the reception? Look for us wherever they set up the spring rolls.” She faced forward and let her daughter lead them down the aisle. Thalia pressed her lips together and forced a smile.

Thalia watched the pair until they took their seats.

“No.” Sally’s sharp tone broke into Thalia’s thoughts. “Not her.”

“What? Who says I’m interested? I’m not into married people. You know that.” Thalia avoided her friend’s eyes, unwilling to betray Amari’s secret, or her own. A wave of embarrassment swept over her. Thalia was not perfect, but in all her years of dating she had managed to never be the other woman. Until now. Anger and guilt settled in her stomach. She gripped the programs tighter in her hands.

“She’s not a player.” Sally’s shoulder brushed against Thalia.

“She’s wearing a ring. And I’m not interested in playing with married folks,” Thalia murmured.

“She’s single. And you’re not fooling me. I saw the way you were stripping her with your eyes before she noticed you,” Sally whispered fiercely.

Thalia’s mind tumbled over itself, trying to make sense of Sally’s revelation, her gaze fixed on Amari’s handsome profile. “How do you know so much about her?” She turned to Sally and rested her hand on her hip. A tendril of jealousy wove its way up from Thalia’s belly. Had her best friend had an encounter with Amari? Sally’s profile was similar to her own, and she suspected it would have popped up as a possible match in Amari’s feed.

“Yvonne. Amari’s a librarian at the college. She and Yvonne serve on the fundraising committee for Audrey’s therapeutic riding center.”

Thalia chewed her lip and shifted her gaze over to Amari.

Sally stepped in front of Thalia, blocking her view of Amari. “Trust me. I’m telling you to step away from her. She doesn’t deserve the heartache.” Sally’s expression softened. She clasped Thalia’s shoulder and squeezed gently. “Neither do you.”

“I’m not looking to break anyone’s heart. If she’s single, why is she wearing a wedding band? Is she one of those folks who tries to entice women by wearing a ring?” Thalia turned away from Sally and took two steps to the right to keep Amari in her line of sight.

The image didn’t fit with the integrity and honest nature that rolled off Amari. But Thalia had been fooled before. She stared at Amari as she leaned down to speak to Brianna, their heads so close together they touched as they talked. The image of a doting parent bumped up hard against the exquisitely dominant lover Amari had been.

Sally tapped her on the shoulder. “Look at me.”

Thalia huffed out a breath and turned toward her friend.

“She’s widowed.” Sally pursed her lips.

“Oh.” Thalia looked away from Sally’s eyes and studied the carpet. “How long?”

“Since Brianna was a toddler. You need to find someone less complicated.”

Thalia lifted her gaze to Sally’s face. “What’s complicated? I’ve dated women with kids before. And why is she still single? I can’t believe she hasn’t dated anyone.”

“Not everyone is looking to date. It’s tricky with kids. I didn’t date until mine were older.” Sally glanced over Thalia’s shoulder and then brought her gaze back to Thalia’s face. “Don’t turn around. She’s looking at us.”

Thalia fanned the edges of the programs with her hand as she nibbled the inside of her lip.

Sally fidgeted next to her before she peeked over Thalia’s shoulder again. “Brianna’s coming this way.” She glanced at the reception hall clock. “I have to go help Yvonne. Here.” She handed her stack of programs to Thalia.

“Ms. Thalia.” Brianna pushed in between Thalia and Sally. “My mom said it was okay I ask you to sit with us.”

“She did? Well, I need to wait until the rest of the people show up. I can sit with you after that.”

Brianna shrugged her shoulders and scuffed her shoe over the floor. “That’s a long time.”

Thalia recognized the disappointment on Brianna’s face. “Hey, do you want to help me seat people?”

“Can I hand out the programs?” Brianna’s eyes brightened as she shifted back and forth on the balls of her feet.

Thalia handed her half of the stack of programs. “Sure.” She glanced over the chairs and into Amari’s eyes. “Go ask your mom if it’s okay.”

Brianna charged down the aisle to her mother, programs fluttering in her tight grasp. She gestured excitedly toward Thalia. Amari lifted her gaze to Thalia’s face, and a genuine smile lit her face. Thalia stilled as she bathed in the appreciation reflected in Amari’s eyes. A flicker of hope rose in her chest. Complicated or not, Amari Foster was here, and Thalia was not going to let the chance to see her again slip away.

Brianna ran toward her and stopped abruptly a foot away. “Mama said it’s okay.” Her eyes sparkled. “What do I do?”

Thalia explained the seating procedure to Brianna who listened raptly. Brianna took her place across from Thalia at the end of the aisle between the white chairs. Amari twisted around in her seat, her gaze fixed on Brianna. A couple approached. Brianna greeted them formally before she led them to their seats.

“She’s doing a good job.” Sally nudged Thalia from behind.

“She is.” Thalia turned to Sally. “Are they ready?”

“Yes. Minister had a flat, but she’s here now. Give me the programs you have left. I’ll put them over by the registry book so folks can pick them up if they’re late.”

Thalia gave her stack of programs to Sally. Brianna skipped back up the aisle toward them.

“Hey, Brianna, thank you. Let me have those programs. It’s time for the wedding to start.”

Brianna handed her programs to Sally. “Come on, Ms. Thalia. Mama saved us seats.” She turned and walked toward her mother. Thalia followed close behind.


Chapter Four

The wedding march played as both sides of the assembly stood up. Thalia turned to watch Dale and Mai enter the hall. Dale was resplendent in her red wedding dress, Mai dashing in her cutaway tuxedo with a red vest that matched Dale’s dress perfectly. The pair made their way slowly down the aisle toward Dale’s sons and her father and Yvonne already in position on either side of the altar.

“I can’t see, Mama.” Brianna shifted and rose up on her toes.

“Switch places with me. Stand here. You’ll get to see them when they pass us,” Thalia whispered. She stepped back to make room for Brianna, took a step to the right, and stood next to Amari.
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