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    Dedication




    To Elizabeth and Meredith,


    I love you like sisters.




    And to my husband, Steve,


    my happily ever after.


  




  

    One




    “THE CORONER LISTED THE OFFICIAL cause of death as asphyxiation. A memorial trust fund has been set up for Stanton; see our website for details. Stay tuned for traffic and weather.”




    “Like I need another traffic report.” I silenced the radio with a jab. After spending most of the day on California freeways—including a solid hour on a twenty-mile stretch of beach in Malibu—I was intimately familiar with the amount of traffic on the road.




    Dial down the attitude, Melissa. You’re on vacation! Finals had ended, the weather was perfect, and other than the one spot on the beach, the traffic wasn’t really that bad. I should have been in a better mood. So what if the summer was starting with my best friend getting married and moving away? I had other friends.




    Just none as close as Mitch McAlister.




    The first real friend I’d made at college, Mitch had been part of my life for almost three years. After a chance meeting—at, of all places, a rodeo—he’d literally shown me the ropes, cluing me in on everything from how to lasso a steer to where to find the hidden parking spots on the busy Santa Lucia Polytechnic campus. Hell, he’d even taught me to drink, financing my trip down Miracle Mile when I’d turned twenty-one. He was the big brother I never had.




    “Turn right on Sepulveda Boulevard.” My Dutch-made GPS pronounced it “See-puel-VEED,” and I could imagine Mitch’s laugh filling my tiny car. I would’ve snickered too, if only the cold computer voice hadn’t been announcing how close I was to seeing my best friend for the last time.




    I wanted to blame Ann, his high-class, high-style fiancée, for stealing him away, but I knew better. Our lives had always been headed in different directions. A week ago he graduated from our little school on the central California coast; that’s really what signaled the end. Married or not, next month Mitch was starting work in L.A. at his dream job, designing hybrid cars. I really had no grounds to complain; I was lucky he’d stuck around an extra year to get his master’s.




    “You can always come down and visit, Mel. It’s only a few hours away,” he’d said, but I knew it was just a polite invitation. Distance wasn’t the issue. Even if Mitch moved in next door, I still wouldn’t see much of him. His new job, new friends, and new responsibilities would keep him more than busy enough; he wouldn’t have time for any of us still in school. Add in a new wife and I’d be lucky to get a Christmas card.




    I ignored my heavily-accented navigator and turned onto Palos Verdes Boulevard with forty-five minutes to spare. Plenty of time to ditch my selfish doldrums, I hoped. I shouldn’t rain on Mitch’s big day—I wouldn’t. Maybe if I pretended this was just another story to cover, my reporter’s instincts would kick in.




    The Pacific peeked between the apartment buildings lining the street on the right as I scanned for addresses. On the left, a tall A-frame building with a crucifix fit the bill, but it wasn’t the church I was looking for. Half a mile farther down I spotted my destination. Or did I?




    Is this a church?




    The answer was a symphony of horns and a flock of fingers as I rode the brakes in front of the modern stucco-and-glass structure. In sharp contrast to the traditional building I’d just passed, the two-story square pillars and blackened-glass front of Beach Cities Community Church didn’t look like any house of worship I’d ever seen. It looked more like a deserted movie theater.




    Of course, I wasn’t much of an expert on either religion or architecture. God had dispensed with me long ago, and I’d returned the favor without hesitation.




    “You have reached your destination,” my GPS chanted. I wasn’t sure I believed it, but with a belated turn signal I entered the driveway marked Church Parking.




    The one-way alley skirted what I assumed was the sanctuary, taking me down a slope toward a set of dark green hedges. The structure next to me seemed to grow, rising to more than three stories by the time I saw the narrow street curve around the back. My skepticism grew with it, but at least I still had plenty of time to find the right church before Mitch and Ann started their vows.




    The road opened up to a boxed-in parking lot, which—as I expected—was empty. Well, almost.




    I backed into one of the few shady spots next to a spectacularly clean Lexus and an equally detailed BMW. At least I could get my tired Civic out of the sweltering sun while I decided how lost I was.




    With the pale lavender invitation in hand, I verified the address against what I’d programmed into the GPS. The matching numbers didn’t reassure me; the GPS had been confused on more than one occasion.




    Just as I was about to snag an old-fashioned paper map from the glove box, I noticed a woman in a pink sundress crossing the parking lot. She shaded her face with one hand and waved with the other.




    “Melissa! Is that you?” she called.




    With a relieved sigh, I stepped out and waved back at Beth Miller, one of my few girlfriends.




    “You cut your hair,” I said by way of a greeting once she’d reached the cover of the shade.




    She twirled, showing off her new chin-length bob. Just three days ago her hair had been as long as mine, trailing down below her shoulders. “Yup, no one will mistake us for sisters anymore.”




    “You must be so relieved,” I said. It’d been weeks since the barista had commented that we must be related; I was surprised she remembered. “So what’s going on? I wasn’t sure I had the right place at first.”




    “Oh, shoot! I was supposed to put balloons on the parking sign too.” She slumped against my car. “Didn’t you see my fabulous decorations?”




    I followed her finger, which was aimed at a staircase tucked between the buildings that formed two sides of the enclosed lot. Purple ribbon wound its way up the banister, punctuated by matching balloons floating above every third step.




    “You did that? You definitely have a fall-back if psychology doesn’t work out for you.” I leaned against the car next to her. “I thought you were just a guest. Did Ann conscript you into service?” Ann Linwood was someone who knew what she wanted and would fight tooth and nail to get it. No was not a word she recognized.




    Beth scowled at me. “Actually, I volunteered. You should cut Ann a break, Mel. She’s not the Wicked Witch of the West.”




    I picked a wayward hair off of my black slacks, this one closer to blond than brown. It was a little late to buddy-up to Ann, but I curbed my tongue. “You’re probably right. It’s just that she’s so different.” Different from me—and from Mitch. I managed a half-smile, imagining her Jimmy Choo’s lined up in the closet next to his dirty cowboy boots.




    “That’s the thing, though, she’s not,” said Beth. “She’s smart and confident…just like you, now that I think about it. Maybe that’s because you both work with so many men.” Beth plucked a leaf off the Lexus and traced it with her finger. “Too bad you couldn’t come down earlier. She took me and Linda out to lunch yesterday.”




    To some posh restaurant, I’m sure. “Somehow I doubt you chatted about baseball over pizza and beer.”




    “No, we went to Panera. Nothing fancy. You would have enjoyed it more than you think.” She crumpled the leaf, but it sprang open when she dropped it. “She asked about you. When I told her you had to cover the baseball game—” Beth gave me a disbelieving glance “—she launched into a story about how baseball players had made steroids taboo for any cosmetic use. I guess her company was considering them for some kind of skin therapy.”




    Steroid-based makeup? Who knew? “You two must’ve really enjoyed that,” I said and was promptly poked in the ribs.




    “You would have enjoyed it more. Bonds, Sosa, Macintyre—she knew them all.”




    “McGwire, Beth. It’s McGwire.” I was impressed Beth remembered any of the names, let alone Ann.




    She crossed her arms. “Whatever. The point is she has more in common with you than you think.” Glaring at my slacks, she continued, “After lunch, we went over to Del Amo and walked around. We could’ve helped you find something a little less…practical.”




    The mall. I should’ve known. “I like practical. I’m not a girly-girl like you.” I couldn’t imagine spending two hours every day “putting on my face.” The shadow and blush I’d spent way too much time applying this morning now formed an uncomfortable second skin, an itch I couldn’t scratch.




    “You think you’re just one of the guys, but you’d be surprised. With a little effort you’d have them clamoring after you,” Beth said.




    “I thought we were talking about Ann, not me.” My love life, or lack thereof, was not up for debate. “You must’ve talked about something other than baseball.”




    With a huff, Beth crossed her arms. “Well, Mitch did come up once or twice.” Perking up, she slipped her hand into a well-concealed pocket in her skirt. “Ann loves him to pieces. She’d do anything for him.” A folded piece of paper appeared in her hand. “And I mean anything.”




    “What’s that?” I reached for the note, but Beth pulled it away.




    “Ah-ah-ah, I don’t think so. It’s a note from Ann to Mitch. I’ve spent most of the day playing messenger.” Beth’s lips curled in a wicked grin.




    “They’re passing notes? Why don’t they just text each other?” I followed Beth as she skipped around to the other side of my car.




    “Probably because Ann confiscated Mitch’s phone. She found out the guys loaded about a thousand pornographic photos on it for…what did they call it? Oh yeah, inspiration.” She emphasized the last word with her fingers.




    I held up my hands in defeat. It was too hot to chase her around the parking lot. “I’m surprised you looked at it, Beth. I always thought you were a good girl.” The stereotypical girl next door, Beth didn’t even swear.




    “I didn’t open it when she gave it to me. I’d never do that.” She touched the folds of the note with a guilty finger. “But maybe I was looking over her shoulder when she wrote it.”




    “You devious woman!” I nudged Beth’s arm. “It’s always the quiet ones.”




    “Hey, I learned from the best,” she said, bumping me back.




    “So? What does it say?”




    Beth’s cheeks turned scarlet. “Um…Do you remember the slogan for Frank’s Famous Hot Dogs? Apparently those are Ann’s favorite.”




    “Big Weenies are Better?” I covered my mouth with my hand. “No way! She didn’t write that.”




    “Not in so many words, but that’s the gist of it.” Beth’s hair bounced up and down as she nodded, laughing.




    “So that’s what Mitch sees in her,” I said with a smirk.




    Catching her breath, Beth peeked in the passenger window. I cringed, remembering the mess I’d left on the seat. When she looked back at me, confusion wrinkled her brow. “You drove down by yourself? I thought you were bringing that guy from the Daily—your replacement.”




    “Craig? I don’t think so.” My new freshman charge had followed me around like an eager puppy at the last event I’d been assigned to cover. Like me, his first article for the school paper was about Poly’s award-winning rodeo team. Unlike me, he got stepped on by a horse, banished to the stands by the team captain, Mitch, and locked in a Porta-John by…well…me.




    “But he likes you,” Beth argued, batting her eyelashes. “Is there anything you don’t know about the rodeo, Ms. Williams? I wish I could be as good as you someday, Ms. Williams. I can call you Melissa? Gee, thanks, Ms. Williams!”




    Her imitation of the pimple-faced kid was a little too good.




    “Please, stop,” I begged, catching myself before I rubbed my eyes and screwed up my makeup. I wrung my hands instead, cracking a knuckle.




    Beth picked up another leaf and twirled it between her fingers. “Oh well, I guess you’re free to hook up with someone here,” she said, a little too casually.




    I rolled my eyes. “Don’t start. I don’t have time for a guy.”




    Beth grabbed my arm. “But there are so many hot ones here to choose from. Maybe you should come with me. Then you’d have first pick!”




    Like I was the one who had a choice. “Right. I don’t think so, Beth.”




    I jumped out of the way of Beth’s swat. “Give me a break, Mel. You look great, especially in that color. It makes your eyes glow.”




    I automatically looked away.




    “Thanks” was my halfhearted reply. My eyes, like my hair, weren’t quite any one color. With flecks of green and blue, they tended to match whatever I happened to be wearing. I could only imagine the nauseating color my teal blouse made them. “Maybe some of your fashion sense is rubbing off on me.”




    “Ha, you don’t need my help. Maybe just more reasons to get dressed up.” She smiled and gracefully swept her freshly cut bangs to the side. “When was the last time you went out?”




    I sighed. “I go out with the guys all the time, just like you do.”




    “Let me rephrase the question. When was the last time you went on a date? Specifically, just you and one guy—no interview, no story, no business. You know, a real date.”




    “You sound like my mother,” I groaned. “Let it go.”




    Beth put a hand on my arm, but I pushed off the car and walked into the sun. How long had it been since I’d been on a real date? A year? More? I worked with a plethora of eligible, ruggedly attractive men, but none had shown any interest in me. The one time I’d taken the initiative, the polite rejection hurt enough that I didn’t try again.




    “So up the stairs is where all the action is?” I asked.




    With a frown, Beth nodded. “Yeah. I guess I should get back. I’m sure Mitch is freaking out waiting for this.” She waved the scrap of paper at me. “He’s been a nervous wreck all day. You sure you don’t want me to drop any hints to the guys for you?”




    “NO!”




    “Kidding, Mel. Geez.” She took a step toward the church. “Besides, there’s always the reception.”




    “Beth,” I warned.




    She just laughed. “I’ll tell Mitch you’re here. That should make him feel a little better,” she said.




    “And tell him if he doesn’t suck it up and act like a man, I’m going to come in there and kick his ass again.”




    Beth smirked. “Okay, Mel, I will. Should I also tell him you’re saving yourself for your biggest fan, Craig?”




    Before I could find something to throw at her, Beth took off at a run, slipping in a side door of the huge building. How could she move so fast in heels?




    While the freshman reporter held absolutely no interest for me, I did have to give him credit. He took his new job seriously, even if it was one of the worst beats at the Mission Daily.




    Was I that annoying my first year?




    When I’d started college almost three years ago, I’d had visions of becoming the next Murrow—or better yet, a Woodward or Bernstein. When I’d landed a spot on Poly’s campus newspaper, Mom had seen it as the perfect job for me to score a husband. She’d sent two books to get me started: Dating for Dummies and the latest edition of A Woman’s Guide to Self-Defense.




    “Dad would’ve wanted you to have this,” she’d said of the latter, only half-joking. “It’s a man’s world you’re diving into, and you need to be prepared—for anything.”




    I didn’t get choice assignments that first year. My calendar wasn’t filled with the glamour of sweaty football players or muscular bicyclists in skin-tight shorts. No, as the only freshman on the staff, and a city girl to boot, I was sent to cut my teeth on the “real world” of newspaper reporting in the hot, smelly, dirty hell of the rodeo circuit.




    I ran into champion steer wrestler Mitch McAlister at my first rodeo—literally—and ended up on my ass in a pile of horse shit. “Road apples” he’d called the green muck, picking me up off the ground like a discarded penny. At six foot two, Mitch was tall, but it wasn’t his height that had me withering in my Levi’s. Built like a wrestler, the guy was two hundred and ten pounds of muscle, topped with closely cropped dark hair and matching ebony eyes. It was no wonder he’d tied the school record for bulldogging wins. I was pretty sure he could bench press most of the steers he dragged to the ground.




    When I introduced myself as a reporter, I thought he was going to push me right back in the crap.




    Dubbed the Mistakes Daily, the campus newspaper didn’t have the love and respect of the rodeo team. I spent most of the day trying to overcome a reputation I had no hand in making. Quoting statistics and obscure rules didn’t help. Only when I admitted I really didn’t know anything about horses did Mitch finally consent to an interview.




    “It’s about damn time,” he’d said. “Why come all the way out here to ask me about numbers you already know? Isn’t the real story what you don’t already know?”




    Almost three years later, those words still adorned the cover of my notebook.




    I reached in the car and grabbed my purse, hiding my glum face from the parade of arriving guests. Get a grip, Melissa! It wasn’t as if Mitch was an ex-boyfriend—he and I were never that close. I had no right to expect anything from him. He’d found his soul mate and would have a wonderful life with her. How could I not be happy for my best friend?




    A cold ache grew in my chest, a void I hadn’t experienced in a long time. Was I jealous? No. Envious, I decided. Mitch, Beth—all my close friends, really—had found someone with whom to share their lives and with hardly any effort. In Mitch’s case, it was as simple as offering to drive his roommate, Chase, home for Labor Day. Chase introduced his sister and that was it. Mitch proposed only a month after meeting her.




    I couldn’t keep a plant alive for a month, let alone a relationship.




    In my case, love—or what I’d thought was love—had been unable to withstand the slightest of tests. Perhaps that’s why I felt so maudlin. Mitch’s wedding highlighted my social ineptitude. Looking down at my dark blouse and black pants, I realized I’d even dressed for a morbid occasion.




    No, I’d worn this same outfit to a job interview last week. I could have worn brown slacks, I guess, but what’s the difference? As for the blouse, well, pastels did nothing for my complexion.




    Yeah, keep up the excuses. Your nose is rivaling Pinocchio’s.




    Setting my jaw, I locked the car and started toward the church. What I wore or how I felt didn’t matter. I didn’t need a date to celebrate Mitch and Ann’s happiness; I just wished I could share it.




    Marching with new purpose toward the ribbons and balloons, I was halfway across the asphalt when two tuxedo-clad men stepped out of the shadows near the foot of the stairs.




    One I recognized. At six-and-a-half feet tall with straight blond hair that constantly hung in his eyes, Chase Linwood was hard to miss. He said something I couldn’t make out, pointed at his collar, then lifted his chin.




    His companion, several inches shorter, turned his back to me and went to work on Chase’s tie. His identity was a mystery. Slowing my approach, I tried to paste on the appropriate I’m-so-happy-for-the-bride-and-groom face.




    Held up by another passing car, I inspected Chase’s friend. Not a strand of his thick, wavy brown hair was out of place, and the tailored fit of his suit coat emphasized his broad shoulders and trim waist. The jacket didn’t have tails, but it was long enough to prevent me from checking out his ass. Beth was right: this guy was hot…and way out of my league.




    I waved another car by. I wasn’t in a hurry to make a fool of myself in front of Mr. Sexy-From-the-Back. I had to pace myself.




    As if he’d sensed me, the unknown groomsman dropped Chase’s tie. He fished something out of his pocket and peered at the small, shiny item in his hand. Giving Chase a chuck on the shoulder, he jogged up the stairs.




    “Hey, Chase!” I called after his companion disappeared.




    Chase squinted in the bright sun and waved halfheartedly, his hands twisting his bow tie into a floppy mess. “Hey, Mel,” he mumbled, continuing to fumble with his tie. Finally he gave up, leaving it hanging limply from his collar.




    “Would you like some help with that?”




    He brightened a bit. “Could you fix it? Linda tied it this morning, but it came apart.”




    “No problem.” He started to bend his lanky frame toward me, but I dragged him to the edge of the staircase instead. “This’ll work better if you stand up straight. Hold still a minute, okay?”




    It took me standing on the second step before I could look Chase in the eye, he was so tall. “You’ve been pulling on this, haven’t you?” The ends of the tie were way too long to make a bow at his neck.




    “Maybe just a little. Why?” One dimple peeked out of his guilty grin.




    “It’s too loose. Turn around.” Taking hold of his shoulders, I spun him so his back was to me.




    As I worked the slide and shortened the tie, Chase craned his head back. “So, did you drive all the way down here this morning from Santa Lucia?”




    What’s the big deal about my driving today? “Uh-huh.” I reached around and checked the length of his tie.




    “Oh.”




    Chase wasn’t the most loquacious person I knew, but his reply was uncharacteristically short.




    “Why? Is that a problem?” Satisfied with the first phase of bow tie repair, I tugged on his shoulders again. “Turn around.”




    I ignored the pensive squint Chase gave me and concentrated on his neck.




    “No, of course not. I was just wondering why you didn’t come earlier.”




    “I wasn’t really invited to anything else,” I said without thinking.




    “That’s not what I heard.”




    No way. There was no way Mitch told anyone I’d turned down his offer to be part of the wedding. Chase was guessing.




    I made the mistake of peeking at his slate-blue eyes. With burning cheeks, I worked on the tie, looping the butterfly-shaped ends around and through each other.




    “You heard wrong.”




    Taking my hands in his, Chase stopped me and waited until I looked up again. “Mitch asked you to be in the wedding, didn’t he?”




    I didn’t bother answering.




    “Why’d you say no?”




    I started to tell Chase what I’d told Mitch: I was too busy, I knew Ann wouldn’t appreciate me there, and I’d much rather see him from the front—not the back—while he made his vows. The disappointment in Chase’s face told me he wouldn’t believe that story either.




    “The truth?”




    Chase nodded. “Yeah, the truth.”




    I tried to swallow, but something…guilt, maybe…clogged my throat. “It’s stupid. I didn’t want to spoil his big day.”




    “Spoil it? How? He was more stressed because he didn’t think you’d come at all.” Anger leaked into his voice.




    I hadn’t realized Mitch thought I might bail on him. “I didn’t mean to worry him,” I whispered. “Look, today is about Mitch and Ann starting their new life together. Everyone is supposed to be all happy and excited—”




    “And you’re not.”




    “No.” Admitting my selfishness out loud hurt more than I’d anticipated.




    Chase let my hands go, and I started over on his tie, evening up the ends.




    He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I know how you feel. I’m going to miss him too.”




    My eyes darted to his. “He’s marrying your sister. It’s not like you’re never going to see him.”




    “Sure, I’ll see him. On holidays and at family reunions.” He turned away.




    “It’s better than nothing,” I barely breathed. Thankfully Chase didn’t hear me.




    This was exactly what I wanted to avoid: spreading my selfish melancholy around like a virus. Why couldn’t I just be happy like everyone else?




    “So, have you found a new roommate yet?” I tightened the knot and straightened the bow.




    Chase flinched, and for a second I thought I’d put my foot in my mouth again. “Not quite that tight, Mel. I do need to breathe, ya know.” His smile wasn’t quite as forced as mine was.




    “Sorry. There. I think it’s done.”




    He fingered the tie and nodded. “Thanks. Actually, don’t tell Linda, but I have a roommate in mind.” His smile widened.




    Another perfectly matched couple, Chase and Linda had been together since before I met them. Judging by his grin, whatever he was hiding was going to make Linda one happy woman.




    I smoothed the shoulders of his jacket. “When will you break the news to her?” Linda’s sources were better than mine; he wouldn’t be able to keep her in the dark very long.




    “Soon.” He winked, but wouldn’t explain further. “I should probably help with the seating. May I escort you to the front door, Miss?” he drawled.




    With a silent for Mitch, I took his arm and we climbed the stairs. Finding it easier to smile, I asked, “How’s the groom holding up?”




    The answer caught me off guard: Chase laughed. Not a chuckle, but a full, deep belly laugh. “He threw up once this morning—cereal, I think. At least he missed his shoes.” We rounded the corner of the building, and he thumbed at the people crowded around the front door. “I wonder if they know what kind of wuss he is!”




    His humor lifted my spirits a bit. “Should we tell them about his women’s underwear fetish?”




    “I’m saving that for the toast,” Chase stage-whispered.




    Still laughing, he left me in the entryway and headed for the front of the crowd. I waited my turn in the back. Where was Beth?




    With a wistful sigh, I checked out the group of ushers at the door. Maybe I should’ve taken her up on her offer to introduce me—would it be so bad to have someone to talk to?




    I’d worried that seeing so many men dressed in black would bring back unpleasant memories of my last trip to church, but instead I found myself drooling over the group like the rest of the women around me.




    Chase looked great, but he was only one of an entire herd of GQ-worthy, immaculate men—a stunning sight in their matching tuxedos. One of the guys I recognized as Mitch’s classmate, and a couple more were from the rodeo team, though I’d never seen them this clean before. The rest were anonymously good looking. They whispered to each other, playing with their ties or cuff links while they waited for their turn to show someone to their seat.




    It was my first and only high school dance all over again.




    Chase caught my eye and pointed to his neat bowtie before he questioned the guests in line ahead of me. I gave him a thumbs up, happy I could contribute something to Mitch’s big day. I stepped forward, expecting the I-got-stuck-with-her look from the next piece of eye candy.




    A tall, lean stranger approached, stealing my breath.




    He didn’t look directly at me at first, so he missed my Exorcist-like double take. I had two heartbeats to collect myself—and to shut my gaping mouth. The guy I’d seen with Chase earlier moved toward me so smoothly he seemed to skate across the carpet.




    I recognized his movie-star hair immediately, the molten-chocolate waves just touching his collar, divided by a soft part just right of center. My previous assumption had been correct; he was exceedingly handsome. I drank in his flawless face, tracing his bold cheekbones and square, strong chin with my eyes, trying to find a suitable description for what I was witnessing. The word that came to mind wasn’t stunning or exquisite, though both were appropriate; it was familiar. This animated David reminded me of someone. Before I could put a name to his doppelganger, he turned to look at me, and all thought vanished. His eyes were the brightest blue I’d ever seen, and when our gaze met, time stopped.




    They say that in the moments before death it’s common to experience a lifetime’s worth of memories. As I drowned in the sapphirine depths of his eyes, what I saw wasn’t the past, but the future. My vision blurred. In my imagination, his vibrant blue eyes appeared inches from mine, and his arms wrapped around me, holding me tightly against his perfect body. I felt every sculpted muscle, every virile heartbeat as he bent down and gently kissed me. As my tongue sought his, the scene shifted and we lay in a darkened room, wrapped in each other’s embrace, wearing nothing but the sweat of ecstasy. We panted together in perfect rhythm, and a single strained word left my lips: “Yes.”




    The scene changed, and he was at my elbow, guiding me into a long black car. Cameras flashed in our faces, and specks of rice crunched under our feet. His azure eyes twinkled as he brushed the white veil away from my cheek and whispered, “My wife.” The image darkened again; he nuzzled my ear as his hand slowly stroked the skin of my swollen belly, sending a shiver through me. The pictures flew by faster and faster, flipping like pages in an imaginary scrapbook: we sat on a couch, surrounded by toys, his arm wrapped around my shoulders; we stood in a crowd and watched mortar boards fly into the air; he held my hand as we cut a cake decorated with the words 25 Years and Counting.




    Woven through the fast-forward of my life were kisses, touches, and intense releases of passion—all shared with this unknown, gorgeous man. Decades of life, love, and lust passed before my eyes in just two long seconds. I didn’t even know if he liked girls, but I could see myself giving everything I was to him.




    He smiled tentatively at me, and as fast as it had appeared, the vision vanished. I blinked, breaking eye contact with him, and inhaled, channeling all my strength to my rubbery legs. He stepped forward, and I realized his lips—his perfect lips—were moving. When I didn’t respond, his face fell.




    I tried desperately to regain my composure. I’d never experienced a fantasy like that before. It must be lust at first gawk.




    He tried smiling again, and I was able to respond in kind this time.




    “May I show you in?” he asked slowly and extended his arm.




    Unable to speak, I imitated a bobblehead doll instead.




    “Bride or groom?” The plush baritone of his words washed over me like the incoming tide, and I had to concentrate on voicing my answer.




    “Groom,” I choked out. I placed my hand in the crook of his arm, easily noting the hard definition of his bicep through his tuxedo jacket.




    He laughed lightly, and I actually stumbled, recognizing the inviting chuckle. Why was the sound so familiar?




    “Do I know you?” I blurted. The answer had to be no. There was no way I could’ve met this amazing creature and forgotten.




    He looked down at me, carefully inspecting my features. His eyes sparkled when they met mine again, and his mouth turned up in an uneven smile. “No, I’m sure I would remember you,” he said, echoing my thoughts.




    I blushed and looked away. This was foolish. With my luck, this guy was some actor Ann had hired to seat the guests. The thought he could be even remotely interested in me was absurd—and hadn’t I decided I didn’t need a date?




    I carefully controlled my breathing, resolving to enjoy the few moments I had with this living piece of art. He led me gracefully down the aisle, and I couldn’t help but notice how we’d become the center of attention.




    Feeling the stare of so many people smothered my determination, and I tugged on his arm after only a few steps. “Here is fine,” I said. We’d stopped just three rows from the door.




    “But I can’t see you back here,” he said, looking toward the front of the church. His eyes creased together as he seemed to measure the distance to the altar.




    “What did you say?”




    My escort swallowed quickly. “I said I don’t think you can see back here.” Before I could comment, he grinned, and I lost myself in his blindingly white teeth. Were they as smooth as they looked?




    He led me down the aisle, his smile never wavering, and I startled when he finally stopped. We were only a few rows from the front.




    “How about here?” he asked.




    I couldn’t say no; another guest was being seated right behind me. “If you say so,” I said, my voice squeaking.




    He chuckled and handed me something.




    I turned into the pew, scolding myself for being such an idiot. At least I’d provided him a laugh.




    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Beth waving a few rows behind me. I didn’t bother to check what had to be her smug expression and slid down the pew near a couple of other young women. They, too, were entranced with my escort, as were most of the women in the room.




    “Who’s that?” one whispered, subtly pointing at the unknown groomsman.




    “I have no idea. Is he Chase Linwood?” the second asked. At the sound of my friend’s name, I glanced over at her. She was peering intently at the program. I looked at the matching page in my own hand. So that’s what he gave me.




    I perused the exotic handmade paper, searching for the list of participants. After skimming the order of service, I flipped the program over. Written on the back, in an elegant curling script, was the information I wanted.




    I recognized most of the men listed as groomsmen, but none of the ushers or readers or musicians. How many people did it take to pull off a wedding? Several sported the surnames Linwood or McAlister, including the best man.




    The church continued to fill, and I looked around, trying to catch another glimpse of my escort, without any luck. The interior of the building was surprisingly muted. Strips of stained glass broke up the cream-colored walls every ten feet or so, and the pews were the same dusty blue as the carpet. Nothing about this place was what I expected of someone as fashion-forward as Ann.




    The music started, and I settled back for the ceremony, grinning when I caught Mitch’s nervous eye peeking through the side door. I wagged my finger at him playfully, and he straightened his shoulders and nodded.




    “Thanks,” he mouthed, and I blew him a kiss. Damn, I’m going to miss him.




    The organist ducked her head once and the music changed. We all turned to see the mystery groomsman escort the groom’s parents to their seats. Suddenly the reason for the familiar feeling became clear.




    I’d met Mitch’s parents months before at one of the rodeos and recognized his mother immediately. Her escort—my escort—resembled her in amazing ways. His hair was exactly the same rich shade of chocolate brown, and he’d inherited her brilliant blue eyes. His smile was reserved, the look of a son who not only loved, but respected, the woman on his arm, his mother. I’d been fantasizing about Mitch’s younger brother, Jason.




    Unlike me, Mrs. McAlister walked proudly next to Jason. Her ice blue dress had no ornamentation save the sparkling clasp that held the jacket-style top closed. Calm, cool, and collected, she was everything I wasn’t.




    Mr. McAlister followed behind, his head held high. It was clear Mitch took after him: large, smiling, and bear-like. The elder McAlister put his hand on Jason’s shoulder before he sat and shared a quiet laugh with his son. When Jason turned to walk back up the aisle, his eyes flashed to mine, and the corner of his mouth rose, causing my heart to lurch.




    The music changed again, and Chase started down the aisle with his mother. Mrs. Linwood was beautiful, like her daughter, but with wavy, auburn hair. Her dress, a pale lilac sheath, emphasized her youthful appearance. She glided down the aisle on Chase’s arm, and when he showed her to her seat, he leaned down and kissed her cheek.




    Chase retreated to the back of the church, and moments later, the line of delicious groomsmen appeared at the front near the altar. Jason followed Mitch, and their similarities had me shaking my head. Some observer I was; the resemblance was unmistakable. The brothers shared the same strong chin, the same warm smile, and—as I remembered Jason’s amusement—the same endearing laugh. He turned toward me again, winking in my direction.




    I bit my lip, not taking my eyes off him. One by one the bridesmaids entered. I only noticed because their huge, swishing purple skirts nearly drowned out the music. Jason didn’t look away either, equally oblivious to the procession of purple. I felt my expression give way to the dumbfounded look I must’ve worn when I first laid eyes on him, but his gaze didn’t waver.




    The vision I’d seen earlier reappeared. Imaginary Jason reached for me…but then the crowd rose, blocking my view. I mentally slapped myself—this fantasy was getting way out of hand. I stood slowly, unable to dispute the fact he was obviously curious about me.




    I faced the rear doors, waiting for the bride to enter, the back of my neck tingling. He couldn’t be watching me now, could he? The tempo of the music altered, and a quiet murmur rolled through the crowd. I fidgeted, fighting the urge to look over my shoulder just one last time. Maybe a quick glance…




    Thankfully, I was saved from further embarrassment when the woman next to me whispered, “I’m so happy for them. Aren’t you?”




    The prickles on my neck disappeared as I forced out my unenthusiastic answer. “Yes, I am.”




    What a pitiful excuse of a friend I was. Who was I to mourn Mitch’s happiness? He’d found the very thing I’d been fantasizing about just moments before: a companion with whom to share his love, his life. Someone tied to him by a bond stronger than anything but death. And he deserved nothing less.




    “Yes, I am,” I repeated, meaning it this time.


  




  

    Two




    THE FAMILIAR STRAINS OF Pachelbel’s Canon filled the sanctuary, and the doors in the back of the church opened wide, revealing Ann and her father. The afternoon sun enrobed her in an unearthly radiance as she waited for her cue. The word resplendent came to mind. With a deep breath, she nodded to her father and began her slow walk down the aisle.




    Strapless and simple, her gown had an elegance that could only have been conceived by a major designer. A pure, virginal white, the dress emphasized Ann’s perfect figure with its wide skirt and tailored waistline. The white satin was completely covered by the thinnest organza, which caught the light, adding to her heavenly aura.




    Coronation was another appropriate word, judging by the jeweled tiara holding Ann’s immaculate golden bun on the top of her head. The tiara’s clear gems glinted in the light that filtered through the stained glass, and I had no doubt it was encrusted with real diamonds. No veil hid Ann’s face. Only a few expertly curled tendrils framed her prominent cheekbones and soft blue eyes. On her arm, her father completed the picture: the perfect accessory in his contrasting dark tux.




    Ann’s expression was fixed in a small, nervous smile as she moved steadily toward the front of the church. Her eyes darted once or twice to the crowd, but she acknowledged no one. The instant she saw Mitch, her face changed. Her lips rounded up the corners, and she blinked furiously. If it were possible, she became even more radiant at that moment. She practically glowed under his gaze.




    Surprisingly, Mitch didn’t return the smile. With a tangible intensity, he surrounded his bride with wordless adoration, seeming to see nothing but her as she closed the distance between them. He held out a trembling hand and swallowed before looking to her father, almost fearfully. Mitch had once told me he was sure Ann was a dream that would disappear someday, but I’d thought he was joking. Seeing how terrified he was at this moment, I felt bad for having teased him.




    Mr. Linwood murmured a few unintelligible words and patted Mitch on the shoulder. Mitch nodded solemnly, then offered Ann his arm. Her aura surrounded them both as she clung to him, and several people in the crowd sighed.




    Watching the two of them climb the steps to the minister, I understood exactly why Ann had chosen this subdued venue. Against the soft background of cream and blue, she and Mitch outshone everything and everyone.




    Well, almost everyone.




    Waiting on the top step, Jason winked at his brother and soon-to-be sister-in-law. The lights meant to frame the bride and groom also illuminated his eyes, adding neon sparkles to his azure irises—especially when they darted to me.




    Although I tried to stay focused on Mitch and Ann, my attention kept shifting to the man next to them. Jason’s eyes flickered to me a couple of times before he turned to face his brother, and my heart skipped a beat every time they did.




    Once stationed next to Mitch, Jason stood motionless, as if locked in a masterpiece, listening intently. Out of the bright sunshine, his hair took on a darker, richer look, and my eye was drawn to a few renegade lengths that curled invitingly toward his ear. Surely some lucky girl would smooth them back into place tonight, and my fingers twitched, wishing they could do the honors.




    What was I doing? “No time for a guy,” I’d said pompously, as if I was turning them away by the dozen. The truth was I’d never attracted such attention before, especially from someone so devastatingly handsome. Men regarded me in only two lights: tough and equal, or plain and invisible. The only relationships I’d had came about more as afterthoughts than by design—starting with a bored, “So, you don’t have a date, huh?” rather than a breathless, “May I join you?” I’d never been pursued, and I had most certainly never done any pursuing.




    It’s about time, don’t you think?




    I couldn’t believe the words ringing in my head. Me, go after him? As crazy as the notion was, I couldn’t help but stare at Jason, wondering…wanting…




    The minister’s words became but a low hum in my ears as I sifted through everything Mitch had ever told me about his younger brother.




    Jason had spent most summers in school, I remembered. Mitch had complained about how little he saw him. What was Jason studying…was it pre-med? He went to school in the Midwest somewhere…at Ohio State…no, Michigan. Crap! Those schools are arch rivals. I can’t screw that up—he’ll never speak to me again!




    Again? It wasn’t like we’d had an actual conversation. Jason had hardly said two words to me.




    He and Mitch were close—I knew they corresponded regularly by text and email—but the only photo Mitch had of his brother was a wallet-sized candid from at least ten years ago. The water-soaked boys in the picture looked nothing like the tailored men standing together today.




    My tongue slid around my teeth, searching for the wayward piece of hamburger that must be stuck there. Why else would Jason keep looking at me? Maybe my little episode had him thinking I’d be a good subject for his next psych paper.




    Laughter erupted, and I looked around quickly, expecting to see everyone staring at me. Thankfully I was not the center of attention this time. Something the minister said must have been funny, not my inability to cope with an overactive fantasy.




    Mitch threw a glance over his shoulder at the crowd and grinned tentatively. At least he didn’t look like he was about to pass out.




    Mitch…what if he’d said something to Jason? That couldn’t be good. I could only imagine how Mitch would describe me, especially in the acronym-laden world of the internet.




    Email…oh no! I gasped, and the people nearby shushed me. The personality profile!




    Last October, I’d received a class assignment to write an extended profile on a real, non-famous person. “A friend, classmate, or coworker—someone local you can find multiple sources on,” the instructor had said. Of course, I’d chosen Mitch.




    I’d talked to his parents, and they’d given me Jason’s email. I’d carefully composed a very dry and business-like message requesting his assistance, but after the basic information had been exchanged, our emails became more of the LMAO variety. The room became exceptionally hot as I remembered those notes…




    Jason had cracked a few jokes about me hanging around in the manure with his brother, which led me to send a few of my favorite doctor jokes. He also questioned me about Mitch, seeming innocent at first:




    Mitch mentioned that you met him for coffee yesterday. Does he still insist on refusing the drink holders and balancing cups on top of each other? He takes “green” to the extreme, don’t you think?




    At first glance the question was innocuous enough, but I saw through his weak attempt at fishing out information. If only two coffees had been ordered, Jason would assume we were out alone.




    He was a sly one. I smiled as I typed:




    I don’t know. I’m into green too, and I brought my own cup.




    Mitch must not have said much about me, because Jason’s email interrogation continued. I purposely kept my answers vague, enjoying stringing him along as long as possible. But when he asked about Mitch’s skill as an equestrian, I finally gave in and flat out asked:




    Do you want to know if I’m the one your brother is riding?




    Normally I’d get a response within the hour—Jason seemed to be online all the time—but in this case I didn’t hear back for a full day. I worried I’d offended him; he really didn’t know how blunt I could be. Eventually his response arrived, for the first time without any cagey questions.




    To be perfectly honest, yes. Mitch mentions you often. He likes you and the way you make him laugh. I think he cares about you a lot.




    That’s all I was trying to do with my questions—get a glimpse of what Mitch sees in you. I’m sorry. I can see now you are a no-nonsense woman.




    So, are you my brother’s new mount?




    I laughed out loud when I read the note—much to the chagrin of the other students on the fourth floor of the library at the time. After apologizing and making a mental note to read my email at home in the future, I carefully composed my response. Jason seemed like someone who could appreciate some friendly innuendo.




    That depends. How many brothers do you have?




    This time the reply came in seconds.




    Just the one. How many men are you sleeping with?




    Apparently I wasn’t the only one who was no-nonsense. Quickly I sent him my answer and packed up my books.




    Well, sleeping may not be the right term. Cowboys like to ride a lot…bareback.




    Jason’s response arrived before I could shut down my laptop, and I left the library snickering.




    But that can’t be nearly as much fun as playing doctor.




    We continued to joke for another week, but then midterms hit, and I let his last comments go unanswered. It was Christmas before I realized I’d left him hanging. I still felt a little guilty I’d let the teasing end without even a “thank you” for his help with my story. But he must’ve been busy too, because he’d never restarted the conversation.




    How easy it’d been to get completely dirty with a faceless, shameless pen pal and walk away. No regrets, no commitments, and no rejection in the end. Perfect.




    But now my pen pal had a face—with a magnificently sculpted chin, inviting lips, and eyes that turned my knees to jelly. All the tasteless, smutty things I’d said to him came back in a rush.




    I threw my hand over my eyes, my face redder than Ann’s lipstick, I was certain. Thankfully, Jason had his back to me. Does he know I’m the one who spammed him? Did Mitch rat me out?




    No way. Jason would’ve said something if he’d known who I was—made some comment about my tasteless humor. Or was he waiting for me to figure out who he was—seeing how long he could string me along?




    No, that didn’t make sense, either. He hadn’t made any attempts to rekindle our email conversation; it’d died a quick death. It couldn’t have meant that much to him.




    Now that I knew who he was, the thought of facing Jason again sent nervous stings up my spine. I considered skipping the reception as I fanned myself with my program.




    “It is because of your love and your support this bond is being sealed today,” the minister said, pointing randomly at members of the audience. When his finger stopped on me, I slouched in my seat. “Witness now what you have forged.”




    Damn it. I’d missed the minister’s entire message with my selfish daydreaming. After one more peek at Jason, I swore to give Mitch and Ann the respect they deserved and fixed my eyes on them.




    Mitch straightened up, preparing to recite his vows. With a deep breath, he began. “Ann, the first time I saw you, I was reborn. Everything I am, everything I will be became yours. I promise to love you, care for you, and respect you for the rest of my life. No matter what the future brings, good or bad, laughter or tears, we will face it together. I’m yours forever. This I vow.”




    Mitch’s low, steady voice strengthened on the final words, emphasizing his conviction. He’d used the same tone when he told me he proposed to Ann, just weeks after meeting her.




    I couldn’t imagine falling for anyone so fast. It took time to fall in love and learn about a person before that feeling of forever kicked in. I’d never made it long enough to sense that permanence; I doubted there was a forever kind of guy for me.




    My eyes drifted to Ann, her lips quivering as a single tear rolled down her cheek. Her forever, Mitch, reached out with one finger and gently wiped it away before she spoke.




    Pressing his hand to her cheek, she took a shaky breath. “Mitch, before I met you I didn’t know what love was. You swept me off my feet and into your heart, and that’s where I found not only love, but my future. Through pain and pleasure, joy and sorrow, good and bad, I promise to be by your side, loving you, respecting you, caring for you, forever. This I vow.”




    Ann’s words were soft but clear, her eyes locked on his. When she finished, she smiled and cradled Mitch’s cheek, wiping his face with her thumb. He sniffled loudly, and they both laughed, drawing a quiet response from the audience. I blinked a tear away myself, seeing my big friend so moved.




    Lifting a single finger, the minister cued the guitarist standing to the side of the altar. The musical interlude gave us all time to savor the depth of the promises the couple had made. Ann’s eyes shined as she whispered to Mitch, and he touched his forehead to hers. Feeling like an intruder into their private moment, my gaze wandered, returning to the dark hair and broad shoulders of the best man. Jason shuffled his feet and tilted his head ever so slightly, as if resisting the urge to turn around. At least that’s what I pretended…




    The melody faded, and the bride and groom took a more formal stance, their hands intertwined between them. Jason pulled the ring out of his jacket pocket and placed it on the minister’s Bible, where it joined one provided by the maid of honor. The minister consecrated the two circles of gold with a simple blessing, the final seals on the bride and groom’s holy union.




    As Mitch and Ann exchanged rings, my mind drifted back to the strange vision I’d had of Jason. In a flash I saw myself in Ann’s place, a thin veil separating me from Jason’s smiling lips. Shaking my head, I tried to erase the irrational image, but only succeeded in blurring it. What was wrong with me?




    I’d had crushes in the past, even been in love, I thought, but nothing like this had ever happened before. It couldn’t mean anything; he was just a sexy guy in a tux. A sexy guy in a tux who couldn’t keep his eyes off me…




    Stop it!




    While I appreciated a good-looking man as much as the next girl, it was a guy’s wit and personality that had always attracted me. He is witty, my hormones argued. Maybe online, but the computer screen clouded a person’s true character. I didn’t even know who he was when I had the fantasy. Did that make my point or nullify it?




    I rubbed my temple, wishing I could shut off my lusty inner voice. Thinking Jason would give me more than the time of day was ridiculous, especially once he connected my face to my electronic banter. Hell, he probably had a girlfriend or fiancée and wouldn’t want to explain our little jaunt through the internet gutter to her. If not—and my heart betrayed me with a flutter of hope—my jaw-dropping reaction when we “met” had to have left the impression I was a nut case. He wouldn’t want anything more to do with me.




    Then why can’t he keep his eyes off you? He winked at you, for crying out loud!




    I was left shaking my head as the minister concluded the ceremony.




    “You may kiss your bride.”




    With a grin tinged with a hint of mischief, Mitch embraced his wife. Ann melted into her new husband’s arms, drawing applause and giggles from the crowd when her lips locked with his.




    Clapping enthusiastically, Jason turned his coy smile on me.




    Reflexively I smiled back, remembering my earlier fantasy of sharing an equally passionate kiss with him. If only…




    My cheeks warmed, and his smile grew, as if enjoying the same image. I tore my eyes away, scolding myself for indulging in such an unrealistic daydream. It had to be my childish expression that had him entertained, that’s all.




    Ann and Mitch led the procession out, and Jason winked at me as he passed. On his arm, the maid of honor and Ann’s best friend, Tricia, followed his gaze and sneered. She’d make sure I didn’t clutter Jason’s time at the reception. Pointing her nose in the air, she tightened her grip on his arm, confirming my supposition. Maybe he didn’t have a girlfriend, but he definitely had a companion—whether he wanted one or not.




    The parade of black and purple whisked by, and the guests filed out, row by row, behind them. Rather than stand, I turned sideways and let everyone else in my pew pass. I wasn’t ready to face Beth—or anyone else—just yet. By the time I’d collected myself enough to scoot down to the end of the pew, the church was nearly empty.




    Without warning, the door the groomsmen had used earlier opened and Mitch appeared, escorting his new wife.




    “We made a clean getaway,” he bellowed before wrapping his arms around Ann and gluing his face to hers.




    The rest of the wedding party filed in behind them, and while they whistled and teased the bride and groom, I headed to the back as inconspicuously as I could.




    Clapping loudly, the photographer attempted to organize the group. “We only have a few more pictures to take. Pay attention and we’ll get done as quickly as possible. Can someone pass the groom a handkerchief? I’m not sure that shade of lipstick suits you, Mr. McAlister.”




    In the midst of the laughter, a man’s voice called, “Melissa, hang on a sec!”




    I cringed, but didn’t slow. When he called again, I peeked behind me.




    “Mel, over here.” Todd held up a white cloth and rushed toward me. Behind him, I caught a pair of bright eyes scanning the crowd frantically. I ducked behind a conveniently placed pillar, willing myself to become invisible.




    Todd stopped, having lost sight of me. “Over here,” I half-whispered, peeking around the pole.




    He jogged over, the fabric—a sweater—dangling from one hand. “Can you give this to Beth? She left it in the groom’s prep room.”




    “Uh, sure. No problem.” I grabbed the sweater and turned on my heel.




    “Thanks a lot. Beth gets cold on the warmest days, so I know she’ll need this,” he said behind me.




    I avoided making eye contact with Jason and raced to the exit, using an older couple as camouflage. Before I could make my escape, I saw him lean in close to his brother’s ear and point in my direction. Great.




    Bursting through the door, I crashed into Beth.




    “Whoa, Melissa,” she said, half catching me, half steadying herself. “Where’s the fire?”




    Her use of one of Mitch’s favorite phrases snapped me back to reality.




    “Sorry! I just…was…” Running from embarrassment? Not when it was standing right in front of me.




    While I tripped over my brain, Beth looked down at my hand. “Is that mine?”




    Duh. “Um, yeah, here.” I thrust the sweater at her, kicking myself for missing the obvious, again. “I was…uh…looking for you, actually.”




    “Thanks,” she said carefully.




    After an awkward second of silence while the couple I’d used as a human shield hobbled by, I tugged on my blouse and headed down the path toward the parking lot. “See you at the reception,” I said over my shoulder and marched off.




    I made it to the stairs before I realized I wasn’t alone.




    “Who were they?” Beth asked.




    Why is she following me? “Who?”




    “The couple you just spoke to—the people you’re meeting later.”




    Nice. “No one. I was just being polite.” To you!




    I started down the stairs, taking them two at a time.




    “Slow down, Mel. You don’t have to rush. They’re going to be in there awhile,” she said, panting slightly as she trotted next to me.




    “I’m not rushing,” I lied, stopping abruptly at the bottom. Now that we were out of sight of the front doors, I could finally breathe. “I’m not sure where the reception is and wanted some extra time to look it up.”




    I expected Beth to call me on the fabrication—she always saw through my lies—but her face lit up like a light bulb. “How about I show you instead?” She caught my arm, suddenly as eager as I was to get to the car.




    “What about Todd? I thought you’d ride with him.”




    “No thanks! The limo ride over with the guys was enough for me. Add the purple people eaters and I’m out.” The venom in Beth’s voice surprised me.




    “Okay,” I said slowly. Escaping the wedding alone was clearly not an option. At least having Beth along should mean I wouldn’t get lost.




    I unlocked the car with the remote, and Beth yanked the door open before I could stop her.




    “Hang on. I’ll move that stuff,” I said. The passenger seat was buried under a load of disheveled newspapers.




    “No problem—I’ve got it,” she said, scooping up the stack and plopping down on the seat. She shut the door, preventing me from taking the load off her hands.




    By the time I’d gotten my seatbelt buckled, she’d organized and stacked all the papers neatly on her lap.




    “I’ll take those,” I said, reaching for the pile. Beth set the stack in my outstretched arms but didn’t let go. She was entranced by what looked like a woman’s graduation photo.




    “Oh wow, is that her?” she asked.




    I tried to figure out what was so special about the woman while she scanned the page. “Who?”




    Beth tapped the top of the stack. “Kerry Stanton. Ann knew her.” Her eyes bugged out as she read. “She was strangled? How terrible!”




    Unable to stand it any longer, I angled the stack so I could see the article.




    Police Search for Motive in Coed’s Murder




    On Thursday the public memorial for Kerry Stanton drew hundreds of mourners to the USC campus. The murder of this popular student and community activist has many questioning why she was targeted.




    Stanton’s body was found in the park adjoining the Theta Pi sorority house last Saturday morning. An autopsy confirmed she’d been sexually assaulted before she was strangled. The coroner would not confirm whether the scarf found at the scene was the murder weapon.




    Police have not ruled out Stanton’s acquaintances as possible suspects, but friends of the victim continue to refute this possibility. “Kerry didn’t have any enemies. She went out of her way to help everyone she met,” said Theta Pi president Janice…




    “Ann and Mitch went to her funeral. She was in one of Ann’s classes or something. I didn’t know she was murdered—how awful.” Beth let go of the papers and hugged herself. “Ann said she was really nice. I can’t imagine what her folks must be going through.”




    “That’s too bad,” I mumbled. I knew exactly what they were feeling, and bad didn’t come close to covering it. At a loss for words, I slid the papers onto the back seat.




    Beth buckled up. “It really is. It would’ve been nice to meet just one girl down here who wasn’t stuck on herself.”




    I eyed my friend. “I thought you liked Ann.”




    “Oh, I do,” she said quickly. “Other than her. I meant her friends. They are…less than welcoming.”




    The purple people eaters. I finally got her reference to the lavender-adorned bridesmaids. “Tricia and her groupies?” I guessed.




    Beth pointed to the right when we got to the street. “Yeah. You thought Tricia was bad when she came up to the barbecue in Santa Lucia last month? She was Hannah Montana compared to what she’s like in her natural environment. Even Ann apologized for her snotty attitude a couple of times. Just this morning I was ready to shove a bouquet down Tricia’s throat.”




    I had to cover my mouth. No one had been surprised Tricia didn’t get along with me, but pissing off Beth? That took some seriously bitchy talent.




    “Why?”




    Beth shook out her sweater and refolded it. “She wanted me to hold an umbrella over her between photos, for Pete’s sake. ‘The sun’s too bright. It’s making my eyes water,’” she said with a nasal whine.




    “Did you?” I coughed.




    “Absolutely not! I’m not a slave girl.”




    Luckily we’d stopped at an intersection, because I couldn’t hold back the laughter any longer.




    “It’s not funny, Melissa!”




    “No, it’s—” I choked on another giggle “—not.” I couldn’t avoid getting smacked on the shoulder. “Ow!”




    “She makes me want to spit. To H-E-double hockey sticks with her,” Beth muttered, drawing another poorly disguised laugh from me.




    Rather than risk another beating, I changed the subject. “So, what did Mitch think of the note?”




    Beth blew her bangs out of the way. “He was more interested in your message than Ann’s, actually.” She sighed, her anger dissipating into a small smile. “Mitch really did look like he was going to be sick for a while. When I told him you were ready to put him on the ground if he didn’t pull himself together, he perked up. So did Jason, actually.”




    The car lurched forward. “Jason did?” I hadn’t thought about Beth telling him who I was. Did he already know?




    “Oh yeah. Before I left, I heard him asking Mitch all about you—what you looked like, did you have a date, where were you staying—but Mitch completely ignored him. Jason got pretty irritated.” She shifted so she was facing me. “What was that all about?”




    “I have no clue.” I hadn’t thought about Jason in more than six months—well, until today—but he was asking about me? I consoled myself with the fact that Mitch didn’t tell him anything.




    The consolation didn’t last long. Why didn’t Mitch say anything?




    Wait—do I want Jason to know who I am or not? My stomach filled with something much more violent than butterflies. Jason was mad? What if he only wanted to chew me out for leading him on via email?




    “Huh. The way you two were making googly eyes at each other in the church, I figured you must know him. What’d he say to you?”




    My stomach did another flip. “Nothing. I didn’t know who he was until later.” We stopped at a strange five-way intersection. “Which way?”




    Beth pointed to the right-hand road ahead of us. “Straight, then around the hill. So you walked all the way to the front of the church with the sexiest guy in the building and didn’t say anything to him?”




    I could hardly breathe next to Jason, and she expected me to have a conversation with him? Beads of sweat formed on the back of my neck just thinking about seeing him again. “I guess.”




    “Are you blushing?” Beth asked, incredulous. “Goodness, Melissa, you’re such a child. You work with guys all the time, but you’re afraid of one hot stranger? What’s with you?”




    What was wrong with me? “I don’t know. What would I say to him? It’s not like I could interview him or something.”




    Beth straightened her skirt. “You introduce yourself and ask him where he’s from, how he knows Mitch, whether he prefers blondes or brunettes. How hard could it be?”




    It shouldn’t be hard, but my ears burned as I imagined how he’d phrase his answers. But this isn’t email, now is it?




    “He’s from Michigan, and he’s Mitch’s brother.” I ignored the third topic, but wondered if having a little bit of both blond and dark hair made me a loser either way.




    “But you didn’t know that then. I’m surprised he didn’t guess who you were. ’Course I guess Mitch didn’t know what you were wearing.” She opened her window and took a deep breath of the salty air. “Maybe he’ll track you down at the reception.”




    And make me explain my obscene online mouth? Please, no, I prayed to no one.




    Beth pointed at the rambling ranch homes lining the left side of the boulevard. “Could you imagine living in one of these? Waking up to this view every morning?”




    Out her window, the narrow strip of land ended with a sheer drop to the Pacific, distracting me from my internal bickering. In the distance, the sparkling sea was dotted with white sailboats and black cargo ships.




    “Nope. I don’t think I’ll ever see the amount of money it takes to get into one of these houses.” As if to punctuate my point, a Bentley pulled up next to me, the driver ignoring my stare. “I have a tough time believing Chase grew up here.”




    “And Mitch…and Jason,” she added with a smirk.




    This was news to me. Mitch had always described home as simply “L.A.” “Mitch’s parents live here too?”




    “Yeah, up that way.” She pointed at the hill above us. “He and Ann have a condo around the other side. It was their parents’ gift to them.”




    I should’ve known. Mitch’s parents were both successful: his mom was a doctor, and his dad was an executive at a big car company. But I’d neglected to consider the fiscal impact of their chosen professions. The one time I’d met them they’d been in jeans and sneakers and showed none of the snootiness I expected in people of wealth. I’d thought at the time that Mitch was fortunate to have such likeable parents—I just didn’t know how fortunate.




    No wonder Ann had snapped him up. She and the McAlisters ran in the same refined circles, whereas I lived in a completely different social zip code. Attending the same university had given Mitch and me enough common ground to build a strong friendship, but I’d never considered our backgrounds. He liked to play the redneck cowboy part, but on the rare occasion he dressed up, he seemed just as comfortable in a suit and tie. His understanding of the auto industry—from design to production to bottom lines—was endless. To some, his confidence and knowledge came off as arrogance, and I knew firsthand Mitch could be an acquired taste. But no one could ask for a better friend.




    What about the younger McAlister? He definitely didn’t have confidence issues, that’s for sure. And damn, he looked good in a tuxedo. If my imagination was to be believed, he’d look even better out of it.




    Ignoring my lapse into lustful daydreaming, Beth let the conversation drop in favor of soaking up the sun, leaving me to continue my mental tail-chasing as we cruised along the cliffs.




    Just because Jason turned my world upside down in those first seconds didn’t mean he was anything like Mitch. What really lurked behind those brilliant eyes—a snobbish know-it-all, a childish womanizer, or a true gentleman? If he was set on finding the Melissa he knew from the internet, why was he so interested in me, someone he’d barely spent three minutes with? What kept him looking in my direction?




    We wound our way around the peninsula, my mind buzzing. The truth silenced the curiosity. None of the questions mattered because I doubted I’d have the chance to answer them. Once Jason realized who I was—and that I’d brushed him off like so much dust months ago—there was no way he’d give me another thought. And after all the rude comments I’d sent him, it wasn’t like I’d go looking for him.
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