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      Honora

      The cork pops and the bubbles overflow as everyone cheers around me. My best friend, Victoria, tosses rainbow confetti over my head, and I bat away the tiny pieces of paper with a laugh.

      Her husband, Huck, cradles their six-month-old, and I feel a small pang of jealousy. I thought I’d have a family by now.

      Their six-year-old daughter spins in a slow circle, enjoying the revelry. Her pale pink dress bells out around her small form.

      With her light blonde hair, she’s a miniature of her father. Their newest, Benjamin, is dark-haired, like his mother.

      The two fought hard for their happiness, and I wish them every bit of it. I wouldn’t mind some of my own, though.

      My mother moves around the room, filling champagne glasses and handing them off to the group gathered in the center of the building.

      Right now, the mid-sized building with wooden floors, bland off-white walls faded over time, and worn light wooden cabinetry leave much to be desired. That’ll change soon when the carpenter I’ve been working with comes to town and gets started on the renovation.

      When he’s done, the store dedicated to herbal remedies and natural healing will sit in its place. My family runs a new-age store, but this will focus on my specialty.

      This time around, the deed is in my name, and I hold the reins. It’s as exciting as it is terrifying.

      “To Honora, my only daughter, and partner in crime in this new venture. She’s the real reason we’re here right now. I raise my champagne flute along with the others as heat fills my cheeks.

      “Speech, speech.” I glare at my older brother, Ari. The green-eyed mischief maker is asking for it.

      “I couldn’t have done this without every single one of you. Thank you for the support and all the help you’ve given us cleaning up this space and moving out the unsalvageable things. This is a new chapter for all of us.” I look at Mom, who nods. “We’re here because mom dug roots in the soil of Aurora Springs, nurtured them, and gave us something to build off of. She’ll be slowing down to enjoy life and work without the tedious responsibilities that come with being a small business owner.”

      Loud murmurs rise around us, and Mom lifts her hand. “I’ll still be around, but I’m ready to play in the dirt, wander the woods for supplies, and cultivate other hobbies.”

      “You deserve it, Mom,” Aria says, backing her decision. “To Mom and Honora and their fresh start.” Raising my glass in a toast, I take a sip of the bubbly, and the conversation continues around us.

      “We have a lot to celebrate tonight, huh?” Shelby appears on my right in a blue jean jumper with a wine-red tank top. “I want you to know I’m proud of you.”

      “Wait and see how the store fairs before you say that.”

      “Hey. This is your time to shine. You’ve worked your ass off for this. No negative talk.”

      “You’re right.”

      Shelby tucks a wavy strand of her lavender hair behind her ear. “I love it when you say that.”

      “Because it happens rarely,” I mutter.

      She laughs.

      “What did I miss?” Ari wraps an arm around her waist, pulling her to his side. Happy and relaxed, the two look good together.

      “Nothing, nosey.” I flick his ear, and he scowls at me playfully. Seeing my best friend with my older brother stopped being weird months ago. But it makes me feel the sting of loneliness a little sharper.

      Now the girl group of four is down to two singles. I scan the crowd and find Christy. The female private investigator is engrossed in her conversation with Ricky over what I can only guess is his preparation to leave for college this summer.

      I drift into autopilot, traveling from person to person for small talk as my mind conjures up images of my ex-husband. The beautiful man with the rotten attitude has occupied more of my mental space than I’d like to admit recently.

      I’d fallen hard and fast for his alabaster skin, and slender, angular face. His dark brown eyes were incredibly expressive. An intense fire impossible to maintain, we burned bright.

      It was amazing until things went sideways and we ended in a blaze of glory that scorched me to my soul. I’d taken a long time to heal and even now, the thought of moving on with someone new makes me jittery.

      I wave Ari off as he leaves with the garbage bag full of trash. Drained, I step back inside and reflect on the journey to get to this point.

      In the ashes of my former life, I’m a phoenix rising above the destruction and chaos Johnny Blackwell left in his wake. I can’t believe he’d fooled me so completely. The mask he wore had been a beautiful fabrication.

      Like a mimic, he impersonated my ideal man. Artsy, charming, and sweet, he swept me off my feet. I’d eaten up his attention like the woman starved.

      I cringe as I remember the love-sick puppy routine I’d fallen into. Johnny made me feel like I was under a spell.

      Even now, when I should be rejoicing, thoughts of him creep into my mind. Like dark vines, the thoughts wrap around my joy, choking me.

      “Honora?”

      Blinking, I look up and meet the brown eyes with flecks of gold identical to my own.

      “I’m sorry. I was lost in my head.” My brother, Guillermo, frowns.

      “We’ve scrubbed this place from top to bottom for the past week, sis. It’s time to give it a rest.”

      “I know.” Leaning against my hands, I balance on the broomstick I’m holding. “I want to make sure it makes a good impression on Mikkel. We were lucky to catch him between jobs.” I sigh. “and I want to infuse this place with good vibes. It sat vacant in limbo for so long.”

      “You two have been planning the renovation long enough for things to go smoothly. Don’t borrow trouble or get caught up in your head. If you feed the anxiety monster, you’ll get stuck.”

      “When did you get so smart?” I sniff.

      Guillermo laughs. His entire manner changed after he came clean about not wanting to continue with the family business. The short hairstyle is yielding to something longer that shows off the unruly curls we inherited from our father. I have my bundle tamed in a high bun.

      The dark brown and black strands meld with the lighter brown and honey-blonde highlights I’d treated myself to last Christmas.

      “I’ve always been smart; you’re just finally noticing.”

      “Oh, please.” I elbow him playfully as I carry the broom to the future storage room.

      “Are you ready to head out? Tomorrow’s a big day for you.”

      “I want to smudge the space one last time before I leave.” He sighs, shoulders drooping. Laughing, I wave him away. “You go ahead.”

      Guillermo looks at his watch and frowns. “It’s already half-past nine.”

      “Thank you time police. I won’t be long.”

      “Alright.” He moves toward the front door slowly and I roll my eyes.

      “Stop. I’m the older sister. I got this.” Shooing him off, I follow him to the front door, unlocking the door to let him out. Closing the door behind him, I re-engage the top lock and turn to face the space.

      I can see it in post-renovations in my mind’s eyes. The custom shelving along the walls, lined with living plants, and crystal towers. The card catalog reminiscent drawers with brass knobs will house all my fresh herbs.

      I hold my hands out, framing the space in the middle of the room plan to house a weigh station. The floating counter will hold weighing stations that print out labels to help keep the flow going when people know what they want.

      Beautiful glass jars filled with the more common herbs will rest on wooden shelves. Exhaling, I breathe out then negativity and doubt as excitement blooms in my chest.

      I’ve spent years planting the seeds for this endeavor. The culmination of years of learning to forage for local plants, herbalist school, numerous certificates, and tests led me here.

      I earned this. I stand a little taller as I move to the counter and light my stick of Palo Santo. The earthy scent fills the space as the smoke spirals upward. I walk into the back, careful to get to every corner as I make my way out to the front.

      Pleased with the loop, I crack the window in the back to let out the bad energy, and light a lavender and rose stick to fill the space with calmness and love.

      I want walking inside to be like stepping into a gentle embrace. I glance up and find a man who looks remarkably like my ex-husband peering inside.

      The look-alike steps forward and taps on the door. He flashes me the crooked smile that used to melt me like butter on a hot griddle.

      He’s here. My legs move me forward before my brain can process what’s happening.

      My ex-husband is on the other side of the door of my new shop.

      “Johnny?” I whisper. He nods.

      “What are you doing here?” Our marriage had met an untimely end after a disastrous run. I unlock the door, baffled.

      “I wanted to let you know I’m back in town.” It’s a thoughtful move. I glance away and nod.

      “For a vacation?”

      He shakes his head. “No. For good.”

      “Oh.” I shake my head. “Why? You couldn’t wait to leave. I thought you loved California. It was always your dream home.”

      “Things change.” He gives me a look I can’t quite decipher. Once, I thought I knew him better than anyone else. I’m wise enough to know better now.

      “Yes, they do.”

      “I made a huge mistake, Honora.”

      “What?” The sentence was the last one I expected from his perfectly shaped mouth. “Leaving here—and you. I was a selfish prick.” It’s all the words I wanted to hear after we imploded.

      Dazed, I step back, thrown by his rapid-fire admissions.

      “You and I belong together. We always have. You feel it too, don’t you?”

      Do I? My head grows foggy and my heart pumps overtime.

      “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you and all the incredible times we had together.”

      I meet his gaze, stunned. “You either?” he asks hopefully.

      “No. This isn’t right.” I push away the intrusive thoughts, playing a highlight reel of our greatest hits. “We didn’t work for a reason.”

      “Honora.” His words are sharp and he sighs.

      “You should go.” I stand firm.

      “No.” Shaking his head, he moves forward, invading my space. “I won’t give up that easily. I Have to earn your trust and love again. Please let me show you.”

      “Stop being so stubborn.” He grabs my arm, and I shake free, stumbling away from him. He’s too close. His sandalwood cologne intoxicates me, filling my nostrils and making my knees weak.

      “I don’t know why you came here like this, but we’re done talking.” Pushing the words out is difficult. His eyes flash with anger.

      I don’t know the man standing in front of me right now, but the boy was volatile enough.

      “That’s enough.” A gruff voice slices through the loaded atmosphere built between us. We turn to see a tall lanky man with broad shoulders and a narrowed hazel gaze full of heat. His arresting face is practically pressed against the glass.

      His thin lips are twisted in disgust. The man exudes raw masculinity and the scar on his chin makes me think he can handle himself just fine.

      Using the shock, I lunge for the door, turn the knob, and pull.

      “Who the hell is this, Honora?” Johnny growls.

      “I’m Mikkel. Who the hell are you?”

      My jaw drops, this rugged man in the jeans that cling to thick thighs and a worn, faded grayish-blue shirt that has my palms itching to explore his chest is the curmudgeonly architect I’ve been working with? With the reputation proceeded him, I pictured him in his late 50s early 60s.

      “I’m her husband.” Johnny puffs out his chest.

      “Ex-husband, for years now.”

      “Time to go.” Mikkel steps in, grabs Johnny by the back of his expensive suit coat and lifts him like a rag doll. My belly does flips as Mikkel drags him outside. They have a heated exchange. Johnny slinks away like a beta checked by an alpha.

      Mikkel returns to the shop and locks the door behind him. He pierces me with his intense gaze.

      “You’re not old.”

      The unexpected words break the awkwardness and I laugh to keep from crying.
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