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Chapter 1: Michael
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I brought the glass to my lips and tried not to grimace at the cloyingly sweet flavor. I didn’t drink much to begin with but when I did, I preferred something with a little bite. The rosé they were serving was about as far from biting as alcohol could get without being just juice.

A hand the size of a grizzly’s paw closed around the glass I held and pulled it away while another similarly sized hand replaced it with a shot of something neat and brown. “Here, try this.”

I turned to see Kane Hodge setting the glass down next to another I assumed was his. He looked just as out of place in his tuxedo as I felt in mine. He turned back and smiled at me, lifting his own shot glass. “Lagavulin 16-year,” he said. “Chloe got it for my birthday.”

“I’m happy to drink anything other than that wine. Thank you,” I said. I downed the shot, nodding appreciatively as it burned its way down my throat and an immediate feeling of warmth spread through my body. “Much better.”

Kane’s eyes widened as he watched me set the glass down. “Wow. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone just shoot single malt like that before. Harry wasn’t lying about you being a tough SOB.” He sipped his gingerly and closed his eyes, savoring it.

I nodded. “What can I say?” I didn’t realize you were supposed to sip scotch, not shoot it but I didn’t want to admit that to Kane. “A real man doesn’t stop to enjoy life.”

“Well,” he said. “Don’t be a real man with this one.” He produced a bottle and poured another. He sipped the rest of his and smiled, looking around at the guests who clustered in small groups around the church hall. “Isn’t this amazing? Who would’ve thought we’d ever see Harry Dunsmore married? Especially to a girl as amazing as Sara. Well, hell, if I could change, I guess there’s no reason Harry couldn’t, too.”

I forced a smile, hoping I looked genuine. Weddings weren’t my thing. The whole idea of ‘‘til death do us part’ didn’t make sense to me. People changed. They got older, evolved, moved on. Expecting to remain in love with one person for decades of change and growth and difference didn’t seem realistic. Harry seemed happy though. Happier than I’d seen him since Jared died. It was good to see him like that and in any case, some people managed to make happily ever after work. Whatever my opinion on marriage might be, I was glad Harry found Sara. “It really is amazing. Thank you for the whiskey.”

“Don’t mention it,” he said. “I love Sara like a sister but I don’t think I’ll ever love anyone enough to drink that rosé crap.”

“Anyone?” a voice piped up. A pretty brunette with bright blue eyes approached us, arching an eyebrow as she spoke to Kane. She looked familiar. A moment later I remembered. Chloe. William French’s daughter and Kane’s wife.

Kane smiled at her and picked up his glass. “Except for you my love. If you tell me to drink this I will.” He looked at the glass, lip curling. “I really hope you don’t though.” I laughed and downed the second shot, sending a bit of a guilty glance at Kane. There was no need for the guilt. His eyes were fixed firmly on Chloe and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t have seen my hand if I waved it in front of his face.

Chloe laughed and took the glass from Kane’s hand. “I will spare you the torture for now but if Sara serves you some at the reception you have to drink it. I won’t have you insulting my friend on her special day.”

“Who’s insulting Sara now?”

I turned to see Harry walk up. Unlike Kane, he looked comfortable in his tux, like he’d walked off the cover of GQ. I chuckled at the image. “You always did look good in a suit, Harry,” I quipped.

“Fine friends you are,” Harry retorted. “I’ve got Kane insulting my wife’s choice of beverage and Michael flirting with me behind her back. On our wedding day, no less.”

“No flirting here,” I said. “I’m just jealous of how well you pull that tux off. I feel like I’m in a straitjacket.”

“Oh, you look fine,” Harry said. “Doesn’t he look fine, Chloe?”

“Very handsome,” she said, smiling at me.

“Damn, Michael,” Kane said. “Now you’re going after my wife? Harry never told me you were such a player.”

“What can I say?” I responded. “Don’t hate me, hate the game.”

Harry smiled and said to me, “Well, I appreciate you putting up with the monkey suit today. It means a lot to me and Sara that you’re here.”

“Of course,” I replied. “I am happy for you guys and I’m glad you found someone to spend your life with.”

He smiled. “Thank you.” He glanced at his watch and his eyes widened. He turned to Chloe and Kane. “Shoot, we gotta go. The ceremony starts in five minutes.”

They rushed to the podium where the rest of the wedding party, except for Sara, stood waiting. One of the groomsmen said something to Kane and received a playful shove that nearly sent him flying down the steps. I barely registered it because one of the bridesmaids captured my attention. Her dark hair cascaded in soft waves over shoulders that peeked out of the low-cut dresses Sara chose for the bridesmaids. Her tanned skin looked soft and the dress revealed just enough of her cleavage to tantalize me with thoughts of what lay underneath. My eyes traveled down to an equally tantalizing rear and long, shapely legs. 

I’d seen my share of beautiful women in my life. I’d even dated some, though I’d never had a serious relationship. As a younger man, I was as likely to turn my head at the sight of a pretty face as any guy but it had been a long time since I’d been affected that way by a woman. This girl, whoever she was, overwhelmed me. I realized I was staring but couldn’t help myself. For the first time in my life, I knew what it meant to be struck by someone’s beauty. I shook my head and wondered if that scotch was stronger than I thought. I didn’t look away from the bridesmaid, though.

She faced Chloe, hands on her hips and said something, grinning mischievously. Chloe said something and the mystery girl threw her head back and laughed, causing her breasts to bounce in unfair ways under her dress. She looked in my direction and our eyes met. For a split second I froze then my judgment kicked in and I turned my head, doing my best to appear wholly engaged by the refreshment table in front of me.

After a few moments, I looked back her direction. The dark-haired girl stared straight back at me, arms crossed in front of her. She smirked and stared pointedly at me as my face flamed. Damn it! I smiled and raised my glass to her as nonchalantly as I could, which wasn’t very nonchalant at all. She waved back, batting her eyes mockingly. My flush deepened and I turned to find anything else to pay attention to.

Fortunately for me, the music started and the minister asked the guests to find their seats. I chose a seat near the back so I could leave after the ceremony and tried unsuccessfully to keep my thoughts from wandering to the dark-haired girl. Jesus, Michael, get a hold of yourself.

The processional played and Sara walked down the aisle, escorted by William French. I turned to look at Harry who stared at her with the purest expression of love I’d ever seen on a man. I felt a sudden sharp stab of jealousy toward him for finding the love I never would then another sharp stab of guilt for feeling that way when all I should have felt was happiness for my friend. My thoughts turned to the dark-haired girl again. For a moment I pictured myself standing at the altar and her in a white gown beaming at me as she walked. 

I smiled wistfully. I couldn’t deny the thought had its appeal, but it was a fantasy, nothing more. Harry might have been able to make happily ever after work, but I wasn’t Harry. After the wedding, I would still be Captain Michael Hinckley of the US Forest Service, dedicated to my job and the community I served with no time or desire for a relationship, especially now. The Sandalwood fire had missed the town but shed light on how unprepared Cupid Lake was for another fire. The Fire Authority was up to their necks dealing with the aftermath of the blaze and the half-dozen other fires in the state so it fell to me to ensure my district was prepared for another fire and that included the town. My preliminary inspections were not promising. I had my work cut out for me if Cupid Lake was to avoid catastrophe at the hands of another fire. I couldn’t waste time chasing a fantasy.

Still, when the minister pronounced Harry and Sara man and wife, I couldn’t stop myself from imagining myself up there with the dark-haired girl cementing our own happiness with a kiss.
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Chapter 2: Tanya
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I smiled and lifted my glass. I shouted “Mazel tov!” and downed the wine, trying not to gag at the sickeningly sweet taste of the rosé. The small crowd erupted with echoes of the cheer and drank from their own glasses.

To my left Chloe rolled her eyes. “I knew watching Fiddler on the Roof with you was a mistake.”

“Hey, at least I didn’t launch into ‘If I Were a Rich Man’.”

That was enough to prompt William to belt the song himself, wiggling his gut in exaggerated imitation of Tevya and eliciting laughter from the guests. Chloe blushed crimson and buried her face in her hands. Noticing her embarrassment, Sara and I shared an evil grin and began clapping and cheering. He began dancing even more exaggeratedly and Chloe lifted her face long enough to stare pleadingly at us. “You guys, stop! Don’t encourage him!”

Of course, her pleading only made us cheer more loudly. He looked at Chloe’s face then winked slyly at Sara and me and switched to “Tradition,” adopting an operatic stance and lowering his voice. Just then, Kane walked in with Harry and noticed William dancing and Chloe’s embarrassment. So naturally he ripped off his jacket and joined William.
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