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      All of us bridesmaids--Mackie, Sydney, Jamie, and me--quieted down when Lauren's cell phone rang.

      Lauren beamed with excitement as she reached for her phone. She turned to us, and said, "This is it," as she answered the call.

      We'd been waiting for Aiden, the groom, to call and let us know to go downstairs for the ceremony.

      "Hey, baby! Is it time?" Lauren listened and frowned. "I thought you said he was coming in this morning."

      I traded a look with Mackie, and gave Sydney and Jamie the nod. I'd made our bridesmaid mission clear--keep Lauren from worrying so she could enjoy her big day.

      From the first day I'd met Lauren in accounting class in college, I knew she was a type A personality. Her notes were color coded and Pinterest worthy. Everything she did had to be just so. But the higher the stakes on an assignment, the more Lauren's brain fixated on schedule and discipline.

      Being late for her wedding ceremony equated to a nuclear core breach, even if she wouldn't let it show.

      You wouldn't know unless you were close to her, and Lauren was extremely choosy about people she let get close. I used to think she needed to rethink that philosophy, but now I think she was right. After all, she stopped dating duds and gave Aiden a chance. And she'd gotten close to Mackie and me. I might've been good with picking friends, but I was the worst at picking men.

      She continued to talk on the telephone. "I would hate for him to miss it, but I'm okay if your cousin Miles steps in."

      I knew Aiden wanted his brother, Bradley, to be in the ceremony. Lauren's trying-to-be-positive tone telegraphed she didn't want the stand-in either, but my best friend's practical nature reigned over her entire brain. It'd made it hard for her to fall in love, but she'd made that leap of faith. I was happy for her. Luckily, there was a cousin to jump into the mix that could sub.

      Lauren hung up the phone.

      "It's the brother that didn't come to the rehearsal dinner last night, isn't it?" I asked.

      Lauren nodded. "A fire broke out in San Francisco apparently."

      "San Francisco! I thought he lived in the Valley," Mackie said.

      I shot a quick look at my best friend, letting her know to take it down a notch.

      "Aiden didn't mention how far away it was, because he didn't want me to worry, and Bradley said he'd be back in time. He agreed to take the private plane."

      "He's probably almost here," I said.

      Lauren shrugged and let out a deep sigh. "He's landed and is on his way, but going from Van Nuys to Malibu is a trek especially in LA traffic."

      I nodded as if it was just a minor detail, for Lauren's sake, but I was pissed. The dude's family was worth billions, and he couldn't take time off from his job as a fireman for his brother's wedding!

      Lauren's anxiety and disappointment were mounting with every passing second. Mackie put her arm on Lauren's shoulder. "There's no reason we can't wait another half hour. It's probably better to start a little late. Build anticipation."

      Lauren raised an eyebrow. "I don't do late."

      "The wedding doesn't start until you get there, so it's impossible for you to be late," I said.

      "Mackie's right. It's better this way," Jamie interjected. "Every fashionable bride keeps the crowd waiting."

      "Really?" Lauren asked.

      "Absolutely!" Jamie insisted. "And it keeps late comers from stealing focus from the ceremony."

      Her certainty was so convincing. I wasn't sure if she was just going with our bridesmaid pact or if she really believed what she was saying.

      "Yeah," Mackie agreed. "When I have an important show, we keep the crowd waiting just a little longer to get them revved up, and so none of the VIPs miss my set."

      "Yes!" Sydney chimed in. "You wouldn't want anyone who's caught in traffic to miss the ceremony. It'd be almost rude to start right on time. Nothing in LA starts on time. You know how flaky people here can be."

      I eyed an open bottle of champagne. "And it gives us time to enjoy the champagne. We shouldn't waste it."

      Lauren bit her lip. "I'm not sure if that's a good idea."

      I grabbed the bottle. "I'll fill yours halfway."

      Lauren thought about it. "Well --"

      Mackie grabbed Lauren's glass and her own. "All the way up for me."

      "Me too," Sydney said, shoving her glass next to Mackie's so I could pour her some. I heard a cork pop.

      We all turned to find Jamie opening a fresh bottle. "Those weren't really full."

      I laughed and poured the last of my bottle into Sydney's. Jamie topped up all our drinks.

      I held up my crystal goblet. "What should we toast to?"

      "To true love!" Mackie said.

      "To true love," the rest of us joined in.

      Lauren's smile grew back as we swapped old stories. I was glad she was marrying into a large family. Mackie and I had been Lauren's entire support system in college. When she moved to California after graduation, I worried Lauren would isolate herself and go full-time workaholic.

      And she'd done just that. I'd made it a point to call her almost every day that first year, to keep her from being lonely. It pissed off my boyfriend, but knowing he'd turned out to be a no good cheater made me even more glad I hadn't let him stop me from being there for Lauren. Why had I wasted so much time trying to make it work with him?

      I sighed. We'd all come so far. Well, at least they had. I wasn't so sure about myself. Life doesn't always turn out how you think it will. I thought I had it all together, and now I just felt lost. But I was happy for Lauren.

      She had an entirely new family and new friends. Aiden, the groom, had four brothers who were all groomsmen. So Lauren had needed four bridesmaids. Luckily, her assistant, Sydney, had said yes, and Jamie, a family friend of Aiden's, had stepped up as well.

      Jamie had helped Lauren pick out her Vera Wang gown and our bridesmaid dresses.

      Our gray Vera Wang dresses had strap tops, a flowing pleated skirt with sashed waist, elegant pockets, and a sexy high slit on the left side.

      It flattered my hourglass figure and really showed off my legs, which I secretly loved.

      It'd been so great to spend the week with my best friends again. I was happy for them, even though I missed them so much. Lauren lived here in California and Mackie lived with her folks just outside of Atlanta. Although, it looked like Mackie would be living here soon.

      I still lived in Florida with Mom. She needed me, but she'd insisted that I come. The second I thought of my mother, worry churned in the back of my brain. I took a breath and steered my thoughts back to the wedding.

      The laughter and stories died down. Lauren checked her phone. I stole a glance at my cell, too. It'd been almost an hour. Even for LA, it was getting late.

      "I'm sure he's almost here," I lied.

      Lauren put her phone face down on the vanity and turned to me. "Bradley is a great guy. He's only late because lives were at stake. I'm sure he'll be here any minute. You're going to love him once you meet him."

      Mackie nodded in agreement. "You two are perfect for each other!"

      I shook my head no. "Just because you two fell in love with the Bronson brothers doesn't mean I'm going to do the same. The trend stops with you two. No matter how rich and handsome they all are."

      Sydney raised her glass. "Here, here!"

      I got the sense that I didn't know the full story with Sydney, but I appreciated the support.

      Lauren's phone rang again. She answered it before the second ring. She listened to Aiden, and I watched as her brow furrowed. That meant this allegedly great guy wasn't here yet.

      "That sounds good. We'll head down," Lauren said, and then hung up the phone.

      I smiled. "Thank God! He's here!"

      Lauren stood up and straightened her dress, avoiding eye contact. "He'll be here any minute, so we should head down."

      I could tell from her expression that there was no arguing with her, but I worried that standing downstairs would make every minute he was late feel even longer.

      "He'll probably be waiting for us by the time we get out of the elevator," Lauren said.

      "Absolutely," Sydney piped in. We all went along, but I sensed we were all doubtful.

      We helped Lauren with her veil. Her gown didn't have a train, which made it easier. The French tulle soft A-line gown looked amazing on her.

      I grabbed the steamer I'd packed. "Let me just make sure you're wrinkle free in the back."

      Lauren smiled. "You think of everything."

      "Because you reminded me to bring it four times yesterday," I joked.

      "I have one in my overnight bag," Mackie said.

      Jamie and Sydney chimed in with similar steamer reminder stories.

      "We could make our own sauna," Sydney joked.

      As I bent down to make sure the bottom of the dress was wrinkle free, my shape wear shifted around my stomach.

      I gave it a quick tug as we headed out of the bridal suite. As I followed the group to the elevator, I could feel the telltale movement of my figure-enhancing undergarment curling in on itself.

      Damn. Mackie was right. I should have worn the bodysuit style Spanx, but the idea of having to climb out of that thing every time I wanted to pee made me feel claustrophobic. Instead, I'd opted for the high-topped underwear style that stopped under my clear-strapped bra with a biker-shorts style bottom half that held in my pooch and upper thighs.

      But it seemed like my support underwear was looking at that high slit as the getaway route. I shoved my hands into the pockets of my dress and tried to discretely yank them back into place with no one seeing, but they kept sliding down.

      I figured I'd hike up my dress and give everything an unladylike tug in the elevator. The doors dinged open. A pack of five adolescent boys in the elevator stepped aside to let us in.

      I debated taking a different carriage, but we'd met the only polite group of teenage boys, who held the door open for us.

      "Going down, ma'am?" the red-headed one said, holding the door.

      "Yes, thanks. We're going to the ground floor," Lauren said as she hurried into the elevator. There was plenty of room for us all to fit, but no room for me to hide.

      When we reached the ground floor, I lingered behind, hoping to get a quick moment, but as our group stepped out, another tide of teens flooded in. Damn.

      How the hell were all theses teenagers staying at this hotel? I'd never stayed in a hotel this nice in my entire life, and they traipsed around here like it was a Motel Six across the street from an amusement park.

      "Where's Carolyn?" I heard Mackie ask. I'd fallen half a lobby behind.

      "Coming," I said, as I swam upstream against the flood of teenage testosterone trying to exit the elevator.

      They paused and waited for me in the center of the lobby. I rushed to catch up. Pushing through the crowd shifted my errant underwear even more. The top folded in on itself, and the bottom shimmied down my leg another inch.

      Everyone oohed and awed at Lauren. She was a beautiful bride, even in a town filled with beautiful people. But I couldn't focus on that. The fight to tame my out-of-control control-top underwear consumed me.

      I slipped my hands in my dress pockets and held onto my granny panties for dear life as we crossed the lobby to get to the Main ballroom. My walked morphed into a waddle the last few feet. The crotch of my undergarment threatened to make a break for my knees.

      Our groomsmen, minus Bradley, were waiting at the entrance. Damn. No way could I do the underwear hike in front of Lauren's new in-laws.

      Mr. Bronson, Aiden's dad, was there to walk Lauren down the aisle at the end. "Lauren, you look absolutely stunning," he said as he gazed down at her. The broadness of his smile and the teariness in his eyes gave me a lump in my throat. I wished I had a dad that looked at me like that.

      Mr. Bronson then turned to the rest of us. "You are all so beautiful." My heart melted for a moment.

      Everyone paired off with our counterparts except me--still no Bradley.

      Damien, Mackie's boyfriend, and Aiden's younger brother, answered his phone and spoke. "Yup, the Main ballroom. On the East side of the lobby."

      He hung up and made another quick call. The music started. Damien looked over at me. "He's coming now. Literally thirty seconds away."

      We would march down the aisle at any moment. I looked around and spotted a large potted plant in a corner near the wall. Everyone's attention was fixated on the ballroom. This was my last chance. I ducked behind the plant, turned my back, hiked up my dress, and made unladylike adjustments to my shape wear.

      I looked up as I continued to adjust.

      A stunningly handsome man in a tuxedo was five inches from my face, holding his jacket up like he was a bullfighter or something. I stifled a scream, but a high-pitched squeak escaped from my throat before I could flip my skirt down.
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            BRADLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      I spotted Dad and the wedding party standing at the entrance to the ballroom. I gave them a quick wave as I dashed through the lobby. Man, I'd fucked up being so late. All I could hope for was to get in there, do my groomsman duty, and hope to not fuck things up any more.

      My brothers lined up with their corresponding bridesmaids. All I had to do was walk down that aisle and hope my brother forgave me for being such an ass.

      The music spilled from the ballroom out through the door. I looked for my bridesmaid, but I didn't see her. For crying out loud! I fought back flames to get here, and this girl had wandered off. Seriously?

      I spotted a busty blonde crouching behind a large potted tree, hiking up her dress. She seemed to think that the potted plant was going to keep her out of view, but she didn't realize she was standing next to a glass window on the other side of which there was an entire dining patio filled with people. And even from this side of the lobby, I could absolutely see her.

      I took off my jacket and rushed to keep half of Malibu from getting an eyeful. With her bent over, adjusting some kind of pantyhose, I got a clear view of her gorgeous breasts. The blood rushed to my cock, but I tamped down my excitement.

      It took her a moment to realize I was there, but when she looked up, a startled peep escaped from her open mouth. Then she glanced down and gave her giant underwear a hard jerk. How high did those enormous panties go?

      She fidgeted more with her undergarment and shot me an indignant look, as if I was standing here for my health or something.

      "Seriously? You're just going to stand there?" Carolyn asked, incredulous.

      I motioned with my head to the glass behind her. "I thought your lunch show might need a curtain."

      She stood up, looked around my jacket, and her eyes widened. "Thanks," she said, but she didn't seem all that grateful.

      I offered her my arm. "Anytime."

      She hesitated, but then looped her arm around mine. "I take it you're the missing brother, Bradley."

      "Nope," I said as I led her to the entrance of the ballroom. "I'm just a random passerby, but let's see what's going on over here."

      Dad and the bride gave us both a puzzled smile as we passed them to enter the ballroom. They probably wondered what we were doing back there. They were getting the wrong idea about me and this Carolyn girl. The matchmaking schtick had begun months ago.

      I had no intention of getting into a relationship at all--let alone a family fix up.

      We got to the top of the aisle, unlinked arms, and lined up across from each other in our respective spaces. I let my gaze wander over her figure. She was definitely a knockout. Her shoulder-length blonde hair was curled in waves. She looked like a modern-day version of those fifties bombshells. I wondered if she liked classic movies.

      She caught me looking at her. I smiled. She gave me a polite nod but didn't smile back. Okay then.

      That's not the usual reaction I get when I smile at someone--especially a female someone.

      But maybe it was better that she wasn't that taken with me. Aiden and Damien had been telling me about her for months, but you know, trying to act like it was casual. I could only imagine what Lauren and Mackie had been saying about me to her.

      It was a shame she was Lauren's best friend. Carolyn would definitely be someone I'd try to hook up with. But it would be impossible to avoid any unwanted attachments--she was best friends with my brothers' partners. She'd be at every event from now until the end of time.

      I had a basic code--don't shit where you eat.

      But damn. What a shame.

      I turned my attention to Dad and Lauren walking down the aisle. It was our family's first wedding. Dad had discouraged us from getting married after Mom died. He'd drilled into us that love would bring nothing but heartache. I hadn't believed him at first. But he was right.

      Then, Dad had done a 180 when it came to love. I think Lauren had something to do with it, but I also sensed there might be more to it. Regardless, Dad treated Lauren like the daughter he never had. He'd been overjoyed when she asked him to walk her down the aisle.

      When they reached the top of the aisle, he let go of Lauren and Aiden took her hand.

      I watched as Dad sat down in his chair in the front row. His eyes shined with unshed tears. Was he thinking of Mom?

      I wouldn't blame him if he was. My mind couldn't stop thinking of Shelly. I wondered what she would've looked like in her wedding gown. She'd never let me see her with it on. She said it was bad luck.

      I took a deep breath.

      The judge began the ceremony. I heard the sniffles of happy tears and looked over at the bridesmaids. Yup. They were all tearing up except my counterpart. She was smiling at her friend, but her eyes were dry.

      Interesting.

      The judge announced the couple had opted to write their own vows. Aiden went first. His voice and hands shook as he read from a piece of paper in his pocket. He'd called me to rehearse it.

      I loved seeing Aiden so happy. It'd been apparent from our first conversation about Lauren that she was something special. I recognized the excitement and fear in his voice. Excited, he might've met 'the one'--but afraid he'd lose her, or worse, never get to have her.

      I knew what that felt like. But... My grief threatened to overtake my composure. I pushed it away. Today was my brother's day.

      With the exception of my tardiness, the ceremony went according to plan. As we posed for the requisite thousands of photos, it seemed as if all was forgiven.

      Everyone seemed to push me and Carolyn to be close together for every picture. We both were polite, but Carolyn didn't seem as eager as most women were to be near me. Don't think I'm conceited. I'm in good shape for my job, and I'm told I'm good looking. But because of family wealth and my job as fireman, women seem to make a beeline for me. It's great when I'm in the mood, but it's almost like they don't even care to get to know me before they try to get with me.

      Although, it didn't seem like Carolyn wanted to get to know me, either. Was she pissed about me being late? I know it was bad, but people's lives were at stake. Nobody ever understands that you can't just up and leave a wildfire.

      After a million photos, everyone but the bride and groom were free to walk over to the reception, which was already underway in the hotel gardens.

      My brothers, my cousin, and I glommed together to walk and talk.

      "Glad you could finally make it. There was talk of Miles having to sub for you," Carter said.

      I sighed. "The fire is only twenty percent contained. I felt bad leaving them in a lurch, but it was getting late."

      "Beyond late," Damien chimed in. "Don't you do that at my wedding."

      I looked away as we walked. There was no way I could make that promise. I changed the subject. "What happened to the bachelors for life? Everybody's getting married."

      My brother Everett slapped me on the back and put his arm around my neck. "I'm still on that plan."

      Carter stared off toward the four bridesmaids walking a few yards in front of us. "Me, too. There are too many beautiful women to choose from, like that hot redhead over there. I saw her at the engagement party. This time, I'm taking her home."

      Everett's head shot up at the mention of the redhead. "Sydney's here?"

      "Sydney! That's her name. Sydney's going home with me," Carter said, breaking away from our group and beelining it toward the redhead.

      Everett mumbled, "Like hell she is," as he rushed after Carter.

      The four of us followed the women into the garden. The bridesmaids headed to the bar.

      "Well then, I'll take the brunette or the blonde. Maybe both," my cousin, Miles, said.

      Damien gave Miles a playful slap on the head. "The brunette is married, numb nuts. That's Aiden's friend, Jamie, from school. And the blonde is for Bradley."

      Miles turned to me. "Bradley? Whoa! That's a shocker."

      I shook my head no. "Nope. Never gonna happen. So you're in the clear with the blonde."

      Miles straightened his tie. "You don't have to tell me twice." Then, he headed for the bar to join the others, leaving me and Damien, my youngest brother, behind.

      A server approached with a tray of champagne. Damien and I each took a glass and made our way to the head table. We snagged a steak and prosciutto skewer from another waiter on the way.

      I ate the appetizer off the skewer and deposited the little piece of wood onto my side plate as we sat down at the table. "That cream sauce is good."

      Damien agreed. "I'll have to find out the name of the caterer."

      "Making plans of your own?" I asked.

      He shrugged his shoulders, but he didn't answer.

      I looked around to see if anyone could overhear us. We were at the head table, and it was still empty. "Has she said yes? I didn't see a ring."

      He shook his head no. "Haven't asked yet. I can't rush her. I made that mistake before and almost lost her. It has to be when she's willing to move here. Then, I'll know."

      From the way they looked at each other, I was sure they were a done deal, but I'd give  them time to realize it. Sometimes, the couple in love is the last to know that they'll end up happily ever after.

      Another server came by. I was starved, so I took a peek at the tray. "What have you got there?"

      "Spicy crab salad tapas," the server said.

      I snagged two.

      Damien declined the appetizers and then turned back to me. "You know you and Carolyn have a lot in common, and she's single, you know."

      "I think you may have mentioned that to me once or twice," I answered.

      Someone leaned over and spoke into my ear. "But if he doesn't keep mentioning it, however will he try to fix us up?"

      The sweet citrus scent of her perfume wafted into my nostrils, and her breath tickled my ear as she spoke. The heady combo made my dick twitch.

      I turned to see Carolyn bent down, setting her drink next to her plate. I caught a glimpse down the front of her dress. Yup. What I thought earlier was true. She had the perfect rack.

      I chuckled at her joke, and she gave me a flirty smile as she sat down.

      Yeah, she'd caught me checking her out. I better nip this in the bud before I accidentally do something I'll regret. "Listen, you're very attractive and you seem like a nice person, but--"

      She put up her hand and shook her head. "Don't worry yourself, cowboy. No need to turn me down for a date that I'm not even looking for."

      Her voice had a joking tone, but there was a bit of an edge to it. I felt like a total heel.
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      I couldn't believe the nerve of that Bradley! Trying to let me down gently when I wasn't even interested. One smile to be nice, and he assumes I'm trying to jump his bones. So typical. Why do men always think every woman is just dying to be in a relationship? I used to be such a romantic. But ever since I realized my last relationship was a lie, to paraphrase a song, I'd lost that loving feeling.

      I ignored god's gift to bridesmaids as everyone took their seats at the table. All I needed to do was to make sure Lauren's day went according to plan, see a few sights here in LA, and then go home to Mom, focus on getting my life together--whatever that meant.

      I watched Damien and Mackie at the other end of the table. They looked so cute together. Even though they were in a long distance relationship, I knew it was only a matter of time before they got married.

      A string quartet had performed at the wedding ceremony, and there was a DJ here at the reception playing music. A live band would perform later. They were already set up. There was a guitar and microphone ready for Mackie to sing "At Last" for the first dance.

      I grabbed my personalized box of macaroons from my plate and had a snack. My head ached from drinking too much champagne while waiting for Mr. Perfect to show up.

      I reached into my pocket for my maid of honor speech. Unlike Mackie, who was used to the limelight, being the center of attention terrified me. But I'd do anything for my best friends, even if it meant I'd die of embarrassment.

      I took a deep breath to talk myself down. If my little joke at the beginning of my speech went okay, then I'd be all right.

      Mackie got up from the table and came over to me. Lauren was supposed to text her to get ready to sing for their big entrance. I looked up at Mackie and whispered. "Is it showtime?"

      She nodded. "Just got the text."

      "Break a leg," I whispered. Mackie smiled and made her way to the stage.

      My adrenaline surged. The bride and groom were going to enter any minute. After the dance, Mr. Bronson would make his speech and then I'd give the Maid of Honor speech. I took a deep breath. Everything would be fine. Nobody expected a standup routine, and my speech was short. I hated people who droned on and on.

      The music cut out. Everyone quieted. "Ladies and gentleman," the DJ began, "please welcome, for the first time, as husband and wife, Aiden Bronson and Lauren McCall."

      Everyone clapped as the couple walked to the center of the dance floor. The band started, and Mackie sang the Etta James song, "At Last."

      The way Aiden and Lauren stared into each other's eyes as they danced melted my heart. I forced myself not to cry. The last thing I needed was to have my mascara running during my toast. The dance ended. Everyone applauded as the newlyweds took their seats.

      The DJ introduced Mr. Bronson. "And now a toast from the father of the groom, William Bronson."

      Mr. Bronson stood and smiled as someone handed him a cordless microphone. "I wanted to be introduced as the father of the bride and groom, but I thought that may give everyone the wrong idea." Everyone laughed. "I cannot say how overjoyed I am to have gained a daughter so late in life and to see my son so happy." He talked about how their love changed his cynical heart, and how there comes a time where a father realizes how much he's learned from his children.

      I loved how close Lauren had become with Aiden's father. She'd missed her own dad so much, and even though he could never be replaced, Mr. Bronson was happy to fill the role.

      I envied my best friend. My father left when I was a baby. I used to dream of him coming back and begging for my forgiveness. But that day never came.

      His heartfelt speech brought me to the verge of tears, but I fought them back. I couldn't fall apart, I was next. I reached into my pocket and unfolded my speech to look it over. My hands shook with adrenaline.

      "You'll be great," Bradley whispered as he leaned over to me.

      The casual confidence of his masculine voice and direct manner reassured me at first. But then I remembered how conceited he'd been, and regretted that he'd detected how nervous I was when he appeared so unflappable.

      The Best Man was scheduled to speak after me. Did he even have something prepared, or was Mr. Cool going to just wing it?

      Everyone applauded, and I realized that Mr. Bronson's toast must've ended. The DJ announced me, and the blood rushed to my ears.

      Someone handed me the wireless mic. I left my speech open on the table so I could refer to it just in case. My mouth went dry.

      Everyone stared at me. I smiled, hoping that I didn't look as scared as I felt, and began. "When Lauren moved out to California to go to college, I worried she'd be all alone. True to form, Lauren's plan to work all the time made for a brilliant career, but she did little dating. I thought to myself, 'there's got to be another way.'"

      Everyone laughed, understanding the reference to the infomercials Lauren made for her Bag Buddy, her first invention that had made her millions. I shared how when Lauren first called me to ask what I thought about her dating Aiden, I'd recommended she go for it. The rest of my speech went off without a hitch. I ended the speech wishing them happiness, good fortune and a lifetime of easy-to-carry grocery bags. The last joke got a laugh, and I considered my toast a success.

      Bradley stood up. I handed him the microphone.

      As he took it, he whispered to me, "Thanks for warming them up for me."

      Okay, then. Sure, it could've been a compliment, but coming from God's gift to bridesmaids, it dripped with condescension.

      Bradley made a few quick jokes about Aiden growing up and said a bunch of other things that my brain could barely comprehend. I was too busy coming down from having given my speech and being a tad miffed at how well Bradley was doing.

      "And like Carolyn," I heard him say as he motioned to me, "when Aiden came to me for advice, I told him to get to know her better, knowing that they would fall in love."

      Then he made a joke about being relieved that he'd given the right advice, unlike some stock advice he'd proclaimed five years ago. Everyone laughed, but it flew over my head. Let's just saying making stock market jokes wasn't common in my social circles until now.

      Bradley wrapped up his speech wishing Lauren and Aiden health, happiness and a long life together. His voice cracked as he said, "long life together." His sincerity touched me.

      The DJ took the microphone and told everyone to enjoy their meals.

      I figured it was time to call a truce. Maybe I'd been too hard on him. I leaned over and whispered, "Great job."

      He whispered back, "You didn't make it easy."

      I smiled at the compliment. My bare arm brushed against his hard bicep through his jacket, sending a shiver from my arm straight down to you know where.

      "I wasn't expecting you to be funny," he added.

      What the? I shot him a questioning look, but he didn't even notice. He just stared straight ahead at nothing in particular and then reached for his glass like he hadn't just insulted me.

      It figures. Bradley, like every man I found attractive, was full of himself.

      Truce over.
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        * * *

      

      I ignored Bradley for the rest of the dinner. Luckily, the other Bronson brothers were much more fun and friendly. Dinner conversation flowed easily.

      Throughout dinner, Lauren and Aiden visited each table to talk to all the guests.

      As everyone finished their meals, Lauren came over and ducked down beside me at the table.

      "Are you ready?" she asked.

      I smiled and nodded. "It's in the bag."

      The bride beamed back at me and headed to the dance floor. I pulled my chair out and unstrapped my strappy high heels.

      Bradley seemed to take an interest in what I was doing. He leaned forward. I could feel the heat of his gaze checking out my leg and cleavage as I took off my shoes. I fought the urge to smile. Look all you want, Best Man, but you're not getting any of it.

      "Getting ready to make a run for it?" Bradley teased.

      The sexy rumble of his masculine voice made my heart skip, but I pretended I wasn't affected and ignored him.

      The beginning of Beyonce's "Single Ladies" boomed out of the speakers. The DJ cut in, "attention all single ladies. Get up and move on over to the dance floor, because it's time for the tossing of the bouquet."

      As I stood, I accidentally made eye contact with Bradley. "Oh, I get it now. Somebody wants that bouquet."

      I rolled my eyes and didn't hide it. Ugh. Another dude who was so damn sure that every woman was just looking to snag herself a man.

      I grabbed Mackie by the arm and led her onto the dance floor. "That bouquet is as good as yours."

      She followed me onto the dance floor. She hadn't removed her shoes, but it didn't matter. "The competition looks pretty stiff," she said, eyeing the other women on the dance floor. There were about eighteen of us, but five or six looked pretty darn determined.

      I guided my best friend over to the right side of the dance floor.

      "Shouldn't we spread out?" she asked.

      "No, we want to be right here."

      Mackenzie shot me a look. She knew I was up to no good. "I know that look on your face."

      Lauren looked over at us, turned her back on the crowd, and chucked the bouquet right our way.

      Some tall, model-thin brunette tried to box me out. I jumped up like I was retrieving a basketball rebound, got my palms right around that bouquet, and batted it right to Mackie.

      As I came down, I elbowed the brunette in her long neck, and I watched Mackie take the bouquet straight to the face.

      It was like everything was in slow motion. My friend's face getting creamed by a giant wad of flowers. The brunette falling onto her ass. I hadn't realized just how hard I swatted the bouquet until I saw Mackie's head snap back from the force of that enormous wad of flowers smacking her right in the kisser.

      My feet hit the ground. I surveyed the wreckage of flower petals and injuries. My face heated as everyone stared in stunned silence. Oh, my friggin' God! What the hell had I just done?
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      I laughed the moment I saw my second cousin, Meredith, fall to the floor while my brother's girlfriend took that bridal bouquet to the face. Holy shit!

      I watched as the Maid of Honor's hands flew in front of her mouth in complete horror as she surveyed the wreckage.

      My brother's girlfriend, Mackie, burst out laughing and held up the battered bouquet in triumph with one hand and wiped flower petals out of her hair and cleavage with the other. "Got it!"

      The wedding photographer snapped a picture at that exact moment.

      The crowd laughed. Mackie and Carolyn helped Meredith off the ground. The awkward moment transitioned from a potential disaster to a funny wedding story with everyone's good-natured attitude. But I knew my cousin Meredith was pissed. She had a chip on her shoulder, and was the queen of holding grudges.

      The ladies all headed to the restroom, and about fifteen minutes later, an embarrassed Carolyn slinked back to the table and sat down next to me. Her face was flushed, and her hair all mussed. It was that sexy, disheveled look that a woman gets when you've been rolling around with her all night.

      "Bravo!" I said with a smile. "I thought your lunch show was great, but wow! You brought your A game for dinner."

      She turned and glared at me. "It isn't funny."

      I sat up and stared her right in the eye. "It was hilarious."

      A reluctant smile spread across her face. "Well, then I'm glad the videographer came up to me and said not to worry."

      "Only the photographer caught it, huh?"

      "Oh no! The videographer told me not to worry, because he caught the whole thing, and it was epic."

      I burst out laughing. "This is the only wedding video that I want to see."

      "I just hope the woman I knocked over doesn't hate me," she said. "She wasn't happy in the ladies' room."

      I laughed. "I've got some good news and some bad news on that."

      "Start with the bad news," she said. "But first I need a drink." She looked around for a waiter.

      "All they have is champagne. Let me get us something from the bar." I stood up. "What'll you have?"

      She hesitated. I could tell she wasn't sure she wanted to drink with me. "Might as well share your embarrassment with someone whose opinion you think little of."

      Another reluctant smile appeared. I raised my eyebrows to give her one last chance to order.

      She exhaled. "Fine. A vodka martini--dirty. And get me as many olives as you can get in the glass."

      "Coming right up." It impressed me that she knew exactly what she wanted.

      I got to the bar, ordered her drink and one last bourbon for me. After a full day of work, I needed to not get too tired. I didn't want to stay at the Malibu house with everyone else. I'd get roped into staying the entire weekend, and as much as I loved my family, the billionaire life wasn't for me.

      I returned to the table with our drinks. She ate two olives, took a sip, and then looked over at me. "Okay. What's the bad news?"

      I nearly forgot about that. "My cousin, or rather second cousin Meredith, can hold a grudge. I mean like Olympic level grudge holding skills."

      "Great, what's the good news?"

      "Some people will be on your side because they think Meredith is a bitch."

      Carolyn burst out laughing, and she downed the rest of her martini. "If that was the good news, I might need another one of these."

      The cake cutting started, and the servers came by and distributed the cake for everyone.

      I slid my cake closer to her. "I'm not big on cake, but I think you deserve two slices."

      "Wow! You feel that bad for me."

      "I feel that good for you. This cake is the spoils of victory, my friend. You put in the big assist so your friend, Mackie, would get that bouquet and all the wedding juju that comes with it. It was a selfless act that you carried out with ruthless efficiency."

      She chuckled and pulled my plate closer. "I won't take pity cake, but I will take victory cake."

      "Spoken like a true champion."

      She ate both slices of cake with relish, and we enjoyed a comfortable silence as I sipped my bourbon. I realized the table was empty. People had wandered off onto the dance floor and were socializing.

      I took a deep breath and relaxed.

      "I'm going to get another martini. Want me to get you another of what you're having? Is that bourbon?"

      Normally, I wouldn't let a lady get up and go to the bar for me, but she was already standing, and honestly, I liked how she didn't expect me to wait on her. It meant she wanted to be friends, which I appreciated. I hadn't planned on another drink, but it felt unfriendly to turn her down.

      "Yeah, another bourbon sounds good."

      She gave me a nod and left for the bar. I watched her walk away from the table. Damn, she had a fine ass that looked great in the dress. If she was anybody else, I'd be all over her.

      We enjoyed another drink together, making small talk. Nothing major. Just the standard, how many siblings, and job stuff. She was friendly, but not flirty. I found myself disappointed, even though I knew that was for the best.

      After we finished our drinks, Carolyn stood up. "It was nice hiding from the rest of the wedding with you."

      She held her hand out for a handshake. Yup. Definitely not flirty.

      I stood up and shook her hand. When our hands touched, I had to fight my dick to keep him from embarrassing me. I let go of her hand and played it like I wasn't totally horny. The bourbon and my recent dry spell must've done a number on me.

      "I guess I'll see you at the next one of these shindigs," I said.

      She nodded yes. "We know who's next."

      We both looked over at Damien and Mackie. They'd been on the dance floor for the last four songs, and it was as if the entire world slipped away. "Yep, we do," I said.

      She left my side, headed across the patio where Sydney and Jamie and were standing.

      Miles came over to me. "I can't believe I didn't get to dance with that blonde. But it's nice to see you back in the game."

      I shook my head. "She's going to be at the next wedding. It's not smart to have a one-night stand with someone you'll see at every family event."

      Miles turned back to Carolyn and ogled her ass. "Who says it'd only be for one night?"

      "Well, she lives in Florida," I said and then regretted it when I saw his eyes get wide. "She's a good one, so don't be your usual wolf self with her."

      Miles swiveled his head back in my direction and tilted his head. "Sure you're not interested?"

      I looked over at Carolyn talking to the other bridesmaids. Even though they were dressed the same, she stood out. But I had no interest in getting serious with anyone. "I'm sure."

      Carter and Everett joined us.

      "So how about a brother hang?" Carter asked.

      "Does that mean both of you struck out with the redhead?" Miles asked.

      "He did," Everett said, "but I wouldn't say I struck out."

      "You're still standing here with us," I said.

      "But this time I got her number," Everett said. "We have plans to make plans."

      "Someone's losing their touch," Carter said, taking a swig of his drink.

      "You're just jealous, because I got her number, and you didn't," Everett said.

      "Well, there was a shortage of single women here, and I'm in town for the entire weekend. So who's up for heading to a party?" Miles asked.

      "Some of us worked all damn day today," I said.

      "What are you, Dad? You never hang out with us anymore. Besides, don't you have the weekend off? You can't fight every damn fire in the world," Everett pled.

      "What kind of party?" I asked.

      Miles looked at his watch. "Movie premiere. Since it's nearly ten, the movie will just be getting out. I got a Rolls from the service. We can all ride together and be there just as everything gets into full swing. You know how easy it is to hook up at those things."

      "I'm going to take my car," Everett said. "In case I get lucky."

      "I'm gonna do the same," Carter said.

      "Fine. Brad can ride with me," Miles said.

      "Bradley doesn't hang with the Hollywood types," Carter said.

      He was right. I didn't, which meant I'd likely meet a woman I'd never see again. "Let's go."
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      I stood with Sydney and Jamie, drinking a large goblet of water. No more drinking for me. I was too exhausted. All I wanted to do was to peel out of my uncomfortable underwear and slip into a hot bath.

      "Do you want to head somewhere after?" Jamie asked me and Sydney.

      A drunken older man with a tan and floppy blonde hair staggered by me, paused, and then turned back. "Dude!" he said, pointing at me with a drunken grin. "You were incredible! The way you elbowed that girl and spiked the bouquet into that other bridesmaid's face!"

      I shook my head and looked down at the ground, hoping that middle-aged Spicoli would take the hint and leave. "It wasn't on purpose, but thanks, I guess."

      "I wish I caught it on my cell phone," he said.

      I let out a sigh of relief. "The videographer got it."

      "Excellent! I can't wait to see it," he said.

      Mackie came up to us. Drunk Dude turned to her. "She's the one who took it to the face! That was epic! High Five!"

      He put his hand up for the high five. Mackie cocked her head, gave him a look, and left him hanging. A woman, I assumed, was his wife, came to his side.

      "Okay, Jeff, time to go," she said, as she pulled him away.

      "Babe, did you see? It's the girls from the gnarly bouquet toss!" he said as she led Jeff away. She looked back at us and mouthed "sorry."

      "Well, at least we were epic and gnarly," Mackie said.

      Sydney and Jamie laughed. I smiled. It was funny. I'm sure I'd appreciate it more after I got some sleep and a hot bath.

      Jamie turned to Mackie. "I'm still in party mode. Do you want to go out with us?"

      "Didn't your husband have to get up early?" Mackie asked.

      "That's why he left an hour ago. I've got a license to stay out all night long. So where should we go?"

      "I can get us in at the after party premiere for the new Selena Gomez movie," Sydney said.

      Jamie grabbed Sydney's arm. "That's too perfect! My driver will take us."

      "Not for me. I'm beat," I said.

      "Damien and I are tired, too," Mackie answered.

      "Okay, we'll see you guys at brunch tomorrow," Jamie said, grabbing her phone from her pocket and shooting off a quick text.

      Mackie gave me a playful nudge. "I saw you talking to Bradley."

      I shook my head no. "God's gift to bridesmaids and I aren't getting together."

      Mackie held her hands up. "Okay, I get it.'

      Jamie looked up from her phone. "The car is out front." She turned to Sydney. "Should we swing by my place and change?"

      "Absolutely not. We're wearing Vera Wang. This is the nicest dress I own. We look good. It'll be a conversation starter," Sydney joked. "We can say we're two thirds of a singing group or something. The guys will eat it up."

      The two of them laughed.

      Lauren and Aiden walked over to our group to say their goodbyes and thank yous. They hugged Jamie and Sydney goodbye first, since their car was waiting.

      Then it was just Mackie and me with the newlyweds. We talked for a few minutes. It was nice to see how happy they were.

      Lauren and Aiden had opted to stay in the honeymoon suite upstairs. Tomorrow, close family and friends would see them off at a late brunch at William Bronson's house before they jetted off on their honeymoon.

      Their responsibility to the last of the lingering guests lured them away, and Mackie and I stood alone for a moment. There'd been so much excitement with the wedding and the rehearsal dinner. We hadn't had time to talk.

      My best friend sighed. "I was so worried something would go wrong, but it looks like the day went off without a hitch."

      I motioned to Mackie's forehead. "Um, are you forgetting something? I'm hoping you're not scarred by our 'gnarly bouquet toss.' And I mean that literally and figuratively."

      Mackie waved off my concerns. "It was epic."

      I checked out her face to see if there were any scratches. There was one right near her cheekbone, but it didn't look at bad as I'd imagined. "Sorry I pushed that bouquet in your face so hard."

      Mackenzie laughed. "I'm curious. Why didn't you want to catch the bouquet?"

      "Lauren and I planned it this way," I said, not wanting to confess that I'd gone from hardcore romantic to a cynic.

      "I sensed the fix was in," Mackenzie said. "Are you sure you don't want to come back and stay with us?"

      "The only thing more awkward than staying at Mr. Bronson's place with all the other relatives would be staying with you and Damien and being the third wheel at your bone fest."

      "It's not like you'd be in the room," Mackenzie said.

      "It's not like you're the quietest one," I teased.

      Mackie laughed. "You're not exactly the strong and silent type, either."

      "I am these days," I joked.

      Damien came up to us. "Did you ask her if she wanted to stay with us?"

      "I did, but she said she'd rather feel awkward with your family than awkward with our post wedding celebrations."

      Damien looked away and stifled a shy smile. He was normally such a cocksure guy. I found his low-key embarrassment endearing. "Are you two ready to go?" he asked. "I've had your luggage taken from the bridesmaids' suite to the limo. But we can stay longer if you like. I can give you two time to catch up."

      I knew he was eager to spend time alone with Mackie, but he also knew I hadn't seen my best friend in a while. Damien Bronson might seem like an arrogant prick to the rest of the world, but with Mackie, he was all heart.

      "Actually, I'd like to get to bed. I'm exhausted," I said.

      We got into the back seat of the limo. I watched as Damien and Mackie snuggled together. A pang of loneliness hit me, but I brushed it off. My last relationship had wrecked my entire life, and now Mom needed me. Now wasn't the time to think of love.

      I needed to figure out what I wanted out of life. I thought I'd known, but I was mistaken.

      Within twenty minutes, we pulled up to a wrought-iron gate. It was totally dark, and the number of twists and turns that we had to go through just to get to this gate dumbfounded me.

      "Is this a private road?" I asked Damien.

      Damien nodded. "There's only about ten families who have access to this road, and then there's another gate before Dad's place.

      The car slowed. Damien turned to us. "How about we show you to your room and then we can all have some hot chocolate or a nightcap?"

      "I appreciate that," I said, "but it's been a long day. If it's all the same, I'd love to just take a bath and go to bed." Deep down, I knew they were eager to be alone. They hid it well, and I know they both wanted to make sure I was comfortable.

      The driver opened the door for us.

      "Are you sure?" Damien doubled checked.

      "It's no trouble for us to help you get settled in and keep you company for a bit," Mackie added.

      I smiled at my friend. "I know, but we'll see each other at brunch tomorrow, and I just need some me time."

      Damien nodded. "I'll introduce you to Kenneth, and we'll get you up to your room, then."

      I smiled. Mackie had found a good guy.

      We stepped out of the car, and the front door to the enormous house opened. A tall, slender man in his late fifties with greying hair stepped outside. "Mr. Damien," the man said, "I didn't know you'd be staying here tonight. We've set up a guest in your room."

      "No, Kenneth. I'm just here to drop off the maid of honor," Damien, said, motioning to me.

      I waved. "That's me, hi."

      Kenneth turned to me with a slight bow. "Miss Carolyn, we were definitely expecting you. You'll be staying on the second floor. Next to Miss Meredith."

      I turned to Mackie and whispered. "Is she the one I elbowed in the neck?

      Damien must've overheard me, because he answered. "Yep, that's the one."

      "Can we switch her room to some place further away from Meredith?" Damien asked Kenneth.

      "Some unexpected friends arrived late. I can prepare a room on the first floor if Miss Carolyn doesn't mind the noise."

      Damien shook his head. "I don't want you to have to prepare a room at this hour. What about the guest house?"

      "Mr. Bradley usually stays there when he visits, so we prepared it for him, in case he didn't want to drive back to Canyon Country after the wedding."

      "He left the party with Carter and Everett, so if he doesn't go back to his place, he'll be staying with one of them."

      "As you wish, Mr. Damien," Kenneth said. "Shall I bring her luggage to the guesthouse?"

      "No, we'll drive her over and get her settled in."

      Kenneth bowed his head. "Thank you, Mr. Damien." Then he turned and went back into the house.

      We hopped back into the limo and drove around to the side of the house. "If you want alone time, you'll love the guest house," Damien said. "It's on the far side of the pool, so you'll have privacy. And if you want to go to the main house, you can just walk along the pool and enter through the back."

      The car slowed to a smooth stop, and our driver opened the door again. I stepped out and saw the guesthouse. It was a gorgeous modern style house with a white-curtained lined glass wall facing the pool.

      The guest house was bigger than my mom's two-bedroom place.

      Our driver retrieved my bags and put them near the door. My shabby Target luggage looked so out of place, but the chauffeur handled them as if they were Dior. "Shall I place Miss Carolyn's belongings in the master bedroom, Mr. Damien?"

      "Yes, thank you," he said.

      The three of us headed up the walk and into the house. I couldn't get over how huge it was. "Wow! I'm almost glad I elbowed Meredith in the throat so I can stay here," I joked.

      Damien laughed as he held open the front door for us. "Meredith isn't the most popular cousin, so no one is hating on you for that special wedding gift."

      "Except Meredith," I countered.

      "She was pissed in the ladies' room," Mackie giggled.

      "I wish I could've seen it," Damien said as we all entered the gorgeous living room.

      "You might get to. The videographer seemed confident he caught all things humiliating," Mackie said.

      The three of us talked for a little while. And then, after a tour including showing me how to place a call to the house staff if I needed anything, we said our good nights.

      I exhaled and walked through the house, amazed. My best friends lived in a whole new world than me. I was happy for them, but I couldn't help but feel like I was losing them. They'd be married and living out here in California, and I'd be in Florida, doing what exactly?

      I went to the master bedroom. The house staff had laid out a large burgundy robe and matching house slippers on the bed. I slipped off my dress and wrangled from my restrictive undergarments.

      I grabbed the robe and slid one arm into the sleeve. The cozy softness engulfed my left arm as I poured my other half into the rest of the garment. I did not know a simple robe could feel this good.

      I stretched out on the bed and luxuriated for a while. Then, slid my feet into the large slippers, and went to the kitchen to explore some more. The robe and slippers were way too big for me. They were obviously meant for a man, but I didn't care.

      I skated from the master bedroom into the kitchen. Just being in this space was like a vacation.

      I realized just how rich my best friends were. We'd all been broke college students together, and now, they lived a whole different life being in relationships with billionaires.

      The kitchen came equipped with a cappuccino machine. Even though it was late, I decided I wanted to use it. I dug around the pantry and was delighted to find decaf espresso beans and a grinder. When I turned to grab a mug rom the cupboard, I spotted a wooden bar cabinet in the space between the dining area and the living room.

      I padded over to it and found a bottle of Kahlua. Bingo! There was even a bottle of Grand Marnier, so I grabbed that, too. I made my decaf espresso, steamed some milk, and added a shot of Kahlua with a splash of Grand Marnier.

      The first warm sip slid down my throat. So good. I exhaled. This was the first time I'd been alone in over a year. I could feel the strain of all the pressure in my entire body. I couldn't get my shoulders or my ass cheeks to unclench.

      I took another big sip of my coffee and tried to relax. Between worrying about Mom, feeling weird about my friends, and the general disaster known as my future, my mind spiraled in sad circles. I needed something to snap me out of this mood.

      That freestanding tub! It'd looked great when Damien showed it to me. A nice warm bath would do the trick.

      I headed to the master bathroom, turned on the faucet, expecting to wait for the hot water. But it came on right away. They must have a recirculating hot water system or maybe a point-of-use heater.

      I climbed into the tub as it filled with warm water. Even their bath products were just amazing. I was glad that I'd opted to stay here at the house. Even though I was lonely.

      I spotted what looked like a dimmer switch next to the tub. I turn the knob. Yep. It worked.

      Despite the relaxing and lavish surroundings, a sad loneliness descended on me.

      My life seemed even more depressing compared to all of this. Was I jealous? Please God, don't let me turn into that bitter, jealous friend.

      I picked up my phone and scrolled through my Instagram feed. I don't know if it was because I was drunk or if I wanted to tip myself over the edge, but when a picture of my ex and a mutual friend popped up, I clicked on my ex's profile.

      I'd unfollowed him ages ago, but his feed was still public. I snooped through his feed, hoping to find proof he was still the loser I'd mistakenly dated.

      My heart sank.

      Not only had he suddenly taken an interest in actually using his realtor license, there was a picture of a sonogram.

      What the fuck!

      He'd promised to marry me for years, but was always dead set against children. But there it was. A sonogram. I scrolled to the next picture. It was a picture of him holding his new girlfriend's belly in our old house--the house I'd found an incredible deal on.

      I put down my phone like it was on fire and sat there. Tears welled up.

      No. I would not cry over that man again.

      There's no point in going there. We weren't a match. I was better off without him. Mom needed me, and I would figure out something fantastic and live a great life.

      I reached for the shampoo. It would be symbolic, like that old song. I'd wash that man right out of my hair.

      As I lathered my hair, determined to figure out how to be totally over that train wreck of a relationship I'd wasted over five years on, I found I couldn't do it. I burst into tears.
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      Tiredness set in, and I caught myself just wanting to go home instead of getting laid. The wedding had conjured too many thoughts about Shelly and me and the wedding we had never had. Across the room, Everett talked to the redhead, Sydney, from the wedding.

      Miles returned from the bar, handed me my drink, and smiled when he saw what I was looking at.

      "Did you know she was coming here?" I asked my cousin.

      Miles shrugged his shoulders, but didn't answer. "It's a shame the blonde bridesmaid didn't come with her."

      "You mean Carolyn." A pang of jealousy jabbed in my chest, but I had no claim to Carolyn.

      "You look a little jealous," Miles said.

      "Not jealous, I just think you should be careful."

      "I noticed the two of you drinking at the end of the wedding."

      I shook my head no. "Yes, she's my type. But I'm not gonna shit where I eat, and you shouldn't either."

      Miles cocked his head. "That's a weird way to describe falling in love."

      "Since when are you the type to think about falling in love?"

      "I don't know. Maybe I'm just drunk. Or maybe it's the weddings," he said.

      "Weddings," I said, taking a swig of Red Bull and vodka--a disgusting drink, but one that I hoped would keep me from collapsing with exhaustion.

      "Looks like someone over there is interested in us," Miles said.

      Miles gave a subtle nod toward the two hot blondes on the other side of the room.

      "I'm too tired," I heard myself say.

      "Listen, there's two of them, and there's two of us. You know how it goes," Miles said, heading toward the women.

      I knew what he meant. If he went over to both women without me, he didn't stand a chance.

      I caught up with him in a few quick steps. "It looks like the girl in blue is into me."

      Miles smiled. "She's all yours."

      As we approached, I locked eyes with the blonde in blue. I needed to get the thought of a certain bridesmaid out of my mind.

      Miles made a bit of small talk with both ladies, and they didn't mind the attention. Although my blonde seemed a tad shy.

      "I'm Brad. I didn't catch your name," I said, holding my hand out for a handshake.

      She shook my hand and took a step forward. "Angela."

      I closed the distance between us a little more and leaned in. "Nice to meet you."

      She smiled and didn't step back. I could tell she was shy, but definitely attracted to me. I deliberately didn't speak to build the tension.

      "So, are you in the movie industry?" she asked me.

      I shook my head no, but held back that I was a firefighter. It would've made things too easy. "I take it you're an actress."

      "Costume designer," she corrected.

      "Did you do the costumes for the movie?"

      "No, but one of my friends did. I came out to support," she said.

      We made small talk. I asked her questions about her work and where she was from. She'd grown up in Phoenix and moved out here after college.

      Miles interrupted our conversation. "Why don't we all leave this place and head back to my hotel? There is a view of the beach, and we can get some room service."

      It all sounded really cheesy to me, but the girl with Miles seemed all for it.

      Angela hesitated.

      Miles gave me a quick look. I knew what he meant. It was my job to close this deal.

      "Or we can just get some burgers," I suggested. "I'm not sure I can handle any more drinks, and the food here is just appetizers."

      "A burger sounds good," Angela said.

      "Let's just go to the ladies' room before we head out," Angela's friend said. She didn't look happy.

      The two of them went to the bathroom. My gaze drifted to their asses as they walked away. They both were definitely smoking.

      Miles stepped into my line of vision. "Burgers? What the fuck?"

      "Going straight to the hotel doesn't seem like it's gonna work for Angela," I said.

      "You're not even trying, man."

      "There's that 24-hour burger place just down the street from the hotel," I said.

      Miles smiled. "Oh! Right. That will get us closer, and if Angela still doesn't want to go --"

      "I'll make sure she gets a ride home, and you can take what's her name --"

      "Cheyenne."

      "Okay, then you can take Cheyenne back to your suite."

      "Thanks, cuz. You're a great wingman," Miles said.

      "You owe me, because I am so exhausted right now."

      The girls returned. "There was a line at the ladies' room," Cheyenne said. "I figured we could make it to the restaurant."

      I knew the real reason they'd left was so that Cheyenne could convince Angela to come out with us.

      "Shall we?" Miles asked, holding his arm out to Cheyenne.

      I offered my arm to Angela. She took it, and the four of us made our way to the door. Waiting at the valet for our driver, I spotted Carter.

      He was with a brunette in a silver dress. I gave him a nod, and I couldn't help but notice that Everett wasn't around. Had he already split with the Sydney?

      Our driver pulled up with the Rolls. Our dates were duly impressed--especially Cheyenne. Miles grinned. Yup, it was in the bag for him.

      We climbed into the back, and within a half hour we were eating burgers. Well, Angela and I were eating burgers, while Miles and Cheyenne made out in the booth across from us.

      Angela gave me a tight smile.

      I leaned in close to her and whispered. "Don't worry, there's no pressure here. We can just eat and try not to feel too awkward watching them suck their faces off."

      Angela laughed. "You're a great guy, and it's not that I don't --

      I held up my hands. "You don't have to let me down gently." My mind replayed me letting down Carolyn earlier. Boy had that pissed her off. Her feistiness impressed me.

      "No, I'm interested," Angela said, bringing me back to the present. "It's just this whole going to some hotel with a stranger is a little fast for me. I'm looking for somebody who lives in town."

      I hadn't realized in this moment that I'd never mentioned what I did for a living or where I lived. She must've assumed that we were both from out of town when Miles mentioned the suite.

      "I totally understand," I said, not bothering to correct her.

      We finished our burgers. Miles and Cheyenne came up for air.

      "I think Angela is getting a little tired," I said. "I'm gonna call her a car and make sure she gets home safe."

      Angela smiled. I could feel her relief.

      "Are you sure?" Cheyenne asked her friend. It was the first time that she'd really seemed concerned about Angela's feelings.

      "I'll be fine." Angela said.

      "We're going to head back to my hotel," Miles said.

      "See you tomorrow," I said to Miles. He nodded and the two of them left.

      I pulled out my phone.

      "I've got the app on my phone," she said. "I don't live far from here."

      "And you don't want a stranger to have the address to your place," I said.

      She sheepishly looked at the table. "You seem fine."

      I chuckled at her politeness. "You're smart. Maybe you should teach your friend to think like you. She's lucky she's with Miles tonight, but there are a lot of creeps out there.

      I reached into my wallet and pulled out a hundred-dollar bill and handed it to her. "Is that enough to get you home?"

      "I can't take that," she said.

      "Listen, two strange men cornered you at a party, and now you have to pay for your own ride home. I know the movie business. It's a lot of looking for work, which means there's a lot of time in between paychecks. Besides, I can afford it."

      She took the money and slipped it into her purse. "Thanks. Because I really can't. I live all the way in the Valley."

      "I've heard of it, "I said, still not volunteering that I lived in town. "Sounds far."

      "Sometimes it feels like a universe away," Angela said.

      "I think I like that about it," I said.

      "Me too," she answered.

      We enjoyed a quiet laugh, and I picked up the check. Really Miles? He was so horny he left me with the check. I guess it was his vengeance for having to stop off for burgers.

      Angela and I went out to the front of the all-night diner to wait for our cars. Mine arrived first, but I told him to start the ride and wait.

      When her car arrived, I walked over with her.

      The driver rolled his window down. "Angela?"

      She nodded, and I caught him checking her out. It wasn't a full on leer, but I needed to make sure she was safe.

      I walked over to the driver's side window and gave him a stern look. "Make sure Angela gets home safe. There are people waiting for her, so no funny business. I took a quick photo of him and slipped him a fifty. "I take it you understand where I'm coming from?"

      The driver held his hands up in surrender. "I totally get where you're coming from. You have no worries."

      Angela looked up at me, and I knew she wanted a kiss goodnight.

      I gave her a kiss on the cheek. "Good luck with the costume designing."

      "Good luck with the," she paused, "with whatever you do."

      We both laughed. Her humor reminded me of Carolyn's.

      She lingered a moment. If I made a move to take her back to the hotel right now, I had a decent shot.

      But my heart wasn't in it.

      I opened the car door for her. She slid into the backseat, and I watched as the car left the parking lot.

      Exhausted, I poured myself into the passenger seat of my Uber.

      "Where to?" My driver asked.

      I debated going back to my place, but even at this hour with no traffic, it would take at least 45 minutes. Then I'd have to drive all the way here for brunch tomorrow. Kenneth had prepared the guest house for me, just in case.

      I gave my driver the address to Dad's house and dozed off.

      "It says it needs a code, sir," the driver said, gently shaking my shoulder.

      I was so tired that I wanted to just give him the code, but we've had so many problems in the past with trespassers.

      "Sorry," I said, stepping out of the car. "Let me get it."

      The driver had to pull away from the keypad, so I could squeeze by to type in the code. I jumped into the backseat on the driver's side.

      "Follow the private road all the way to the end. They'll be another gate with a keypad," I said.

      Five minutes later, we pulled up to Dad's gate. I entered the code and instructed him to bear left to get to the guest house.

      I tipped the driver in the app, fished my keys out of my pocket, and dragged myself inside.

      I'd done a 14-hour shift after sleeping in a tent last night, and had gone straight to the wedding. Every bit of tiredness descended on me.

      Skipping a shower and opting to go straight to bed, I peeled off my clothes, letting them drop to the floor, and staggered to the master bedroom. I didn't even bother turning on any lights. No point.

      I pulled off my boxers as I got to the shadowy mass that I knew was the bed and collapsed onto the bed without even bothering to pull down the covers.

      My hand hit something on the bed at the exact moment a high-pitched scream pierced my eardrums. I bolted out of the bed, dashed to the wall, and switched on the light switch near the doorway.

      There, sitting up in the bed in my robe, was Carolyn.

      "What the fuck?" she screamed.

      Her tits slipped out of the undone robe, and I caught sight of her long legs and shapely upper thighs.

      The sound of her clearing her throat as she snapped the robe closed drew my gaze upward to her face, but she wasn't looking me in the eye.

      Her gaze aimed lower. In my exhausted, and possibly still drunken state, I'd forgotten I was naked. But not all of me was tired.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            CAROLYN

          

        

      

    

    
      I snatched my robe closed, but as self-conscious as I was, it was hard not to notice Bradley's giant erection, tight abs, and fucking incredible chest. I'd suspected firefighters kept in shape, but it wowed me to see it confirmed in the flesh--the hard, muscly, tight flesh.

      A moment passed with us too stunned to talk.

      "What are you doing here?" I asked, breaking the silence.

      "I always stay here. You should be in the main house with the other guests."

      "Damien said he saw you leave with Everett and Carter, and you'd probably stay at their place," I said. "So put your clothes back on and go there."

      Bradley went to the dresser and pulled out a pair of boxers. As he turned around to slip them on, I caught an eyeful of his muscular ass. I'd never been one to go for buff guys, but he made me want to.

      Bradley stepped into the boxers, pulled them up, and turned to me. "Listen, it's late. This is a three-bedroom. I'll just stay in one of the other rooms. It'll be fine."

      My eyes snapped to his. I could only imagine what everyone would think if they found out we stayed together. "If you stay here, I'll never hear the end of it. My room in your dad's house is open. It's just next to Meredith's. Can't you just go there?"

      His shoulders slumped. "I just came off nine days fighting a fire. Fourteen hours straight and then into the wedding."

      He put his hands together in a begging motion in front of him. My eyes were drawn to his forearms and hard pecks. What was wrong with me?

      "Please?" he continued. "I know where you're coming from, but I'll be in another room."

      "Of course. That's more than reasonable. I shouldn't have asked," I said, knowing I didn't have a leg to stand on. This was his father's place, and they set aside this room for him.

      "Listen, I don't want everyone matchmaking us either," he said. "I'll be gone before you wake up. No one will know that I was here. Okay?"

      "Thanks," I said, mustering up a smile. Sure, I didn't want anyone to know he stayed here, but it stung knowing how much he didn't want anyone knowing either. Then, I realized how weird I was being. What was it about Bradley Bronson?

      I sighed and grabbed my phone off the nightstand to see what time it was--4:30. That meant that it was after 7:30 in Florida. I shot off the text to Mom's healthcare worker to check on her. I would've called, but Mom had a hard time sleeping with the pain. If she had gotten to sleep, I didn't want to disturb her.

      Two minutes later, I received a text saying that mom was okay, and she was sleeping soundly. With that news, it was time for me to get some z's as well.

      But I'd need to wear more than the robe, just in case.

      I stepped into the gigantic walk-in closet to fish my clothes out of my luggage, but my luggage was empty. That's when I saw some of my clothes on hangers! Damien's driver must've done it while the three of us were talking.

      I opened the top dresser drawer in a panic, imagining a stranger seeing my worn-out underwear. When I saw my folded t-shirts and panties, I remembered I'd treated myself to a fresh pack of cotton undies when I'd bought my torturous shape wear.

      I put on a pair of baggy shorts and a t-shirt and climbed into bed. The luxurious sateen bedsheets relaxed my whole body. I vowed to sleep late and maybe take a dip in the pool before brunch. No thinking or worrying about Bradley Bronson, no matter how hot he looked naked.
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      I rolled over and opened my eyes. I had to squint to keep the sun from blinding me. It took me a moment to remember where I was, but once I did, I smiled. This place was gorgeous.

      The wind puffed the white sheers as a cool breeze filtered in from the window I'd cracked last night. Florida might be the sunshine state, but California's weather amazed me. It felt like it was 73° and sunny all the time.

      I checked my phone--almost noon. Bradley must be long gone by now. A wave of relief that nobody would know he was here, combined with a slight pang of loneliness. Weird. I guess I wasn't used to being on my own, having jumped from life with my ex and then staying with Mom.

      I slid my phone into the pocket of the baggy shorts I wore as pajamas and made a beeline for the kitchen and resolved to enjoy it. And first on the list of said enjoyment was another coffee from that fancy espresso machine.

      The quiet of the house made me feel lonely, so on my way to the kitchen I grabbed the remote and fiddled with it until the TV came on. I found a local channel playing the midday news and let it play in the background to keep me company while I made myself a latte.

      I made my way to the living room and took one look at the light cream couch, and sat on the area rug next to the coffee table. Better to not risk spilling coffee on it.

      My phone dinged. I wanted to put my coffee on the table, but one look at the expensive wood and decided against it. I spotted a silver coaster holder, grabbed a marble coaster and set it on the coffee table to protect it from my drink.

      I could smell the rosewood of the coffee table. With the amount of money this family had, I bet this was a Dalbergia.

      My phone dinged again, reminding me I had a text. I set my coffee down, fished my phone out of my pocket, and checked it. It was Mackie.

      You up?

      I texted her back: Just.

      "What's all the racket?" Bradley said, turning down the television. My hand flailed, and I came within inches of knocking my latte all over the expensive coffee table and antique area rug.

      "What the fuck?" I yelled.

      "Didn't mean to scare you," he said.

      "What happened to being gone before I woke up?"

      "Sorry," he said, barely looking at me.

      I spotted the screen. A field reporter reporting on the wildfire in Northern California.

      "Is that where you were yesterday?" I asked.

      Bradley nodded.

      The reporter spoke of three firefighters being taken to the hospital for injuries, and the fire finally being 80 percent contained.

      "Is it anyone you know?" I asked.

      "She didn't mention any names, but it's common to have a few guys go to the hospital on a fire this big. They should be okay," he said. He turned back to me. "Listen, I'll get out of your hair. I just was exhausted."

      Guilt settled in as my brain did the math. He'd been out there fighting a fire, and then he'd gone to an eight-hour wedding.

      My phone dinged.

      "Looks like somebody wants to talk," he said.

      "It's probably Mackie." I looked down and read the text out loud. "Breakfast burritos?"

      "The only answer to breakfast burritos is yes," Bradley said.

      I smiled.

      "Listen," he said, "I didn't pack any clothes, but I actually have some things in the master bedroom. Do you mind if I go into the closet, grab some clothes before I take a quick shower? I promise I'll be out in ten minutes."

      My eyes uncontrollably drifted to his broad chest and six-pack abs.

      "Of course," I said, forcing my eyes back up to his face and taking a causal sip of my coffee, hoping he didn't notice me checking him out.

      He hesitated for a second with a slight smile and then headed to the bedroom. "I'll be out of your hair in no time, so you can have the place to yourself," he called from the other room. "They always put me in here because I enjoy my alone time."

      "I'm here, because they didn't want to put me in the room next to Meredith."

      Bradley laughed. "Good call."

      I felt bad throwing him out of this place, but I still didn't want anyone to know he was here.

      "Do you want me to make you a latte to go?" I asked.

      "That would be great," he said.

      I stood up to go to the kitchen and heard a knock on the door.

      My heart jumped. "Breakfast burritos!" Mackie's voice sang out from the door.

      Fuck!

      "Are you decent?" Mackie asked.

      "Just a second!" I yelled.

      I heard the doorknob turn, and Mackie walked in. They must have a key. Shit.

      "Don't worry," Mackie said. "I made Damien wait on the porch if you're not dressed."

      My head shot to the bedroom. He was in there, but he was silent. Maybe I could just grab the burritos and throw her out.

      Bradley exited the master bedroom, carrying his clothes and a duffel bag. He was still just wearing his boxers.

      "Oh," Mackie said, blushing. "I didn't mean to interrupt."

      "No, it's not what you think." I said.

      "Seriously, it's not what you think," Bradley said.

      "I don't think anything. We just wanted to drop off the burritos and make sure Carolyn wasn't lonely. I'll leave them right here." Mackie tossed the burritos onto the coffee table. "We'll see you at brunch." Then she darted out of the guesthouse.

      I sighed and shook my head.

      "I can run out there and explain," Bradley offered.

      "In your boxers?" I asked.

      "Good point," he said.

      "And even the truth is going to get their hopes up," I said.

      "Why does everybody think that the best thing you can do with your life is to be part of a couple?" Bradley asked.

      "I know," I said. "People need to stop treating being single like it's some kind of condition that needs to be cured."

      Bradley smiled.

      My phone dinged.

      "What does Mackie say?" Bradley asked.

      I looked down at my phone. "It's not Mackie, it's Lauren, and she wrote, and I quote: 'I told you so.'"

      Bradley sighed. "Oh boy. Here we go."

      My thoughts exactly. It would be hell trying to convince Mackie and Lauren there was nothing, and would be nothing, between Bradley and me.
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      I tried not to laugh at Carolyn's horror about us being caught here. The whole thing was totally ridiculous, but I understood where she was coming from.

      I heard my cell phone chime from the bedroom. "I bet that's Damien," I said.

      "How about I make you that latte?" she asked.

      "Thanks. I never could figure out how that fancy machine worked, but I love those."

      I went into the bedroom, put on my gym clothes and checked my phone. It wasn't Damien. It was Frank from work letting me know they had released Steve from the hospital, and he was okay.

      My shoulders relaxed at the news. I'd felt guilty leaving for the wedding. The guys had been cool with it. Even so, we were a unit for a reason. And I hated to leave them in a lurch.

      I put some clothes for brunch into the duffel bag. I figured after my workout in the main house, I'd just shower there.

      Sure, that meant I'd be trapped in the house with my relatives for an extra hour or two before the official brunch, but Carolyn had been so cool already, I figured it was best to leave her alone.

      I went out to the living room and spotted her in the dining room just off the kitchen. There were two plates and two lattes there. I smiled. Did she want me to stay? Or was she just being polite?

      "There are to go cups in the pantry next to the refrigerator," I said as I approached.

      "If you want to stay for a bit, you can. The worst already happened," she said.

      "That's a real boost to my ego. Thanks."

      Carolyn opened the plastic bag that Mackie left and peered inside. "There's two in here."

      I rushed to take a seat at the dinette table. "You're gonna love these. They're my favorite. Are you sure you don't mind sharing them with me?"

      "They look pretty big," she said.

      "Yeah, but once you take a bite, you're never gonna want to stop."

      I watched as she opened the tinfoil wrap of her burrito and then took a bite.

      "What do you think?" I asked.

      "Wow!" she said. "So good. The crunch of the hash browns and the bacon and sausage with the egg and cheese." She took another bite, closed her eyes, and let out the cutest little "mmm" sound that made my dick twitch.

      I dug into my burrito, and we ate in comfortable silence.

      She ate a little over half her burrito and sat back in her seat. I'd already finished mine.

      "Do you want the rest?" she offered.

      "You might want it later," I said.

      "There's going to be a ton of food in like–" she paused and check her phone, "two hours."

      "True," I said, debating if I should finish her burrito.

      "Go for it," Carolyn said, motioning at me. "It looks like you'll burn it off pretty fast." Carolyn said, motioning at me.

      I smiled. I'd noticed her checking me out a few times. There were advantages to working out, but I didn't do it for that. "I need to stay fit for work. If you get too fat or too slow, it can get dangerous. And it's not just me I gotta look out for."

      She slid the burrito over to me.

      I smiled. "I'll eat light at brunch."

      I chowed down while Carolyn admired the pool through the window. She turned to me. "It's cool that you're a firefighter even though you don't have to be."

      I paused in between bites. "Well, technically, most people don't have to be a firefighter either."

      "I mean, you can afford not to work."

      Her tone seemed positive, but I was wary of this line of talk. "Some people don't understand why I do it, but--"

      "What's there to understand? You have a calling. I wish I had one."

      It was nice to have someone just accept my choices instead of question me. "Real estate isn't your calling?" I asked.

      She sighed. "I love houses, but I don't love the rest of it."

      "Don't talk about not loving business around these parts. It'll be like you said you hate kittens," I joked.

      She laughed. We both got quiet, and she stared out the window. "Have you ever just--" She stopped. I got the vibe she hadn't intended to voice her thoughts.

      "What?" I asked.

      She shook her head. "Nothing."

      "Does it have something to do with feeling lost?" I asked. I don't know what made me think of that. It just came out.

      Her eyes shot up to meet mine. "Yeah? Like everything you thought was going to happen fell apart and now you don't know what to do."

      A lump formed in my throat. I knew exactly what that was. Shelly. The car accident. All of it. I nodded. "I do."

      "What did you do?" she asked.

      I took a deep breath and stared into my coffee cup. "I put one foot in front of the other. Put together a routine, and then just followed that routine."

      I looked over at her. She was looking out the window again, thinking about my advice.

      She shook her head. "I've never really kept any kind of schedule, but maybe I should."

      A silence passed between us, and I broke it. "The important thing to remember is that you don't have to figure it out all at once. Trying to rush everything only seems to make it take longer. And taking time for yourself is important."

      She nodded. "That's so true. People villainize being alone."

      "Ain't  that the truth?"

      We sat in silence for a while. I liked how she didn't feel the need to fill silences with chatter. Being in the presence of a smart woman stirred something inside of me I didn't want to rekindle.

      I understood why my brothers thought we would get along. Because we do, but I didn't want a woman in my life. And it seemed like the only thing Carolyn and I really had in common was the fact that we both wanted to be alone.

      "Well," I said when I finished my coffee. "Time for me to get a workout in and burn off that burrito. I'll see you at brunch."

      She looked up at me as the sun hit her gorgeous blue eyes.

      "See you there," she said.

      I gave her a quick nod, grabbed my duffel, and headed out. Carolyn was nice, but Shelly was the love of my life, and no one could replace her.
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      The burrito made me too full to want to swim, so I made another latte and daydreamed. My mind wandered to Bradley. It was going to be hard to convince Mackie and Lauren that nothing happened between us.

      He was a nice enough guy, and was definitely a fabulous-looking guy, but even if I was interested, he definitely wasn't.

      Since it was after four on the East Coast, I figured now would be a great time to video chat with mom. Guilt hit me. I know she'd told me to enjoy myself, but it felt weird to leave her all alone with a stranger.

      I hit the video button, and Mom's smiling face appeared on the screen after three short rings. "Hey Carrie!"

      Mom was the only person in the world who called me Carrie. "Hey Mom! How are you?"

      "I'm feeling great. They gave me some more medicine, and it really helped with the pain."

      Mom was already on some heavy medication, and it worried me they'd given her even more. But if it helped with the pain, I figured it was all right. She definitely looked the best I'd seen her in months.

      "Wow! You said the Bronsons were rich. Look at that chandelier!" Mom said.

      I'd been so drunk last night, I hadn't even registered the gorgeous chandelier in the living room. I looked up and admired it.

      "Are you in the living room? Where is everyone?" Mom asked.

      "This isn't the main house, this is just the guesthouse."

      It took me a few minutes to explain the setup of the estate. When she finally understood, she put her hand over her mouth. "So they just have you staying there in a three-bedroom house alone?"

      I opted not to tell her about Bradley. "Crazy, right?"

      "Give me a tour! Show me everything!"

      I got up and walked around the house as Mom laughed. She wanted to see inside all the closets and the cupboards. Everything.

      She ate up every detail. It was the happiest I'd seen her in ages.

      "I'm so glad you went to the wedding. This is the vacation of a lifetime!" she said.

      "I guess you're right," I said.

      "You have to get to the party, don't you?" Mom said, referring to brunch.

      It was half-past two, but I didn't want to hang up. "I can be late."

      "No," Mom said. "I'm tired, anyway. Take pictures of the food and tell me what the main house looks like."

      "I will."

      "Love you, kiddo," Mom said.

      "Love you, too, Mom!"

      "Promise me you'll have fun!"

      "I will," I said, determined to make a note of every detail to share with her tomorrow.

      Since I'd already washed my hair last night, I put it up in a bun and took a quick shower to feel fresh. Then, I grabbed the bold patterned wrap sundress out of the closet and put it on, hoping it didn't look too casual. I slipped on a pair of white sandals and headed out the door.

      Even though I promised Mom that I'd give her all the details, I felt really out of place here. With every chandelier and gourmet appetizer, it felt like my friends had rocketed to another planet and left me behind.

      I followed the pathway along the pool. It diverted around to a side door, which I assumed led to the main house. But there were palm trees and bushes that blocked my view.

      I tried opening the door, but it was locked. I debated what I should do. All I could think of was that this was a sign telling me to go back to the guest house and hide. I didn't want to deal with being around billionaires or accidentally slip and tell my best friends about Mom being way sicker than they thought.

      I'd spoil Lauren's honeymoon.

      "Can I help you?" a dark-haired, dark-eyed teenage girl asked.

      "I'm here for the brunch," I said.

      "This is the staff's quarters," she said.

      "Oh, I was walking from the guesthouse, and I got lost," I said, feeling stupid.

      She laughed and waved for me to follow her. "The grounds are pretty big. Usually, Mr. Bradley stays in the guesthouse. Are you with him?"

      "No, I just got in late, so Damien asked Kenneth to put me there. Are you a member of the family?" I asked.

      "I'm Kenneth's daughter, Lydia. I grew up here, so I know my way around pretty well. Although I won't be here much longer."

      "Where are you going?"

      "Going on a trip to Vienna before I start college."

      "Vienna! That sounds amazing. I've always wanted to go," I said.

      "My parents met there. They were both doing a study abroad program before coming to work here. They were big classical music fans."

      "Your mom works here, too?" I asked.

      "She used to. The Bronson family was very generous with us when my mom got sick."

      "My mom is sick now, and it's hard at my age. I can't imagine how hard it must've been when you're were just a kid."

      "I don't think there is a good age for it," Lydia said as we ended up on the opposite side of the pool. "We're here."

      "It looks like I just took the wrong path."

      Lydia nodded. "It happens. They've been putting together the food all day yesterday and today. It's fantastic."

      "I guess you get a taste of it early," I said.

      "It's part of the perks of growing up around here," Lydia said.

      I laughed. "Well, have fun in Vienna," I said and then remembered that I'd told her about Mom. "And people know Mom's sick, but they don't know..."

      Lydia nodded. "I get it. It's a party."

      She was bright for someone so young.

      "Thanks," I said, leaving to join the brunch. She nodded, but I could tell she was distracted. I followed her gaze and noticed her staring at Carter. Someone had a crush.

      I looked at the party people. Mackie and Damien were laughing while talking to Mr. Bronson and a woman I'd seen at the wedding. I think it might've been their aunt? I wasn't sure.

      Nobody noticed as I approached the party. I still had time to slip away, but then Lauren and Aiden came out. Everyone greeted them, and I knew I was being silly. I couldn't miss out on saying goodbye to them before they left for their honeymoon.

      Lauren spotted me and held out her arms. We hugged. Mackie joined in. Several relatives recognized me from the bouquet incident. Each time I stole a glance at Meredith to see if she was holding a grudge.

      She was tough to read. Her brother, Tyler, and his business partner, Nicholas, joined in on all the fun, while Meredith sat quiet. It almost seemed like the only time anyone paid any attention to her was when they were teasing her about getting knocked down at the wedding.

      Mackie and Lauren cornered me at one of the buffet tables while I was considering a refill on my lemonade.

      "Okay, spill it," Lauren said.

      I shot them both a questioning look.

      "Tell us what happened with you and Bradley last night," Mackie said.

      "Nothing happened. He just stayed there because they had prepared the room for him. But somebody," I glared at Mackie, "said that he wouldn't be there."

      Mackie held up her hands. "I swear, we didn't know. But when he came out of your bedroom in his boxers, I couldn't help but notice his bod. Are you sure nothing happened between the two of you?" Mackie asked.

      I rolled my eyes. "What? Like I fucked him while I was sleeping or something?"

      Lauren laughed. "Did you two at least get to talk?"

      "We did, and we ate the burritos Mackie brought. They were so good," I said.

      Mackie nodded. "They used to get them as kids. Their mom would take him to that place before she died."

      "Aiden raves about those burritos too," Lauren added.

      "Well, if nothing happened, why is it like he's avoiding you this whole brunch?" Mackie asked.

      We all looked at The Bronson brothers talking to each other. Bradley glanced in our direction, but averted his eyes. Ouch.

      I turned back to my friends. "I think he's avoiding me so that you guys will get the picture that we are not getting together."

      Lauren sighed.

      Mackie looked down at the ground. "Okay, I shouldn't have jumped to conclusions and told Damien."

      "And Lauren!' I added. "Who told probably Aiden? I just hope he didn't text anyone."

      Lauren looked away and took a sip of her drink, a guilty expression on her face. She looked back at me. "You and Bradley. It just seemed so perfect."

      "I get that you guys are, like, living in all of this," I said, motioning to the lux surroundings. "But I'm still living the life you used to have. And there's nothing wrong with that."

      "Of course there isn't," Mackie said.

      "We'd never think that," Lauren chimed in.

      They both looked a little hurt.

      "I didn't mean it that way. It's just I get the vibe that you guys are moving on, and you want me to keep up or something. And that's not going to happen."

      "I just hoped you'd move out here to California." Lauren said.

      I sighed. "I've got to take care of Mom --

      "Of course, and I'm going on my honeymoon. But when your mom gets better, will you consider it?" Lauren asked.

      I avoided eye contact. "I'll consider it, but please, guys. Let me be where I'm at. The pressure is getting to me."

      Mackie took my hand. "I'm sorry."

      Lauren gave my other hand a quick squeeze. "So am I."

      "You're forgiven. As long as you take fantastic pictures of your honeymoon, and bring me back souvenirs," I said.

      "It's a deal." Lauren said.

      "Mom wants one of those Eiffel Tower snow globes," I said.

      "Consider it done," Lauren said.

      We laughed and talked about old times until it was time for Lauren and Aiden to leave. They were taking the big jet all the way to London. From there, they'd see most of Europe. It was going to be a two-month honeymoon. I wondered how hard that would be on Lauren to not work for a whole two months.

      Aiden had wanted a six-month honeymoon, and she negotiated down to two. I'd give anything for a six-month vacation. But Lauren had finally gotten her dream company together, and she was definitely excited about her work.

      My mind drifted back to my work. I was a real estate agent, and I used to manage a couple of houses for Lauren. But she sold them, and I'd taken time off after my relationship fell apart.

      Did I really even want to be a real estate agent?

      I had zero clue what I wanted to do with my life. Luckily, I was living with Mom, and I had a part-time job handling the administrative work for a real estate agency close to Mom's house.

      My cell phone buzzed in the pocket of my dress. I pulled it out to check it. I didn't recognize the number, but it had a Broward County 954 area code. Then I realized it might be the home healthcare worker staying with Mom.

      I answered the phone as I walked away from the party for some privacy. "Hello?"

      "Is this Carolyn Rowe?"

      "Yes."

      "This is Josie calling from Broward Regional Healthcare Associates. I'm calling regarding your mother," she said.

      My heart jumped into my throat.
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      Of course, Aiden and Damien had cornered me to find out what had gone down between me and Carolyn last night. All I wanted was to nip this shit in the bud and go home.

      I explained nothing had happened, and I wasn't interested in Carolyn one iota. They teased me about it, and my temper flared.

      "Whoa!" Damien said. "What's gotten into you?"

      "Give it a rest, both of you," I snarled and then stomped away from them.

      I don't know why it made me so pissed. It almost felt disrespectful to Shelly, but I didn't dare tell that to my brothers. It'd been almost five years since she died.

      People didn't seem to mind me mourning her the first year, but by the third year, everyone kept talking about it being "time to move on."

      Move on! Some deaths you don't get over. You just learned to live with the pain. You think of all the people in the world, my brothers would understand. Mom died when we were little, and none of us truly moved on--especially Dad.

      He buried himself in his work and almost never spoke about Mom. I was so angry all the time, but I kept it bottled up. That's when I met Shelly, and I knew if I didn't do something with my anger, I'd never get her to go out with me.

      My wrestling coach recommended more workouts to deal with my anger, and it worked. Now, every time I was pissed, I'd either take a walk or hit the weights. Since I'd already done my upper body today, I thought I might slip back into the house and do some legwork. But I didn't want to over train. You never know when you were going to get a call.

      So I opted to walk over to the side of the house and visit my tree. It was the tree that Shelly and I used to sit under after school to get away from everyone. I'd wanted to carve our initials in it, but she said that it could hurt the tree. So I never did. Instead, I would take a stick and draw a heart in the sand each time we sat down. I put our initials in it.

      Routines always comforted me.

      On my way to the tree, I spotted Carolyn standing on the far side of the house. What was she doing out here?

      I kept my distance her to give her some privacy. But I didn't walk far enough away, and I caught wind of her conversation.

      Her voice was shaking. "It's an emergency. Are you sure you don't have any seats available? I need to get back to Florida tonight."

      "Okay, well can you call me --"

      She must've been cut off again. "Fine. I'll try another airline."

      She looked something up on her phone and called another number, pacing as she held the phone up to her ear. She didn't see me, but I saw her face. Tears ran down her cheeks.

      "Yes, do you have any flights leaving today for Fort Lauderdale or Miami?" She paused. "2 AM? Is there anything sooner?" She waited for an answer. "And how much is the ticket?" She frowned, listening to the answer. Do you have a special family emergency rate? I just have to get back to my mother before--" she stopped talking.

      But I guessed what she was so frantic about. Why was she calling airlines? We had a plane. Why wasn't she asking for help?

      I walked over to her. "Carolyn?"

      She wiped the tears from her face. "Sorry, I just have to take this call. It's urgent. Work stuff."

      I stepped closer. "You need to get on a plane back to Florida to see your mom, right?"

      She couldn't hide it. Even though she was silent, her shoulders shook as tears poured out of her. "I'm on hold."

      "You can hang up. I'll get you a plane. Don't worry."

      "I don't want to ruin --"

      "You won't. I'll take care of it. Don't worry about anything but your mother. Is she still--" I opted not to say the rest of the question. It seemed indelicate.

      "She is. She's in the hospital. But," Carolyn paused. "I just talked to her a few hours ago. She seemed better than ever. Just so happy and full of energy, and then she went to take a nap."

      A lump formed in my throat. The last time we all saw Mom, we all talked about how much energy she had. We all thought she might get better, but she died that night. I didn't dare tell Carolyn that. I just hoped it was in time.

      I guided her back to the party.

      "What are we going to say?" she asked.

      "They're about to leave soon, so it won't be a big deal for you to go now," I said.

      "I'm supposed to spend the day with Damien and Mackie tomorrow," she said, her brow furrowed.

      "And you don't want to tell them?" I asked.

      "Mackie doesn't have much of a poker face, and I just don't want to deal with any questions, you know?"

      I nodded. "I've got an idea."

      I took Carolyn by the arm and led her back to the party. Lauren and Aiden were starting their goodbyes. They were standing right next to Mackie and Damien. Perfect timing.

      "Hey you, two," Lauren said with a huge grin. Aiden shot me a sly smile.

      We'd spent the entire afternoon telling this crowd we didn't want to be fixed up, but seeing my hand on her arm put us back to square one. At least that made my plan easy.

      "Hey are you guys fixing to leave soon?" I asked.

      "Just about," Aiden said. "Why?"

      "Then we're going to say goodnight now. I thought I'd take Carolyn here to the Grand Canyon since I've got tomorrow off," I said.

      Carolyn was too numb from the news about her mom to look surprised. She squeezed my arm and turned to Mackie.

      "Is it cool if I raincheck on our plans tomorrow?" she asked.

      "Absolutely!" Mackie said, her eyes wide.

      "Cool," I said. "We're going to grab her stuff and head out."

      I led Carolyn away from the party and toward the guesthouse. I whispered in her ear. "You know they're watching us and talking about us right now."

      She chuckled. "Yeah, but that was brilliant."

      "We might as well get something for all the shit they've been giving us," I said.

      When we got to the guesthouse, Carolyn packed her stuff while I made calls for the car and to get the jet prepped and ready. I needed to make sure she got back home as soon as humanly possible.
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      I threw my stuff into my suitcase. I needed to get back home in time to see Mom.

      "Don't worry about forgetting anything," Bradley called out from the living room. He'd just gotten off the phone. "We can have anything you forgot packed up and sent to you. Just make sure if you have any medications or anything you can't live without."

      "Great thinking," I said. I rushed into the bathroom, grabbed my toothbrush and toiletries, and tossed them into my overnight bag.

      "Vincent is out front. I've already put in a call to the ground crew. I kinda want to get there before Lauren and Aiden leave. They're going to assume that we're driving up to the Grand Canyon, because I never take the jet anywhere. But if they realize we're going to the airport, they may want to ride in the same car," Bradley explained.

      I dashed out into the living room with my bags in hand. "Ready to go."

      Bradley grabbed my luggage, and we headed out.

      The car was waiting. "I really appreciate this," I said to Bradley.

      "Don't even think about it," he said.

      Guilt seeped in. I felt bad for being dishonest with my friends. "It's not that I don't want everyone to know. It's just that I didn't want to spoil the wedding, and I didn't really want to admit that she might be as sick as she is."

      Bradley turned to me. "You did the right thing. And if Lauren and Aiden are there, I'll hop on the flight with you."

      "I couldn't let you do that," I said.

      "You couldn't stop me," Bradley said, and then he turned and stared out the window.

      His silence and set jaw told me not to argue.

      I reasoned that wouldn't be an issue. It would take Lauren and Aiden a while to say goodbye to everybody -- especially considering the new gossip about the two of us. I smiled.

      My thoughts drifted to Mom. I couldn't believe this was happening. It should've felt inevitable, but even though the doctor said mom's condition was likely terminal, I kept hoping.

      Regret churned in my gut. If only I hadn't come to the wedding.

      "Don't do that," Bradley said.

      I looked over at him, a questioning expression on my face.

      "Don't blame yourself for not being there," he said. "You can't control those things. And the worst thing you can do for somebody you love is to stop living your life. They wouldn't be able to handle the guilt."

      I remembered how much Mom had insisted I come. She looked so happy getting a video chat tour of the house. "I talked to her earlier. We did a video chat."

      Bradley smiled, but he didn't speak. His silence and patient expression begged me to continue.

      "She loved the house. It's beautiful," I said. "I love modern architecture."

      "I should've given you a tour of the main house," Bradley said. "Dad's architect was a student of Frank Lloyd Wright's."

      "You're kidding!" I said.

      "It seems like everybody wants mid-century furniture these days. I kind of like more homey stuff myself, but the glass walls, so you can see outside. That part I like."

      "There isn't a style of house that I don't like," I said. "It's why I went into real estate."

      "I thought you said you didn't have a calling," Bradley said.

      I shrugged my shoulders. "I hate selling, and if I'm honest, even though I'm good with people, I don't know if I like them."

      Bradley laughed. "I hear you 100 percent on that. Everyone thinks that because I give good advice and I'm friendly enough when I'm around people, that I'm a people person."

      "That is the phrase that I hate the most!" I interjected. "It sounds like something people say when they don't have any other qualities that are useful."

      "I'll never look at that phrase the same again," Bradley said.

      The car took a steep turn, and my cell phone slid off the seat.

      Bradley bent down and picked it up for me. "I'll put my number in here so you can text me if you need something. And also so we can keep our story straight about our Grand Canyon cover story."

      "I just realized you'll have to miss out on the last of the wedding activities because of me."

      Bradley smiled. "And now, you know the real reason why I'm doing this."

      I smiled. The limousine slowed, and I peered out the window. We pulled right up onto the tarmac. It was just like Lauren had told me. No lines.

      The sound of an old timey piano interrupted. The tune sounded familiar. I turned to Bradley and saw him fishing his phone out of his pocket. He was holding my phone.

      "I wanted to make sure I had your number just in case," he said.

      "Wait!" I said, stopping him from turning off the song that was his ringtone. A deep rich male voice crooned out the first two lines. It plead with the listener to remember that a kiss was just a kiss. "Your ringtone is 'As Time Goes By'?"

      Bradley shot me an incredulous look. "How did you know that?"

      "Casablanca. I love old movies."

      He nodded. "You're all right."

      I laughed. The driver opened our door. Bradley boarded the plane with me to get me settled.

      "Listen, don't worry about a thing here. Just focus on your mom. If you need me, call me, but you don't have to check back. The crew will let me know you arrived safely."

      Tears threatened. I was so grateful for his help. It felt like I'd been alone handling Mom this whole time. "Thank you, Brad--" my voice shook too hard to get the last syllable of his name out.

      "My friends call me Brad," he said with a smile.

      "Then I guess we'll just have to be friends."

      "Guess so." He gave me a pat on my upper arm and left.

      The flight went off without a hitch. I declined the meal, but I had a few lemonades. It was nice to be alone and not feel crowded and uncomfortable. But it felt awkward.

      I didn't feel like talking to the flight crew, but I worried they'd think I was some rich snob. They respected my privacy and were polite when I deplaned. I didn't know if I was supposed to tip or not. Was that a thing?

      I reached into my purse, but the flight attendant waved it away. "Mr. Bradley has taken care of everything. Gratuity for all flight crew and ground transportation."

      Ground transportation? As I walked down the stairs, I saw my luggage being loaded into the trunk of a car. He'd thought of everything. My heart soared.

      The Fort Lauderdale Executive Airport wasn't far from the hospital, and the closer we got, the more hopeful I became. No one had called while I was on the flight. No news was good news.

      I rushed into the hospital carrying my luggage. It took an infuriating amount of time to find out what room Mom was in. When I finally saw her, she was unconscious, but her coloring looked good. It looked like she was just resting. Maybe things weren't as bad as they'd initially thought. Maybe Mom would get better again, like before.

      A nurse entered the room. "Are you Carolyn?"

      I nodded.

      "She had another stroke," the nurse said, leading me out to the hallway as she talked more about Mom's condition. Her words didn't register. My eyes kept drifting from the nurse's face to the glass window. I could see Mom through the glass window.

      I realized the nurse had gone quiet. I turned back to her. "When can I take her home?"

      The nurse shook her head. My brain registered what she'd been trying to tell me. Things wouldn't get better. Mom wasn't coming home.
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      I'd had a great workout, and I was wrapping up hiking on my favorite trail in the Angeles Crest Mountains. My mind kept returning to Carolyn.

      I was worried about her. As a person who'd dealt with my fair share of grief, I knew what it was like to feel alone. But I didn't want to burden her with my concern.

      It'd been tough right after I lost Shelly. And even though I know people meant well, their constant saying to me 'if there's anything I could do, let me know' drove me crazy.

      I get they were trying to be nice, but the offer felt vague and empty. What did 'anything' really mean? There were plenty of nights I wanted someone to go out with and eat chicken wings with me, but the one time I made that call, it hadn't been received well.

      Even the people who truly wanted to help, I'd felt this pressure. A part of me felt like they needed me to be happy when I didn't feel like it, and they wouldn't leave until they cheered me up.

      But I didn't want to feel cheery. I just wanted to sit around and be whatever I was feeling. Sometimes you want to just be. People don't seem to get that, which always puzzled me.

      So, even though it was lonely as hell, it was easier to be alone.

      Be here's the question. Should I call her? Text? Would it help or make a hard time worse?

      As I headed down the mountain to my truck, I realized nobody knew what Carolyn was going through right now. She'd downplayed her mom's illness from her friends to not spoil the wedding, and I think she didn't want to admit to herself that her mom was going to die.

      I totally understood that.

      I opened up the truck door, grabbed my phone, and texted her:

      It's Brad. Just seeing how you're doing. You can call or text back, but if you're busy or not in the mood, I totally understand. No pressure, but today's my day off if you want to talk.

      The moment I hit send, I worried that I'd done the wrong thing.

      A minute later I got a text back: They say it won't be long now, but I got here in time thanks to you. I'm not sure I have much to say.

      My intuition told me she wanted to talk. I sent another text: I'm just driving home. I usually sing along to music with the windows down. You'd be sparing a lot of innocent drivers if you wanted to talk instead.

      My phone chimed with her return text: What are you planning on singing?

      I was right. She wanted to talk. I put my ear buds in and told Siri to dial Carolyn.

      She picked up on the first ring. "Hey!"

      "I was planning on singing Celine Dion."

      She gave a faint chuckle. "I think you could really sell 'My Heart Will Go On.'"

      "Is there any other song? You're practically doing a community service by stopping me."

      "I am a charitable woman," she answered.

      "That you are," I agreed as I started my truck and headed home.
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      I listened while the lady with the weird eyebrows shared about her brother's death. This was my fifth meeting at the grief and loss support group.

      I wasn't sure if going to this group was for me, but I'd opted to take my therapist's advice and give it six meetings before I decided.

      Decisions. They'd been hard to make.

      Luckily, my therapist had advised me to refrain from making life-altering decisions for a year while I "worked through" my grief.

      I had no actual idea what that meant, but somehow I'd gotten through this last year without Mom. Brad's advice to establish a routine had worked for me. Although, I think he'd envisioned a routine where I woke up in the morning, worked out, and went to work.

      My routine had been more: stay up all night watching old movies and TV shows, work part time, and remain obsessed with the step counter on the Apple watch Brad had gotten for me for Christmas.

      I'd already gotten up to 8,000 and it was only the afternoon. Maybe I should walk a marathon or something. I lacked direction, and I could feel everyone around me waiting to see when I'd get my shit together.

      "Sometimes I feel like I just want to run away. Become somebody new and leave everything behind. I don't know," the eyebrow lady said. "It's a silly idea."

      I tried not to be rude and stare at her forehead too much. But I couldn't figure out what exactly it was that drove me crazy about her eyebrows. It wasn't that she'd penciled them in too high, but maybe it was too low. Or too far apart? They were definitely a weird color and too long, but it was more than that.

      "Would it be a crazy idea to start fresh somewhere?" our therapist asked her.

      "How are we supposed to face our problems? Wouldn't that be running away?" eyebrow lady countered.

      "That depends. Are you running away?" he asked.

      I hated when therapists did that. Just answer her question. Is it a good idea or not? It sounded like a good idea to me. I could be like The Hulk and go from town to town having adventures. But instead of only having anger control issues, I'd go from rage to random crying. Hulk smash! Hulk sad!

      I stifled a smile and forced myself to pay attention to the group. Eyebrow lady was still talking.

      "I guess I would be running away." Her shoulders sagged. "I can't afford to just start fresh somewhere, anyway. It's just a daydream."

      The timer went off. The lady nodded her head, indicating she was finished.

      "Would anybody else like to share?" our therapist asked.

      I never wanted to share. But I knew if I didn't, he'd bring it up in our next session. "I'm not sure if I have much to say, but I'll share."

      "Great work, Carolyn. Just speak from the heart."

      It's not that I hated my therapist. He'd been very helpful, but those kinds of comments just made me want to punch him in the face. Is that wrong?

      "I have these flares of anger. Sometimes people are trying to say something that's helpful, and it just makes me mad. I don't know why." I gave my therapist a pointed stare. He gave me a half smile. Did he know?

      "The other day, my neighbor stopped me when I was taking out the trash. He wanted to know what I was going to do with the house. I told him I didn't know. And so he asked if I was thinking about selling it.

      "I got so mad. What part of 'I don't know' did he not understand? And it's obvious he knows Mom died, but he never even offered condolences. They were neighbors for fifteen years."

      I talked about how lost I felt and how my best friends lives' were changing, and how much I worried we'd drift apart. Mackie had just gotten engaged and had a recording contract, and Lauren was pregnant. And what was I doing? Where was I going?

      The timer went off. It startled me. I'd never shared that much in a meeting. I hadn't realized how emotional I was.

      My therapist thanked me for sharing and then wrapped up the meeting with some announcements and a reminder to validate our parking before we went to the garage.

      My face felt hot, and I worried everybody thought I was a shitty person who was jealous of her friends and mad at her neighbor.

      I wanted to dash out of here and get to my truck before I burst into tears in front of everyone.

      My therapist approached. Damn it.

      "Carolyn, I'm glad to see you taking part in the group. It's hard to be vulnerable, but you really went there. You were so honest and funny. That stuff about being a sad hulk. Great stuff. Really great."

      Had I shared that? And I wasn't a sad hulk, I was The Hulk, only sad. These people must think I'm a freak.

      "You've come a long way," he said.

      "Uh, thanks," I said, feeling weird, but better.

      A few of my fellow patients smiled at me. I smiled back. Weird. Getting approval for sharing my feelings without censoring myself surprised me. I felt lighter.

      I took surface streets home. Why rush? Where did I have to go?

      Stopped at a red light, I spotted someone with a pop-up camper hitched to the back of their truck. I remembered the summer before I started high school. Mom had somehow gotten one of those. She told me she'd taken the summer off to spend it with me.

      Later, I'd found out she'd lost her job and had rented our house to some vacationing family. Mom was always resourceful.

      We had little money on our trip, but Mom turned everything into an adventure.

      We'd stop at some random mini-mart, and she'd make up a story about how Elvis bought gum there. Or when we'd pull over at a rest stop, she'd tell me how they'd shot an episode of a TV show or a movie nearby.

      When we pulled up to a Burger King, I told Mom that I'd heard an angry magician, who died waiting for his Whopper, haunted the bathroom there.

      It made her laugh. It had surprised Mom that I'd known she was making up stories about non-landmarks. How could she have thought I'd believed her?

      Telling crazy stories became our thing. We'd do it anytime we were stuck waiting somewhere or lost or just bored.

      When she was in hospice, I told her that Jackie Gleason had once had a fungal toenail treated two floors down. I saw the corners of her mouth turn up when she heard me.

      The light changed, and I drove on, thinking that I might want to hit a Burger King drive through.

      But then another thought hit me.

      What if I were to buy one of those campers? Just tool around the country for a while.

      I daydreamed about going on the road for the rest of the drive home. But as I pulled into my driveway, I returned to reality. I couldn't afford that camper.

      I climbed out of my truck. My neighbor popped out of his garage and walked over. Oh, brother! Here we go again.

      "Hi!" he said.

      I said nothing. He didn't take the hint. I debated just running into the house and locking the door, but I didn't have the energy.

      "I realized I never said sorry about your mom. She was a great lady, and a great neighbor," he said.

      I gave him a tight smile. "Thanks."

      "I didn't say anything cuz I didn't want to upset you."

      All I wanted was for him to go away, but he stepped even closer. Ugh.

      "It was really great of you to stay with your mom and take care of her," he continued, not reading my face or body language. "We want to do the same for my mother-in-law, but our house has stairs and our daughter just had a baby and she's still living at home. So that's the only reason I was asking about the house. We thought it would be a great solution."

      I stared at him, thinking about how he used the word 'great' a lot.

      "You know, to buy your house and put my wife's mom in it."

      "Oh."

      "So if you ever decide to sell, let us know," he said.

      "Will do," I said and turned away. But an idea struck me. I turned back and called after him. "How much were you thinking of buying the house for? Just out of curiosity."

      He tried to hide his eagerness at a deal, but I saw it all over his face. He wanted this house.

      "I don't know," he said, even though I was sure he knew. "The house down the way sold for $320,000. It was pretty much like yours."

      I may not have renewed my real estate license, but I still knew houses, and I also knew buyers. The house down the way sold for $340,00, and it only had one bathroom. Also, my neighbor owned three used car lots and a laundromat. He'd renovated his house four times in the last ten years. The construction bugged the shit out of my mom, and now he was trying to low-ball me.

      "Five hundred and fifty thousand, and it's yours," I said.

      His face turned angry. "You want more than a half a million for this house? You gotta be kidding me. I can get one of those brand new houses they're building in that new subdivision for that."

      He got closer to me, deliberately invading my space to intimidate me.

      My heart sped up, but I stood my ground. "Yeah, but this is the only house for sale next door to you. You've been renovating your house for years. I bet you want to combine the houses, don't you?"

      I could tell from the way his facial expression changed that he did, so I kept going.

      "Your other neighbors, The Colemans, are in their forties, and they're here for the long haul. That leaves only one house in the entire world that you can buy so you can expand yours."

      "I'll just buy a bigger house some place else."

      "You've already spent hundreds of thousands renovating your place, and these older houses have way bigger lawns than the new ones. You'd have to spend over two million to get a lot this big. Five fifty is a great deal. You better act fast before I meet some guy and have a kid and decide to stay forever."

      "Four fifty," he offered.

      "No."

      "No? That's it?"

      "Listen, I wish I could take it, but I can't afford to go where I want to go for anything less than $550,000. I probably need more than that, but if I asked for more, it would make more sense for you to buy somewhere else. So either pay the $550,000, or I'll stay here. It's probably just easier if I stay, anyway."

      He put his hand on his hips and stared at me, not saying another word.

      I guessed he was trying to stare me down, but I was too numb with grief to be intimidated by a man with no leverage. Besides, the South Florida heat made it way too hot to just stand in my driveway, so I left him there and headed to my front door.

      The idea of buying that pop-up trailer and just driving around the country for a while seemed fun, but it wasn't exactly practical.

      "Half a million!" My neighbor called out after me.

      I stopped in my tracks. With half a million dollars, I could buy that pop up trailer, travel for a little while, and find some place new to start over.

      Moving to California popped into my mind, but it was so expensive. Half a million wouldn't be enough to get a house out there. But maybe I could find something in Arizona. Not too far from them.

      "Do we have a deal?" my neighbor asked.

      "No."

      He sighed. "Fine. Five fifty."

      "Deal."

      I hid my excitement until I got inside. Then I jumped up and down, snatched a pillow off the sofa, and screamed into it. Holy shit! I can't believe I just did that.

      I felt a need to mark the occasion and tell someone my great news.

      Without thinking, I whipped out my phone and dialed Brad. "You'll never guess what just happened!"

      "Well, if that's the case, you better tell me," he said. I could hear the smile in his voice.

      "I convinced my neighbor to buy this place for over half a million dollars, and I'm going to buy one of those pop-up campers and hit the road!"

      "Congratulations! What brought all this on? Last we talked, you were having trouble making decisions and now bam! You're selling the house."

      "How did you know I was having trouble making decisions?" I asked.

      "You took twenty minutes picking out Chinese delivery last night, and you've been debating between buying a Partridge Family or a Hulk lunchbox off of eBay for like two weeks now."

      I didn't even remember I had Chinese food last night. "Out of curiosity, what did I get for dinner last night?"

      "The same thing you always order. The combo. Broccoli with beef, cashew chicken with rice. You added steamed pot stickers, but sometimes you go with crab wontons."

      "Damn. I eat a lot."

      "You said it, not me," he teased.

      I walked to the kitchen to reheat those leftovers. "But seriously, I order extra to eat the next day."

      "When you remember!"

      "True." And then I told him blow by blow my thoughts from the meeting and about Mom and me traveling that summer. He listened to every word without rushing me. He even laughed at my Hulk sad and Hulk smash joke.

      "I know all this might sound crazy--"

      He interrupted. "No, it sounds perfect."

      Relief washed over me. "I almost don't want to tell anyone else until everything is in motion, so no one will talk me out of it. But, then again, I don't want to hide it from people."

      "It was like that with me leasing this cabin out here and firefighting. I knew nobody would get it, so I just did it. And when it was done, they had to accept it."

      "You didn't feel as if you were hiding the truth from them?"

      "Nah. It's not hiding. It's keeping something deeply personal private. Some visions and ideas you get are gifted just to you. You've got to hold them close and protect them."

      I leaned back in my chair. "It's like I'm thawing out or something. Like I'm feeling something for the first time after a long snow. Do you know What I mean?"

      "I do."

      And I felt like he really did.
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      I grabbed my phone out of my gym bag and picked it up to check Carolyn's Instagram before I hit the showers. Since she'd been on the road, she'd posted all her photos and videos there.

      I'd never been a social media person, but I'd made an account just to follow her and make sure she was okay.

      She didn't have any family. And with Mackie and Damien planning their wedding and Lauren and Aiden having twins, I imagined Carolyn felt left out. Not that she ever said anything about that.

      She hadn't posted anything since the day before yesterday. Last we texted, she was on the road to Tennessee. I worried about her driving late at night and staying in those RV Parks. She was young, beautiful, and alone. I didn't want any shady characters up to no good getting the wrong idea and causing her trouble.

      I hit the shower and vowed to make sure I spoke to her about safety.

      I got home from the gym, made my coffee, and checked her Instagram again. Finally! A new pic was up.

      It was her standing next to a sign for the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. She'd made it. I read the smaller print on the bottom of the sign: National Park Service, US Department of Interior.

      I smiled. It was like she was at my work. I sent her off a quick text: Glad you made it. Everything good?

      She texted back: Just woke up. Want to chat while I have my coffee?

      I carried my coffee out to the porch, slid in my ear buds, and called her.

      "You're up bright and early," I teased.

      "You're just jealous."

      "I am, but not of you sleeping the day away. I'm jealous of you getting to see all the parks."

      "You're in them all the time."

      "When they're on fire. It's not as relaxing."

      She laughed. It made me smile. She sounded happier lately. I was glad. "So, how long are you going to be there? A week like the last one?"

      "Just three days. I want to hit the Grand Canyon before I go to the engagement party," she said.

      "It's handy you're going to the Grand Canyon. They all still think we went together last year."

      "I forgot all about that. That was the perfect cover story. No one suspected a thing."

      "You know the matchmaking will be on in full force at the engagement party, not to mention the bridal shower."

      "Probably. But with me on the road, the fix-up won't be as easy. I'll only be in town for a few days."

      A wave of disappointment caught me by surprise. "I think Mackie and Lauren were hoping you'd stay in LA for a bit. There's only a few weeks between Damien and Mackie's engagement party and Lauren and Aiden's baby shower."

      "Yeah, but the West Coast has a ton of parks. I want to go to Joshua Tree, Yosemite, Redwood, Yellowstone."

      "Don't forget the Angeles National Forest," I interjected.

      "Never heard of it," she joked. She knew it was where I lived and worked.

      "I see what it's like. You only like the hits. My park is too deep of a cut off the National Forest Service album for you. You're not a true fan."

      She giggled some more. I loved teasing her.

      "But seriously, I wouldn't want to trouble you," she said.

      "It's no trouble. I know it like the back of my hand. Plus, you like historic homes. SoCal is packed with them."

      She got quiet. Had I been too pushy?

      "You don't want to come, you don't have to."

      "No, it's not that!" she said.

      "Did I say something that made you uncomfortable?"

      "No! Not at all!"

      Her protestation didn't convince me. "You can be honest with me. I'm a big boy."

      "It's just that if I stay in LA, Mackie and Lauren will feel like they have to entertain me. They're going to be so busy. And I'd just feel like an imposition. They'd insist I'd stay at their place, but I like my camper. I feel like I'm Jeannie in her bottle."

      "And you're like me and hate the big houses and servants."

      "Not entirely, it's just, I don't have as much in common with my friends right now. And I don't feel like dealing with it. I've got too much going on."

      "That's natural. But you know you can always stay and not tell them you're here. I've got some vacation time. I'd love to have some company."

      "That would be great!" she said, "but I can't."

      What the hell? Did she not want to see me either? I didn't know what to say, so I said nothing.

      She broke the silence. "It's just if I'm seeing all that stuff, I want to post about it on social media. I don't want to lose momentum."

      "You're really getting into that Instagram," I said.

      "I know people think it's shallow, but I love it."

      "To hell with what people think. It's your life, remember. Do you what you want. Maybe it's your calling."

      "I wouldn't go that far," she said. She paused for a little while. "But maybe I could stay an extra couple of days so we could hang out. It's a shame it can't be longer."

      The perfect plan unfolded in my head. "I know what to do."

      "What?" she asked.

      "We'll tell them the truth. You're sticking around, and I'm going to take time off work to show you around."

      She laughed. "It's the truth, but you know what they'll think."

      "Who cares?" I answered.

      "We'd be playing with fire!"

      "Did you forget who you're talking to?"

      She laughed. "I kinda did."

      I laughed back relieved. "Think about it. You don't have to decide right away."

      "But I already decided yes," she said.

      I beamed. "Good. I'll put in my time-off request, and get ready to play camera man for you."

      "Perfect! Speaking of Instagram, I ran into some people here at the RV Park who recognized me. They said they just missed me in Georgia. They suggested I do longer videos and share them on YouTube. So I started a channel."

      "I don't like the sound of that."

      "You don't think I should do YouTube?"

      "No, I don't like the sound of people following you around, knowing where you are. Especially since it's obvious from your feed that you're traveling alone. Do you have a gun or knife or something?"

      "I have a cell phone and locks on my camper and truck."

      "Promise me you'll delay your posts from now on. And tell me about these weirdos following you around. Who are they?"

      "Jennifer and Simon Hartley of Biloxi, Mississippi. They're retired, and they're in their eighties."

      "Okay, but remember, just because they're old doesn't mean they're not dangerous."

      "I'll buy a baseball bat and kneecap them when they try to take me down with their walkers."

      "Or you can elbow them in the throat like you did Meredith," I teased. She laughed again.

      Carolyn was easy to talk to, and I looked forward to her visit. We said our goodbyes as we had for the last couple of months, and I hung up.

      I hummed as I walked to the kitchen to refill my coffee. The wedding invitation was stuck to my refrigerator so I would remember to put in for my time off that week. I'd make sure to put in both vacation requests, one for the engagement party and one for the baby shower, at the same time.

      It would be fun to go with Carolyn to the engagement party. As I set my coffee mug on the counter, I realized what my brain had wrongly assumed. My brain had jumped from showing her the sights as friends to going to the engagement party together. I was treating her entire visit like a date.

      Guilt stabbed my gut. Even just that slip in my mind made me feel like I'd been cheating on Shelly. I shook my head. No. Carolyn and I were just friends.

      We couldn't be a couple. She didn't live in town. Hell, she didn't live anywhere. And my job was hard on a relationship, even with someone who lived in the same city.

      My mind drifted back to Shelly. She'd been so supportive of my career. Even when I'd had a few too many close calls.

      I looked down at my coffee cup. It was the one she'd given me when I completed the firefighting academy. She'd designed it herself on one of those websites. It had the words Hot Shot printed in bold under a photo of my face.

      She'd deliberately made it so cheesy. I chuckled when I opened it. When it came time for the station's Christmas party, she'd made another one as a White Elephant gift. It was a hit.

      I finally had my life the way I wanted it. Cabin in the woods. Workouts. Work. Quiet.

      Besides, it's not like Carolyn wanted to be anything other than friends. I needed to keep things straight in my mind. I texted my brother Damien. Put me down for plus one on the engagement party.
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      How could this be happening? It was a Saturday, and I was stuck in traffic. I had five hours to get to the campsite, shower, change and go to the engagement party, but right now all I wanted was a bathroom.

      My bladder felt like it was going to burst open, and I'd been waiting to get to the next exit for twenty minutes.

      I toyed with the idea of just pulling over onto the shoulder and peeing in my camper bathroom, but with traffic this tight, nobody would let me back in.

      Except for this current situation, life on the road rocked.

      Between my relationship with my deadbeat boyfriend and taking care of Mom, living for someone else had consumed my entire adult life. Now, I lived for me.

      I left the Grand Canyon yesterday and spent the night in Big Bear.

      I wished I'd had more time. It was allegedly a two and-a-half hour drive from there to the RV park in Malibu. So I got a Double Big Gulp and a large coffee, and figured I would drive straight through with no stops.

      Traffic slowed to a complete stop. My leg hurt from pressing the brake, so I put my truck in park.

      Five minutes went by, and I saw a dude step out of his car and stretch his legs. Another guy pulled out a beach ball and batted it back and forth with some of the other waiting cars.

      Well, if that's how this was going, I jumped out of the driver's seat and ran to the camper to have a quick pee. But I forgot the camper door was locked, and my keys were still in the ignition.

      I ran back to my truck, fiddled with the key ring, gave up trying to get it off, and turned off my truck. Then, I ran back to the camper, did the pee-pee dance while I unlocked the back and bolted to the toilet.

      Thank God I was wearing a dress. I'd have wet myself if I was wearing jeans. The second my butt hit the seat, my bladder emptied. I didn't have to go to Yellowstone. My bladder was doing its impression of Old Faithful.

      The sound of car horns blaring made me anxious. Traffic must've started flowing again. But I couldn't stop peeing. I wiped, pulled up my panties, and hopped out of the back of the camper without thinking that I was jumping right into freeway traffic.

      Holy shit!

      Staying as close to my truck as possible, I dashed back to the driver's seat. People honked, hollered, and even cat-called me as I ran.

      Frazzled, I struggled to put my key into the ignition. Finally, it started. I slipped the truck into drive and hit the gas. Between the uphill of the freeway, my fifth wheel, and the age of my truck, I practically had to floor the gas pedal to get up to the speed of traffic.

      I smelled smoke, and I felt sorry for whoever's car was overheating. I hate it when that happened. But then I looked down at the temperature gauge, and I saw I was in the red. It was my car smoking! No!
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        * * *

      

      I stared at my truck through the window of the In-N-OutBurger waiting to see if Roadside Assistance could help me in time to get me to the engagement party.

      I waited on hold while I swigged some lemonade. No, I don't learn my lessons. As bad as it was, I reasoned, things could've been worse. My truck hadn't completely died before getting here. Although, I didn't know how much I'd damaged the engine getting here.

      "Hello, Carolyn?" the Roadside Assistance operator said.

      "Yes, I'm still here."

      "We found a provider willing to tow both your truck and your camper, but the wait could be up to four hours."

      "That's a long window to wait," I said, worried I would be late or that I wouldn't get to change.

      "You can call for updates, and you should remain with the vehicle just in case."

      I wrapped up the call and took a bite of my burger. This sucked, but I had no choice but to wait.

      I uploaded a few photos from the Grand Canyon. I'd taken Brad's advice to postpone my posting, for safety's sake.

      Five minutes later, my phone rang. It was Brad. "Just saw your post. Are you already in town?"

      "Yes and no," I said.

      "Your voice sounds tight. What's wrong?"

      "My truck overheated."

      "Where are you?" he asked.

      "I am at an In-N-OutBurger off the 210. I'm safe. Roadside Assistance is on their way, but they don't have a tow truck available immediately to tow both my truck and my camper, so I have to wait here for up to four hours."

      "Nonsense. Call them back and tell them they don't need a special tow truck. They can just come pick up your truck." he said.

      "I can't leave my camper here," I said.

      "Of course not. I'm gonna bring my truck to you. We'll hitch your camper up to my truck. You can use it until your truck gets fixed, and I'll get a rideshare home in time to get dressed and pick up my date for the party."

      A pang of jealousy stabbed at my heart. Brad had told me he was bringing a date to the party, and I'd lied and mentioned that I might bring one as well. Why had I done that?

      "Carolyn?"

      "Sorry, what?" I hadn't realized how much my mind had wandered.

      "I need the address."

      I got the address and gave it to Bradley. He was definitely a good friend, but we were just friends. I needed to let him know my imaginary date couldn't make it. There's only one thing worse than having to make up a fake date, and that's being stood up by one.

      I promised myself I wouldn't get jealous at the party.
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      I hopped in my truck and headed down the mountain to the 210. I'd been looking forward to seeing Carolyn all week, but I needed to remember we were just friends.

      There wasn't any room in my life for a woman, and I didn't want to wreck the friendship that I had with Carolyn. She needed a friend and frankly, so did I. I hadn't realized it before, but I was lonely.

      I checked the clock on the dashboard, hoping there would be time to hang out with Carolyn before the party. It'll be nice to have some time with her, just the two of us.

      I would've liked to drive her all the way to her campsite in Malibu, but that wouldn't make sense logistically.

      It's a shame she didn't pick a site closer to me, although it made sense for the party. But since we were going to be hanging out, I'd let her know about the RV parks nearby.

      The thought of her staying with me had come to mind several times, but that would be playing with fire that was even too hot for me. My mind conjured up her hair all tousled like it was after the bouquet incident. But instead of a bridesmaid tussle, she is waking up naked in my bed, having been thoroughly fucked. I'd reach over, fondle her gorgeous breasts, and give her the best good morning of her life.

      I adjusted my cock in my pants and forced myself to calm down. We were friends. I was glad that I came up with the idea of bringing a date to the party tonight -- even if it was a friend of mine's wife.

      I'd tried to go out and meet someone to take, but my heart wasn't in it. And taking a woman to an engagement party where she'd meet all my family filled me with dread. There's no way you could bring a girl to an event like that and not have her think it's serious.

      Add my rich family to the mix, and it was a recipe for a husband trap.

      I exited the freeway and spotted the In-N-Out Burger right away. Her camper was easy to find. I parked, got out of my truck, and headed to the door of the fast food place to find Carolyn. It didn't take long, because she came running out of the burger joint, all smiles.

      She looked fantastic in a simple floral summer dress. Those dresses always looked sexy, yet innocent to me. The spaghetti straps revealed her arms and shoulders with her neckline that showed off her natural assets. It was a long dress that came down below her knees, but somehow I could see almost the entirety of her right thigh. Was there a slit?

      "Brad!" she called out as she ran towards me carrying a white In-N-Out burger bag. She threw her arms open for a hug.

      Without thinking, I threw my arms open and gave her a big hug, lifting her off the ground. She smelled like lilacs and fresh laundry, and the softness of her smooth skin made me hold her longer and tighter. The hug lingered longer than a standard friend hug.

      The only thing that pulled me away from our embrace was my fear that she'd feel my dick getting hard.

      I put her down on the ground and noticed her dress tucked into her panties. That's why her thigh showed so much.

      "Did something go wrong back here?" I asked, pointing to her hiked up dress.

      She turned and looked at her butt. "Oh my God!"

      She pulled her dress down, and I laughed.

      "You seem determined to flash me your underwear every time we meet," I said.

      "You love it."

      I smiled, because there was no arguing with that. She handed me the fast food bag.

      "What's this?" I asked.

      "I got you a burger and fries. I have sodas and bottled water in my camper if you want one."

      "Thanks." As stupid as it sounds, her thoughtfulness touched me. Usually, when people knew who my family was, they expected me to pay for everything. And they assumed I was different. Like I ate gold for dinner or something.

      Carolyn treated me just like anyone else. Shelly had been like that, too.

      "All right, let's get your camper hitched to my truck, so when the tow truck comes, you're ready to roll."

      "It looks like he's here already," Carolyn said, pointing to the tow truck pulling into the parking lot.

      She jogged over and waved him down. I caught the driver ogling her tits as she ran. I didn't blame him for that, but I blamed him for being so obvious about it. Get a grip, man.

      I walked over, so he'd know she wasn't there alone.

      "We're going to need you to take the truck to Bob's Repair Shop on Foothill and Tujunga," I said, putting my hand on the small of Carolyn's back.

      He frowned. He wasn't nearly as happy to see me as he'd been to see Carolyn. Too bad, pal. She's taken. Well, not really, but I wanted him to think she was. I gave him a stern look, and he understood.

      Fifteen minutes later, her truck was on the way to my mechanic.

      "Thanks for recommending an excellent mechanic. I didn't even think of where to tow my truck. Usually, I rely on the tow truck driver," Carolyn said.

      "You only do that if you absolutely have to. They usually take you to a place that gives them kickbacks, and that's not always the best mechanic."

      She nodded.

      I hitched her camper to my truck, hopped out, and gave her the key fob.

      "Are you sure? "She asked.

      "Don't take it drag racing or anything, and we'll be fine."

      I reached into my pocket and dug out my phone.

      "Are you calling the mechanic?" She asked.

      "No, I'm calling an Uber home so you can take this straight to your campsite."

      She opened the door and slid into the driver's seat. "I can at least drive you home while you eat your burger."

      "If you're not in a hurry to get ready for your date tonight," I said.

      "Um no. I'm not in too much of a hurry."

      I hopped into the passenger seat. "Okay, then. Hop back on the 210 East."

      She gave me a cute little salute, started up the engine, and we were off. I wasn't used to being in the passenger seat of my own truck, but I admired her driving.

      "A lot of people are intimidated by California freeways. Let alone doing it with this giant camper on the back," I said.

      "I've gotten a lot of experience. I like it. Nobody expects you to go really fast, and it literally makes me feel like I've got a home on the road."

      My phone dinged. It was Charlie from work: Nancy has to work late. She'll meet you there.

      "Something wrong?" she asked.

      "It's just my date. She has to work late, but she's going to meet me there."

      "Oh," Carolyn said.

      Awkward silence.

      "So, who is the mystery man you're bringing to tonight's shindig?" I asked.

      "Just a guy."

      Was she keeping it vague because she was worried I was jealous?

      "Is he some stalker from social media?" I asked.

      She shook her head. "No, he's a friend from Florida."

      A dude from Florida willing to come all the way out to LA to for a date. I tried not to show my jealousy, but no man gets on a plane for a date unless he's sure he's going to get some.

      I tried to make small talk, but thinking of some guy getting it on with Carolyn dug at my gut. Damn. This whole date plan had backfired on me big time.
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      Shaving my legs in the restroom facilities of an RV park was not on my list of favorite experiences. Even though the place seemed clean, I shuddered every time my arm or leg accidentally brushed against the walls of the shower.

      I'd preferred to be a tub shaver. It made reaching certain places a lot less nerve-racking. I came close to falling on my ass and breaking my neck half a dozen times. As it was, I worried I might miss a few spots. It was as if I had a tarantula crawling up the back of my thigh.

      I'd avoided wearing shorts or short dresses for the last month for this very reason. My mind flashed back to my skirt being tucked into my underwear. Had Bradley seen the multi-month growth on my upper thigh?

      Was that the reason people were cat calling me on the freeway? Had I been in the burger joint with my underwear showing for hours?

      The thought was too mortifying to entertain. I finished shaving. Was I getting sweaty in the shower? Gross.

      I soaped up and then washed my hair, cursing myself for having lied to Bradley about having a date. Why had I done that?

      When I got back to my camper, I felt an urge to call Lauren or Mackenzie to hash over the whole Bradley situation, but I decided against it. Between Lauren's pregnancy and Mackie's record deal and wedding, I didn't want to inconvenience them. And, I also didn't want them matchmaking me and Bradley again. It would only make things more difficult.

      I sighed as I looked at my reflection in the small mirror that I'd stuck to the wall.

      Normally, I always knew what to do. But I felt since I lost Mom, my feelings had vacillated between numbness, confusion, and meh. Sometimes I felt okay, happy, and excited, but they'd be randomly followed with sadness and sometimes guilt.

      Of course, the right thing to do was to tell the truth, but even the thought of confessing and making a fool out of myself in front of Bradley made my stomach roil. Maybe it wouldn't come up. He could be too busy with his "friend."

      I stepped into my peach and white dress and tried to see how I looked in the tiny mirror.

      The good and bad thing about camper living is that you don't have time to look at your whole body at once. Considering I sometimes have to do a quick three-minute shower over my camper toilet, having only a small mirror is a plus.

      But when you finally step out of the wilderness and into actual society, it could be beneficial to see more than just either your gut or half of your face at a time.

      I checked the time. The party was starting right about now. But I learned that in LA, it's almost rude to show up right on time to a party. The first hour was just drinks and talking, then they would serve dinner at eight.

      The RV Park wasn't far from Geoffrey's. It would be fun to have a nice dinner at a fancy place. I stalled doing my makeup some more. The dress I bought at a discount department store was perfect two weeks ago, but now, I wondered if it would look shabby compared to everyone else.

      The last time Brad saw me at a party, I was wearing Vera Wang. Now I was wearing a bargain bin closeout dress.

      My mind played back the disaster of the bouquet toss and how everyone had talked and joked about it. Would they remember I was the person who did that? Would Meredith be there?

      Anxiety bubbled in my stomach, but I forced myself to leave the safety of my camper and head to the restaurant.

      Pacific Coast Highway was packed, and I realized Mackie and Damien's engagement party was the reason for the traffic jam. The line at the valet was backed into the street. From the outside, you couldn't tell how beautiful Geoffrey's was. There was just a simple white, cloud-shaped sign with "Geoffrey's" printed in cursive.

      Between Mackenzie's band and record industry contacts, and all of Damien's business associates, the engagement party had been a small intimate affair of fifty guests that ballooned to almost three hundred. It would've been more, but that was the maximum capacity for the restaurant.

      The valet rushed over to me as my borrowed vehicle neared the entrance to the driveway. He  handed me a ticket as I stepped out of the truck. I was grateful to walk a little further to the front entrance. It gave me time to steel myself for the evening.

      It wasn't like me to feel self-conscious, but between everybody being worth trillions of dollars, Brad's hot date, and my discount department dress, I didn't feel like myself.

      I spotted Bradley, but his back was to me. He was on his cell.

      I quickened my step to reach him before he finished his call and went inside.

      "I guess I'll have to go in there on my own," Brad said.

      Was that his date canceling? I stifled my glee.

      "I appreciate you agreeing to loan your wife."

      Wait! Why was his date his friend's wife? Was he super desperate for a date, or was the real reason he was single because of an alternative lifestyle?

      Before I could think that through, he turned around and spotted me. "Don't tell me your date canceled," I said, trying to not look happy.

      "She had to work late at the hospital."

      "Were you going to borrow your friend's wife? That was not in our plan," I said.

      I used the term "our plan," even though it was all his plan. I never wanted to bring a date.

      He replied, but I was too busy trying to hide my joy that I didn't register all of what he was saying.

      "Why couldn't you bring a date? You're an attractive woman," he said.

      He was kidding around, so I joked back. "I don't live here, so it's hard to arrange a date. And I'm not buying a guy a plane ticket unless he puts out," I said.

      He smiled. I asked him why he chose his friend's wife when he could easily find a date.

      "Because if I ask a woman to come with me to an engagement party, she's going to get ideas about getting engaged to me."

      "I understand. You're a good-looking guy. Every woman in LA wants to snag themselves a rich husband."

      I'd forgotten that something continuously attracted me to guys were full of themselves. Bradley was definitely a caring guy, but his ego wasn't exactly small.

      He shook his head. "I live the life of a humble fireman."

      What bullshit! "I'll pass on dating the hot humble fireman, said no one ever."

      He blushed and changed the subject. "Are you ready to go in?"

      "You know they'll have two open seats just for us. And they'll be right next to each other. Such a coincidence."

      He laughed, and then looked me dead in the eye. "We have so much in common. We're perfect for each other."

      My breath hitched as a zing of excitement surged through me. He was joking, but my brain and heart couldn't help but wish that it was true.

      I tried to act casual. "Well, if your date had made it, I wouldn't have anyone to talk to. I'd be the odd woman out again."

      "I happen to be very attracted to odd women," he said.

      "I guessed that about you," I said, faking confidence. Damn, he looked so good in that suit. His broad shoulders. His strong arms. His, well, everything.

      It would've been hard getting through the night watching him with a date. But now, getting through the night without jumping his bones might be even harder. Heaven help me.

      We entered Geoffrey's arm in arm. It felt like everyone was staring at us. Although, it might have been how self-conscious I felt.

      I'd been here when Lauren had her engagement/launch party, but the setup was casual.

      Mackenzie's fiancé, Damien, loved to impress. And Mackie had always been stylish and visually gifted.

      It was just before sunset, and the view was gorgeous. The restaurant was on PCH overlooking the water, and inside there was a waterfall room, a patio, and a dining room. You could see the Pacific Ocean right from the back patio.

      I looked around at the crowd of people and felt overwhelmed and anxious.

      "Are you okay?" Bradley asked.

      "I just need to pop off to the ladies' room," I said.

      "I'm going to find my brother before dinner starts. Meet you at the table?"

      I nodded and then rushed to the bathroom. My heart pounded, and my face felt hot. I wanted to run and hide. Where was this coming from?

      Then I realized the last time I'd been at a fancy party was for Lauren's wedding. And that was the last time that Mom had been at home. Three weeks later, she died in the hospital.

      It was so weird that even after a year, grief could strike at any minute. I went over to the sink and grabbed the tissue. I loved how well-stocked these bathrooms were. Mouthwash. Mints. Hand lotion. I was grateful there wasn't a bathroom attendant.

      I stared at myself in the mirror, willing myself not to full on ugly cry. In the mirror's reflection, I spotted the chandelier on the ceiling. A chandelier in the bathroom! I wanted to FaceTime Mom and show it to her.

      The door to the bathroom flew open, startling me out of my complete breakdown. I turned and saw a woman wearing the same dress as me!

      "Get out of here!" she yelled.

      It was the woman I knocked over at the wedding, Meredith, and she was crying!

      And we were both wearing the same dress!
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      I wanted to get through one night without letting Nick get to me. No, he had to insult my dress in front of everyone.

      I tried to keep my calm as I walked to the bathroom, but as soon as I got close to the doorway, I heard laughter coming from the table. Sure, it might not have been about me, but my eyes didn't believe that. Tears poured out of them as my face burned with shame.

      I burst into the bathroom, hoping to find it empty. But, of course not. Even through my tears, I recognized that blonde who knocked me over and made them all laugh at me at the last big event.

      "Get out of here!" I yelled as I dashed into a stall to hide.

      I sat on the toilet, grabbed some tissues, and waited for her to get the hell out.

      "Are you okay?" She asked.

      "Like you fucking care," I said. I knew I was being a bitch, but everybody called me that behind my back, anyway.

      "Do you need me to call someone?" she asked.

      Call someone! The nerve of her! "Every time I come to one of these things, you people just want to make me feel like shit."

      "I didn't mean to elbow you at the wedding," she said.

      Yeah right. I thought to myself, hoping she'd go away.

      "I like your dress," she said.

      She had to mention the dress! The same thing Nick just made fun of! "I'm sorry. I don't have thousands of dollars to spend on a dress. You know, some of us have to work for a living."

      "I can relate to that. That's why I got mine on sale in a bargain bin."

      "Like hell you did," I said, not believing her.

      "We're wearing the same dress," she said.

      I'd been crying so hard, I hadn't even seen her dress.

      She had to be lying, but I wanted to double check.

      I wiped my face, threw the toilet paper into the toilet, and flushed. When I stepped out of my stall, there she was wearing a more wrinkled version of my same dress.

      I pulled together half a smile. "You know I just got insulted for wearing this bargain-basement dress out there."

      "Seriously?" she asked, turning to look at us both in the mirror. "If they're making fun of you for wearing this dress, I can't imagine what they'll do to me."

      "Nothing, since you're with Bradley Bronson. His side of the family is the 'good' side. Not like mine."

      "We're not actually together together. We're just friends," she said.

      "That's a shame. He's the only one that isn't a total snob," I said.

      "Aiden and Damien don't seem snobby to me."

      "Aiden isn't so bad, but Damien's as bad as the rest of them. Maybe less so now. Although, both of them married rich girls, so."

      "They weren't rich when I knew them," she said.

      "The infomercial girl and the rock star?"

      "We considered Taco Bell a big treat when we were in college. And it wasn't some expensive college. It was a state school in Florida," she said.

      I laughed. "I dropped out of high school to model."

      "Oh, you're a model. That makes sense."

      "Former model, I'm too old and fat now," I said, not hiding the bitterness in my voice.

      "Very hard to believe."

      I shrugged my shoulders. "Believe it or not, it's true. I don't know why I keep coming to these events. They'll never accept me here. I just don't fit in."

      "Let's get out there and not fit in together," the blonde woman said.

      "What's your name?" I asked. "I forgot it because I was too busy hating you for knocking me on my ass at the wedding."

      "It's Carolyn."

      "Meredith," I said, offering my hand.

      "Oh, I remember your name. You're a hard person to forget," she said, hooking her arm into mine and leading me out to the party.

      "I just need to get through this night," I heard myself mumble.
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      Meredith and I emerged from the bathroom, determined to have a good time. Knowing I wasn't the only person feeling self-conscious reassured me.

      "There you are!" Mackie said, rushing up to us. "I've been looking for you."

      "I had to run to the bathroom real quick," I said, giving the bride-to-be a quick hug.

      "Did you two call each other before the party? I feel left out," Mackie joked.

      "We thought we'd try out to be your backup singers," I said, stealing Sydney's joke from the wedding. I wasn't sure if Mackenzie would get the reference.

      She laughed and nodded. "Speaking of Sydney, have you talked to her lately? Either of you?"

      "She was the other bridesmaid at Lauren's wedding, right?" Meredith asked.

      "Yeah, I invited her, but she didn't RSVP to this, or Lauren's baby shower. Nobody has seen her for like six months."

      "I only saw her at the wedding," Meredith said.

      "Same," I added.

      "Well, that's not the only thing I wanted to talk to you about. Bradley said your date couldn't make it? I played it off like I knew what he was talking about, but what is up with you two?"

      A waiter passed by with champagne. I stopped him. Mackie grabbed a glass, and I snagged a drink for me and one for Meredith.

      "To your record contract, and your marriage," I said to my friend.

      We all took a drink, and Lauren waddled up to us. She was huge with twins. "A toast with proper drinks. I remember those," she said. She was holding a bottled water.

      "You're huge," Meredith said.

      "Twins!" Lauren replied.

      "Wow! Congratulations!" Meredith said. "I'm so jealous. I want a baby so bad."

      "Should you be on your feet? Should we all go to a table?" I asked.

      "We can walk over there while we talk," Lauren said. "So, Bradley was saying the reason you came in together, both your dates canceled? Who have you been seeing and not telling us about?"

      "Yes, please tell us," Mackie said.

      "Yeah, this sounds good." Meredith chimed in. She seemed so much happier than she was just a few minutes ago.

      "Well," I stalled. "There was just a little bit of confusion. I was going to call you and tell you to add a plus one, but then he ended up canceling, so I didn't have to."

      Mackie shot me a look. "Do you know I know you? And I know none of what you said was true. So spill it."

      "Fine. Brad said he was bringing a date, and I panicked and pretended like I was bringing a date. I don't know why I did it."

      "I can guess why," Meredith said.

      "So can we," Lauren said.

      "Don't you join in with them," I said to Meredith. "We're finally getting along."

      "Haven't you heard? I'm a bitch," Meredith joked.

      The four of us laughed. Damien came over.

      "Hello ladies," he said. "You all are looking absolutely wonderful."

      He looked at Meredith and me wearing the same dress, but said nothing. Maybe Meredith was right. He could be a bit of a snob.

      The groom-to-be turned to his future wife. "They're going to start dinner service in a few. We should get to our seats to welcome everyone." Mackie gave us a quick nod and rushed off with Damien.

      "You're sitting at the main table with us, but fair warning, it's a long ass table," Lauren said.

      The three of us walked over to the table. Meredith and I ran interference to make sure nobody bumped into Lauren. Meredith was particularly good at making sure people stepped aside.

      We got to the table and looked for our names on the place cards. Naturally, I was assigned a seat on Brad's right, and the seat to his left was for his date. I got an idea.

      "Brad, would you mind if Meredith sat in your date's seat?" I asked.

      I turned to Meredith. "That's if you want to join us."

      She actually smiled. "That would be perfect."

      "How about I switch one over so that you two girls can sit next to each other?" Bradley offered.

      "Even better," I said.

      As I sat down, Brad whispered in my ear. "Looks like you gals made up."

      "Never underestimate the bonding power of the ladies' room," I said to him.

      "It remains a mystery to all men. We respect and fear it," he said.

      Brad's flirty cousin, Miles, sat across from us. I remembered him from Lauren's wedding. He introduced me to Meredith's brother, Tyler, and Tyler's broody business partner, Nick, who were seated next to Miles respectively.

      Lauren and Aiden sat at the far end of the table to give Lauren space. Jamie and her husband were seated near Lauren's end of the table.

      Naturally, Mackenzie and Damien sat at the head of the table with Mr. Bronson and Mackie's parents. The other two brothers, Carter and Everett, and their dates filled out the rest of the seats.

      "I guess we would catch somebody else very much alive in a dress like this," Meredith said to Nick.

      "I was joking," he growled. "You're always so sensitive."

      "You better treat my friend right," I warned. "I've been known to elbow people in the throat at swanky events like this."

      The table erupted into laughter. Nick's face reddened with a combination of embarrassment and anger. Meredith beamed.

      Miles grinned at the two of us. "The only thing better than a beautiful woman and a beautiful dress is two beautiful women in a beautiful dress."

      "Easy there, tiger," Tyler said. "One of those women is my sister, who is your cousin."

      "Well, we're not cousins by blood," Miles said, giving Meredith a wink and then turning to me. "And we're not related at all."

      That really made Nick angry. Bradley leaned close and whispered in my ear. "Don't mind him."

      Feeling giddy, I reached from my champagne and said, "I don't mind."

      I enjoyed seeing Brad get a tad jealous.

      The happy couple welcomed all of their guests, and dinner was served. Was it my imagination, or had Bradley moved his chair closer to mine?

      Our arms brushed against each other during dinner. Our thighs did the same. Each brush sent a wriggling tingle of excitement through me.

      Just before the dessert course, Brad offered to get me a drink at the bar.

      "I don't want to crash your truck driving back to the RV Park," I said.

      "Did you say RV Park?" Miles asked.

      I clawed my initial feeling of embarrassment and sat up straight to explain. "I sold my mom's house and bought a pop-up camper. I've been traveling the United States photographing houses and seeing all the national parks for the last three and a half months."

      "That's so cool," Meredith said.

      Brad put his hand on my shoulder. "It really is. I follow her on Instagram to see her pictures and videos."

      Miles sat his drink down, incredulous. "You got this man to join Instagram," he said.

      Carter and Everett laughed. "Next thing you know, you'll get him to come out of the woods more than twice a year," Carter said.

      "Don't you count on it," Brad replied.

      "Don't worry about trashing my truck," Brad said. "I'll call you a car to take you back to the RV Park, and I'll make sure the truck gets to wherever you're staying."

      "You just want to get me drunk," I joked.

      He leaned closer and whispered in my ear, "And what if I do?"

      I gasped for air and tried not to blush.

      Bradley gave me a sexy look and stood up. "If I remember right, it's a vodka martini, dirty, and a lot of olives."

      "You got it," I said.

      Meredith nudged my shoulder and gave me a smile. "Looks like it's going to be a fun night."

      Before I could protest, she put her hands up. "I know you're just friends. But I've had friends like that, and it leads to some fun nights."

      Meredith got up and headed to the bar. Nick, still brooding, got up and followed her. I was tempted to go over and make sure that she was going to be okay. But then Miles roped me into some conversation, and then Brad returned.

      "So what shall we drink to?" Bradley asked, handing me my martini.

      I took a moment to think and then held up my class.

      "To being stood up."

      Bradley chuckled.

      We clinked glasses, and I took a huge swig of my cocktail. I didn't know how far things would go with Bradley tonight, but I decided that I'd worry about all of that after I finished this martini.
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      Watching Miles flirt with Carolyn was almost too much for me to handle.

      Between Carolyn's no-show date and my damn cousin, I worried I might've waited too long to take a shot with Carolyn. If I didn't make my play, Miles would step in. I loved him, but he was a wolf with the ladies.

      Carolyn deserved better. Even if I didn't take her home, I'd make sure that Miles didn't.

      After dessert was served, the joint really started jumping.

      Mackenzie's musician friends sure know how to whip a party into high gear. And my Filipina aunt and Mackenzie's mom had Dad on the dance floor doing the cha-cha. It was interesting that Damien fell in love with a half Filipina woman. Our Mom was half Filipina. And just like Mackie's mother, our Mom loved to cha-cha. I wondered if that was a Filipino thing.

      Even Damien was dancing and carrying on. Damien was the Bronson son who seemed to thrive under all the expectations of being a Bronson. He loved business, social events that were actually business, and he enjoyed the perks of being wealthy without guilt.

      But I always sensed that his life lacked joy, and when he met Mackenzie, his entire attitude changed. He wasn't just driven and charming. He possessed a passion for life. It was a thing of beauty, even if it manifested itself in dancing atrociously to "Uptown Funk" with Mackie's bandmates.

      With an exception to the happy couple, Meredith and Carolyn were the belles of the ball. I love the way Carolyn wore her dress with pride and made choices based on fun rather than how much money things cost. That's what I loved about Shelly. She taught me how great the simple things in life could be.

      As much as I loved that Meredith and Carolyn had buried the hatchet, their burgeoning gal pal relationship was having some cock blocking effects.

      The two of them dancing to "Uptown Funk" was attracting a lot of attention. They looked good in their matching dresses, and every man in here had noticed the two of them on the dance floor.

      Even that guy Nick who insulted Meredith's dress seemed fixated on them. Although, it was probably Meredith he was gawking at. Damn well better be Meredith.

      Miles came up and stood next to me. "So what's going on with you and the blonde these days?"

      I sipped my bourbon and continued watching the girls, not looking in his direction. "You know her name."

      "I'd like to know more," he said.

      "Not happening."

      "What happened to not shitting where you eat?"

      "I just think she can do a lot better than the likes of you," I said. I pretended like I was joking, but I wasn't. Miles was a dog, and Carolyn was in an emotionally fragile place. She needed a man with more compassion.

      "So that's how it is," Miles said. "You don't think I'm good enough for your girlfriend?"

      "She's not my --"

      "I meant she's a girl who is your friend. I wouldn't be hitting on your girlfriend," Miles said. He polished off his drink and handed the glass to a passing waiter. "You used to be a lot more fun, Bradley. I know you haven't had it easy, but it's about time you let go of the past and lightened up."

      I turned away from the girls and stared him right in the eye without saying a word. After a few pleading glances and goofy looks, he bowed his head and backed away.

      I was tired of people telling me I needed to be over Shelly. Miles never knew what it was to love someone with all his heart. If he did, he wouldn't be such an asshole now.

      I went over to the DJ to request a song. He didn't have any of the classics, so I settled for a modern love song and made my way over to the girls.

      I timed it perfectly. As the song faded out, I was right next to Carolyn, when the gentle acoustic guitar accompanied by a simple bass line and snare played.

      "May I have this dance?" I asked, stepping closer to Carolyn and extending my hand.

      "Sure," Carolyn said, taking my hand. Taylor Swift sang about leaving Christmas lights up and making our own rules.

      Meredith shot Carolyn a sly look and left us alone. I always liked that Meredith.

      "You know, every guy has been staring at the two of you all night," I said, pulling Carolyn close.

      "Does every guy include you?" She asked, her voice low and breathy.

      "I'm a red-blooded man. Why would I be immune?"

      We danced, and I enjoyed feeling her body against mine. Halfway through the song, she put her head on my chest. A combination of pride and lust filled me.

      The song ended way too soon.

      "It's kinda warm in here," she said.

      I was feeling warm myself, but it wasn't the room temperature that had gotten me hot.

      "Let's go out onto the patio," I said, leading her outside.

      It was late. People were already going home. Most of the remaining guests were at the bar or on the dance floor.

      The patio was dark and uncrowded, the perfect spot.

      I slipped my hand around her waist and guided her outside.

      We walked to the edge of the patio and stared out at the inky expanse of the ocean and watched tiny slits of moonlight zigzag on the water.

      "As a kid growing up in Florida, I'd mistakenly thought everyone lived near an ocean."

      "Then you should feel right at home," I said, turning her around to face me.

      A whip of hair slipped into her face. I reached up and pushed it back for her--an excuse to touch her hair and her face.

      She looked up at me, her eyes wide and her mouth slightly parted. My window had opened, and I had to seize it. I pulled her close, leaned in, and kissed her.

      The suddenness of my kiss startled her, but it only took a second for her to respond. Her mouth opened, giving my tongue access.

      She tasted so good, and the softness of her body pressing against me ignited a deep hunger inside of me.

      I kissed her more. Harder, deeper. Everything dropped away. I felt her mound grind ever so slightly against my hard cock.

      A soft song played in the distance. I needed to get her back to my place or maybe even some place closer.

      She pulled away, staring up at me with a questioning expression. I worried I had done something wrong.

      "Is that your phone?" she asked.

      A call this late could only be one thing. I dug into my pants pocket, checked my phone. Work. Fuck!
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      Wow! What a kiss! I felt like I was going to melt onto the patio.

      "Fire season doesn't officially start until July, but it seems to come earlier and earlier these days," Bradley said, pocketing his phone.

      It took me a moment to register that he was leaving. Damn.

      He gave me a quick kiss. "I don't know how long I'm going to be. Our plans for the next couple of days are going to wait. I'll call you when I get a chance, but just know that our unit can be camped where there isn't cell reception, so it can be a while.

      "You don't have to explain," I said.

      He kissed me again and then said, "Promise me we can pick up where we left off?"

      The hunger in his eyes made me catch my breath.

      "I promise."

      He smiled and then dashed off.

      Holy Shit! I just made out with Bradley Bronson. It was so fucking hot. What did all this mean? It probably was just a friends with benefits situation. Is that what I wanted?

      I didn't know. But I needed to find out, and there was only one way to do that. Except, I'd have to wait until whatever was burning was put out.

      I joined the party inside.

      "Oh my God!" Mackie said as she rushed over to me. Lauren waddled behind her. "Did I just see you making out with Bradley?"

      "You definitely did," Lauren said, hurrying over to us.

      "Take it easy, Lauren," I said to my friend. "You don't wanna fall."

      "Now you can't tell us there's nothing going on," Mackie said.

      Lauren nodded in agreement. "We're getting out of here, and you are going to confess everything."

      "I don't even know what's going on," I said.

      "Then you're going to tell us what you know, and that's that. You've been avoiding us for like a year," Mackie said.

      "No, I haven't. I've called you guys back and we've talked tons of times," I protested.

      "Only to help us with our problems, but you never come to us with yours," Mackie said.

      "We didn't even know how sick your mom was until way later," Lauren said.

      "I didn't want to ruin your big day," I said to Lauren.

      "Oh, my God! She was sick for that long?" Lauren gasped.

      "How could you not tell us? Are we best friends or what?" Mackie asked.

      "Of course we are. That's why I wanted you to enjoy the big moments in your lives," I said.

      "We are all hanging out tonight, and you're going to spill the beans on everything. It's a girls' night," Lauren said.

      "Did someone say girls' night?" Meredith asked.

      "We did," I said. "Wanna join us?"

      "Really?" Meredith said.

      "We can all go back to my house," Lauren said. "I'll banish Aiden to the other wing."

      "Sounds good," I said, excited to see the new house.

      "Should we invite Jamie?" I asked.

      "She and her husband left twenty minutes ago. She had to get up early for work," Mackenzie said.

      "I'll tell Tyler that I'm heading home with you guys," Meredith said, smiling. "Don't leave without me, okay?"

      "Of course not," I said.

      "You've got a lot of talking to do, young lady," Lauren said.

      "And no holding back to save our feelings," Mackie said.

      "Okay," I said, "can we at least talk about the fun things the most?"

      "As long as those fun things are all about you and Bradley," Mackie said, "it's a deal."
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      I woke up in one of the trillion guest bedrooms in Lauren's new house. We'd all opted to sleep over last night.

      Lauren had insisted that I stay at her place until Bradley returned to town.

      I told her I might pop over to Northern California. She said I could stay however long I wanted, and I could come and go as I pleased. The question was, how long should I wait for Bradley? We had watched reports about the fire on the news last night, and it looked serious.

      My phone dinged. I snatched it off the nightstand. It was a text from Bradley. My heart jumped into my throat.

      Sorry I had to leave so suddenly last night. Occupational hazard.

      I was just thinking about you.

      There's been a lot of thoughts about you roaming around my mind, but I can't do anything about them sleeping in a tent with another dude.

      I rolled over, grinning, and texted back: That's a shame, because I have a room all to myself.

      A room? You didn't sleep in the camper?

      We had a girls' night at Lauren's house.

      That's a relief. I was worried someone had swooped in after I left.

      I stifled a giggle as we sent flirty texts back and forth for a few minutes until he wrote saying he had to go soon.

      I'll let you know when I'm heading back. It won't be for at least a couple of days. With a fire this size, there's no telling just yet.

      Be safe.

      He texted back: Always am.

      I debated sending him a heart or kissing emoji, but I worried he wasn't the emoji type. So I just left the text like it was.

      The smell of bacon let me know everyone was up. Lauren had lent me some clothes to sleep in.

      I padded into the dining room. Mackie, Lauren, and Meredith were all there.

      Sorry I'm late to the party," I said.

      "I literally just sat down," Mackie said. "10 a.m. is like the crack of dawn for me."

      I laughed. Mackie and I had always been late risers, but Lauren was definitely a 6 a.m., morning kinda gal.

      "Even I slept in late," she said.

      "And how late is that?" I teased.

      "Eight thirty," Lauren said.

      "This is about the time I usually get up," Meredith said. "When I was modeling, I'd have to get up early for shoots. But now that I don't do that anymore, I get to sleep in."

      "You stopped modeling?" Lauren asked.

      "My agency dumped me for being too fat," Meredith said.

      "That's ridiculous," I said.

      "It is," Meredith agreed. "So now I do Instagram modeling and I have an eFans."

      "That's so cool. I'd love to work for myself," I said.

      "Don't you disapprove?" Meredith asked.

      We all shook our heads no. Meredith continued, "My brother, my parents, and my brother's jerky business partner, all think it's not becoming."

      "You gotta live for yourself," I said. "I spent so much time living for other people. It was fine when I was taking care of my mom, because that was my choice. I let my ex-boyfriend steer my life in a whole different direction. And now, I don't even know what I want to do."

      "Can I put in a vote for you figuring out what you want to do by living here?" Mackie said.

      "You're on tour half the time, and you'll be going on a honeymoon soon."

      "Well, it's kind of a honeymoon but there's some tour gigs booked, but Lauren's here year round," Mackenzie said.

      "But Lauren's working all the time," I reminded them.

      "Well, I'm here all the time, and I have a flexible schedule, so take pity on me and move here," Meredith said. "This is like the first time I've had any friends in the family since--" Meredith thought, "ever."

      "I'm not in the family," I said.

      "You practically are," Lauren said. "We're like sisters."

      "And, not to mention, you might be their sister-in-law," Meredith said.

      There'd been a long discussion about me and Bradley. "One kiss does not make a marriage."

      "But it makes it more of a possibility than you would've thought," Lauren said.

      I suppressed a huge grin. The truth was, I was starting to think there could be a chance for Bradley and me.

      "Are you not interested in real estate anymore?" Lauren asked.

      "Nope." I shook my head. "I even let my license expire. It was so much taking care of Mom and then losing her. It just makes you think, you know? I thought I really loved real estate, but what I really liked was photographing the houses."

      "That reminds me," Lauren said. "Your birthday present."

      She got up and waddled away.

      "I told you not to do anything for my birthday, and it was two months ago," I yelled after her.

      Mackie shook her head. "Listen, I didn't get you anything for your birthday, because you said you canceled it. But you only told us you weren't having a birthday two weeks in advance, and you know that's late for Lauren."

      "Yes, it's not my fault that you didn't give me enough notice to cancel your birthday," Lauren said, carrying a white bag into the dining room. "So I didn't wrap it. There's that."

      "Since we're getting to know each other, I'd like you all to know that I do not cancel my birthdays, and presents are always welcome, no price tag too large," Meredith joked.

      She handed me the bag, and I opened it. "Oh my God!" I screamed, seeing that she'd given me a Sony A1 camera. "I can't accept this."

      "I can't return it," Lauren said. "It's been in my closet for almost four months."

      "This is amazing," I said, prepping the camera and taking a few shots. First a few of everyone and then a couple of pictures of the room.

      "If only you were taking pictures of the house we're selling," Lauren said.

      "You haven't put it on the market yet?" I asked. If I remembered right, they'd bought this house shortly after finding out they were having twins.

      "We did, but we're not getting the offers we want. I think it's the photos," Lauren said. "You would've done so much better."

      "You're just saying that," I said.

      Lauren picked up her phone and started scrolling. "See for yourself."

      She handed me her phone. I looked at it. The photos weren't bad, but "not bad" is not the quality of photos you need for an $18 million home.

      I'm not one to brag, but I know I would've done much better.

      "We asked for a reshoot, but we still haven't gotten it," Lauren said.

      "Don't bother. I'll do it today," I said.

      "Today! That would be so great. How much?" Lauren asked.

      I gave her a look.

      She shook her head no. "I couldn't do that."

      "It's not like my contribution for your baby shower benefit thing is going to be large, so taking the photos will not make me feel less weird about getting this camera for my birthday."

      "Well, if you insist," Lauren said with a smile. Her phone buzzed. She looked down to see who it was. "It's the office. I've been bleeding through assistants like Murphy Brown ever since Sydney left."

      "And you have heard nothing from her?" Mackie asked.

      Lauren shook her head. "I guess she's not coming back."

      Lauren made a quick call while we all dug into breakfast. Meredith and I followed each other on Instagram, and when I logged in and noticed that Sydney had followed my account, and liked some of my photos, I followed her, too.

      We all ate breakfast and talked. It was so fun; I caught myself wondering if maybe I should move to Los Angeles.

      But soon, Mackie had to get to the recording studio and Lauren had to go to work. We all got up from the table, showered, and got dressed.

      Lauren offered to let me borrow her clothes. I put on my dress from last night since I was going to pop by the RV park down the street, change and head out to take the pics.

      "I'll call my brother to pick me up," Meredith said.

      "I'm grabbing an Uber to get my car, so I can give you a ride," I said.

      "We had the cars towed here last night. So the truck is outside," Lauren said.

      "I'll give you a ride," I said.

      "I don't really live around here," Meredith said.

      "Where do you live?" I asked. "I'm just going to take photos of Lauren's house fifteen minutes away."

      "Promise you won't tell anyone?" She asked us.

      We all promised, and Meredith confessed she lives in the Valley.

      Mackie laughed. "That's the big secret?"

      "My mom thinks that I'll never get a rich husband if they know I live in Van Nuys," Meredith confessed.

      "My office is in the Valley. I'll have my driver drop you off after me," Lauren offered.

      "Thanks," Meredith said.

      We all walked out to our cars and hugged goodbye. I couldn't figure out how to use the truck's navigation system, so I used an app on my phone to get me to Lauren and Aiden's old house.

      When I got there, I used the keypad to get in. The place was amazing. The whole back wall was glass so that you can see the Pacific Ocean. Then there was the infinity pool on the deck. Man, this place was amazing. The light was good in most of the rooms, so I used my new camera to snap pictures. Hours went by, and I wondered if I could afford to live in Los Angeles. I really wanted to buy a house.

      In other parts of the country, I could afford to buy a respectable house with money left over for retirement. Plus, there was the question of what I was going to do to earn money now that I wasn't a real estate agent. Being an admin assistant or office manager wouldn't pay the bills out here. And it wasn't something that I wanted to do for the rest of my life.

      I checked my bank balance, and I'd been spending more than I planned on.

      As it was, the cost of staying at the Malibu RV Park was easily four times higher than any of the other places I'd stayed.

      I wondered if I should just drive out of LA for five days to save money. But then there was so much I wanted to see here, and Bradley could come back.

      It was the bad thing about living here, I would always worry about money.

      My phone rang. It was the repair shop. I picked it up.

      The engine needed a complete rebuild, and since the shop was busy, they'd need a week to complete the job. I should've known with over 150,000 miles on it from driving all around the country that this was bound to happen. I looked up the average cost of repairs to make sure the price wasn't too high. It was a fair price for LA, but it sure would've been cheaper in Arizona.

      I okayed the repairs and slumped onto a nearby sofa. There was no way I could afford to buy a house and live in LA.
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      It'd been a week since I'd come to LA, and a week since that kiss with Bradley. My plan was to distract myself, so I didn't obsess about him. I was going crazy. He hadn't texted in days, but I hoped it was for work-related reasons and not a loss of interest.

      Staying with Lauren wasn't as bad as I thought. I still felt a bit like a third wheel, but I was grateful to save money. Their house was so big and it easily housed my camper.

      I treated myself to a pastrami sandwich and a bowl of matzo ball soup at Canter's deli on Fairfax in Hollywood. I'd just come from the Freeman House, Frank Lloyd Wright's famous design. It was a shame that it been damaged in the Northridge earthquake, but I was happy that it was going to be restored.

      I'd been on the lookout for jobs and houses. There were a few condos that I could probably swing, but I wasn't as excited about paying those HOA fees and having so many neighbors.

      I sighed. I had two competing dreams: living in LA with my friends, and owning a home.

      The phone rang. It was the repair shop. I picked up the phone and signaled the waiter for the check, and gathered my stuff to be ready to head out.

      My truck was ready, and if I hurried, I'd get to Brad's cabin in Canyon Country before heavy traffic. The plan was to drop off Brad's truck and then Uber to the repair shop.

      Going through the mountain roads, my cell phone lost reception, causing the nav app to make me drive in circles. I was on the verge of tears.

      Frustrated, I gave up using my app and tried to find the address on my own.

      Driving around, I noticed a modern style house with a for sale sign outside. I knew it wasn't a Frank Lloyd Wright, but it was definitely in the right age and style. I wondered if it was one of his students.

      Either way, it looked like an amazing fixer upper for the right person. My pulse quickened as I pulled up into the driveway and looked around.

      I tried the door handle to see if it was unlocked.

      No luck.

      There was a keypad on the door, and I dialed the real estate agent's number on the sign.

      "Hello, I'm standing at the house on Kagel Canyon and looking at your sign," I said. "How much are you selling it for?"

      The real estate agent told me it was going for just under three quarters of a million. She told me it was a steal.

      Technically, it was more than I could afford. But I told myself at the very least, I'd look inside. She gave me the code, and I went in. I fell in love. The view of the mountain was amazing. Almost the entire back side of the house was comprised of huge sliding glass doors.

      Reluctantly, I left the house. A neighbor gave me directions to Bradley's street. Just as I pulled up to his house, my cell phone rang.

      It was Bradley!

      I answered the phone. "Brad!"

      "That's quite a greeting," he said.

      "You'll never guess where I am."

      "Then I guess you better tell me," he said.

      "I'm standing outside your house right now."

      "I don't think you know exactly how stalking works. You've picked a very stalk worthy guy, but I'm not actually home," he said.

      "I'm returning your truck. My truck is ready, so I was about to call an Uber to take me down there."

      "That's great news. I'll be home in four hours. Did you want to go out tonight?"

      "Aren't you exhausted?"

      "That's not really the answer to a date that I was hoping for, but I'm not too tired to see you. Although it may be an early night."

      "After I pick up my truck, maybe I should wait for you at the diner down the street."

      "I've got a better idea. Why don't you just use the key under the mat and wait for me at my house?"

      "That's a great idea, and I've got one better."

      "You know, you don't have to keep topping me. But I'm all ears."

      "How about I go pick up my truck, hit the grocery store, and I cook dinner for you tonight?"

      "Seriously? I couldn't have our first date be a chore for you. You deserve to be taken out."

      My heart buzzed hearing him call our plans a first date! "You can work hard to make it up to me," I teased.

      "I like the sound of that," he growled back.

      We said our goodbyes. I hung up and called for an Uber. My phone rang. It was the repair shop!

      They were closing soon! I'd spent so much time being lost, and looking at that house, that I'd forgotten the shop closed at five.

      I looked down at the app. The nearest car was forty minutes away!
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      I skipped the chitchat with my crew and headed straight to the fire station locker room. It pissed me off that I'd called tonight our "first date" on the call with Carolyn. Rookie mistake.

      It was always better to keep things casual with women. Once you label things, women think the relationship is going places where it's not.

      Not that Carolyn was like any other woman. She was special. I'd thought about her every time I laid down to sleep. Thank God my job was so consuming, or I would've thought of her nonstop.

      We'd been talking on the phone for over a year, and it wasn't until I saw her in person that I realized how attached I grown to her.

      Then there was that kiss.

      It turned me on more than any other kiss--more than I thought was even possible.

      The only clean clothes I had with me were athletic wear. Luckily, I had a nice shirt in the truck, so I'd look decent when I saw her. I peeled off my clothes, tossed them into my duffel bag, and snagged a towel off the rack on the way to the showers.

      My buddy, Charlie, stood at one sink blow drying his hair. I shook my head. That dude and his hair. He was like my brother Damien.

      I turned the water on in the shower to make sure it was hot before stepping in.

      "Hey!" He said, spotting my reflection in the mirror. "Do you want to come to my place tonight for dinner? Nancy wants to make it up to you for canceling."

      "Tell her not to worry about it," I said, putting my hand under the water. It was hot already. I hopped in, wanting to catch it before it ran out. Once the rest of the guys starting showering, it would be gone.

      The warm water washed over my tired muscles as I lathered up. I turned to wet my face and then shut my eyes tight as I soaped and washed my face. The scruffy, weeklong growth of a beard scratched at my palms.

      I wished I had a razor. Maybe Mr. GQ out there had one.

      "Hey Charlie! Do you have a razor I can borrow?"

      "You got a hot date or something?" Charlie teased.

      I wasn't sure I wanted to tell him or anybody about Carolyn, so I changed the subject. "Shall I take that as a no on the razor?"

      "Sorry, man," he said.

      The loud whirring of the hair dryer clicked off, and I heard my friend pack up and leave.

      I let the hot water run over me. It felt good to wash off the soot and sweat. I took extra care to ensure that I was clean everywhere. It wouldn't make for a romantic night if I smelled of B.O. or worse, had an ashy ass crack.

      My heart skipped thinking about Carolyn in my kitchen, cooking me dinner. It felt so homey.

      I heard footsteps on the bathroom tile. "You're still in there?" Charlie asked.

      "What? Are you worried about the water bill?" I said, annoyed he was bugging me.

      "I just wanted to give you one last shot at dinner, but you've been in there a while."

      "You've been annoying for a while."

      "What are you so pissy for? You've been distant and moody all week, and you never take this long in the shower, let alone ask for a razor."

      I ignored him, hoping he'd go away.

      "You actually have a hot date tonight, don't you?"

      I turned off the water, stepped outside the shower, and toweled off. "What are you, fucking Sherlock Holmes?"

      "You met somebody at that party, didn't you?"

      How the hell did he come up with that? He must've read my facial expression, because he smiled and started teasing me.

      "I knew it!"

      "You don't know a damn thing," I said, putting the towel around my waist and walking back to the locker.

      "Oh yes, I do. You showed up for work in your party clothes, and it was after midnight. Usually, you go to those things for an hour--two hours tops. But you stayed for a chick!"

      I slid on my clean clothes and gathered my shit. "What are we, in high school?"

      "Don't be like that, dude. I'm your best friend. I'm happy you've finally got a girlfriend."

      I glared at him. "She's not my girlfriend!"

      He smiled. He'd deliberately bated me, and I'd fallen for it.

      "She's just a mutual friend who's in town for the engagement party and the baby shower. I loaned her my truck, so she's cooking me dinner."

      "At your place?" he asked, eyebrows waggling.

      Two other guys came in and Charlie gave me a look.

      "Don't you dare say anything to anyone," I whispered.

      "Then spill it," he whispered back.

      "Her name's Carolyn. She's only in town for another week, so...." I let him fill in the rest.

      He started singing bow-chicka-wow-wow and humping the air.

      I shook my head as I walked away. I called back to him without turning around. "You're an asshole, Charlie."

      "Have fun!" he yelled.

      When I got to the parking lot and looked for my truck, I thought it might've been stolen. But then I remembered I'd loaned it to Carolyn and had driven my Mustang to work. Damn. My good shirt was in my truck.

      Looks like I was going to enter the cabin looking scruffy, but maybe that was better. I worried Carolyn might have the wrong idea about us. I needed to set her straight.

      I just had to figure out a way to tell her without spoiling the night.

      As I drove home, I alternated between rehearsing what to say and fantasies about her naked.

      The woman was in my kitchen right now, making me dinner. She obviously knew that the possibility of sex was very high. It was more probable than possible. But bringing clarity to the situation might ruin my chances of getting laid.

      Fuck.

      I pulled up in my driveway and parked next to my truck. As much as I lusted after her, Carolyn was my friend, and I respected her. She deserved the straight talk.

      I stepped onto the porch and heard her humming inside. My heart danced in my chest. I opened the door, and the smell of meat and potatoes made me salivate. She was bending over to check the oven wearing one of my T-shirts with no shorts.

      My cock bolted upright to attention. I wanted to bend her over the sink and fuck her this instant. I dropped my bag and made a beeline for her.

      She closed the oven, looked over at me, and screamed.
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      I opened the oven door and checked on the pot roast. It looked okay, but the big test was to see how the potatoes and carrots were coming along.

      I poked a few veggies with a fork. They needed another thirty to forty-five minutes. I removed the tinfoil and set it on the countertop.

      A noise in the living room captured my attention. I turned to see what it was. Someone was in the cabin! I was way out here in the woods!

      I yelped as the fork flew out of my hand on a direct trajectory for what my brain finally registered as Bradley! And more specifically Bradley's eye!

      "Whoa!" he grunted, throwing his hands up to protect his face as he and hopped backward.

      The fork ricocheted off his hand and clanged onto the wooden floor of the cabin.

      "Sorry, I didn't mean to startle you," Bradley said, bending down to pick up the fork. He stared at the floors. "Did you clean my floor?"

      "Well," I said, embarrassed. "I didn't so much clean as I made a mess that I had to clean up."

      "She cooks; she cleans; and she looks damn sexy wearing my shirt."

      "Don't get too excited," I said, picking up the shirt and showing the bicycle shorts. "I have something on under here. You just couldn't see them."

      "They look a lot like that crazy underwear you were wearing at the wedding. You still seem determined to flash me," he teased.

      "These aren't underwear. They're the biker shorts I was wearing under my dress," I stammered.

      Distracted, he took in a deep breath. "Dinner smells amazing. What are you making?"

      "I didn't know if you have any allergies, so I just went with pot roast. It's rare for people to be allergic to meat, potatoes, and carrots and onions. Well, tell me you're not allergic to onions."

      "I'm only allergic to penicillin," he said.

      "Perfect. About the floors, I bought wine, but when I was trying to uncork it to add to the pot roast and then a glass for myself, I spilled it all over me, and your floor. Hence, why it's clean and I'm dressed like this."

      Brad walked over to the fridge, reached in and grabbed a beer, then popped it open.

      "Since you spilled the wine, we'll l have this instead."

      "I bought two bottles--one for the pot roast, and one for us."

      "Are you sure you didn't buy two bottles so you can liquor me up and have your way with me?" he said.

      "Darn! You caught me!"

      He laughed and then gulped more of his beer.

      "How much time do we have until dinner?" He asked.

      "I'd say about thirty minutes," I said, worried I'd timed things wrong.

      "Perfect. I'm just gonna change and do a quick shave," he said. "I'm feeling kind of grubby."

      "Do you mind if I grab one of those?" I said, motioning to his beer.

      "Help yourself," he said, and then he left the kitchen.

      I snagged a beer from the fridge and popped it open. Leaning against the kitchen counter sipping my beer, the reality of the situation settled into my brain.

      I was in a cabin in the woods making dinner for a sexy, single fireman. A tornado of nerves and giddiness swirled in my stomach.

      He looked so handsome, even with the beard. I'd been imagining him coming home and rushing over to hug me and give me a big kiss. But so far I'd stolen his clothes, assaulted him with a fork, and stammered awkward sentences at him.

      He was way out of my league. Insecure thoughts flooded my mind. He'd spent the last week fighting a wildfire. Did he really want company right now? Did I like him too much? Was this dinner a mistake?

      I took my beer over to the kitchen table and sat down, trying to think of a way to fix things.

      "Carolyn?" Bradley called from the other room.

      "Yes?"

      I heard him walking down the hallway. "Did you, by chance, use my razor?"

      He entered the kitchen, his face bleeding in at least five different places.

      "I'm sorry!" I said. When I took off my dress after spilling the wine, I realized my legs hadn't been shaved since the engagement party. Oh my God! Could this night get any worse?
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      I looked at myself in the mirror. My scruffy beard did me no favors. When I'd seen Carolyn in my T-shirt, I thought she'd made herself at home and had sent me the green light that she was DTF.

      Not the case. This wasn't a done deal yet. I noticed my towels had been moved. She must've jumped in the shower to clean off.

      The thought of Carolyn in my shower, naked, reminded me of all the things I'd fantasized about her. Those gorgeous tits. Her curvy hips and tight ass. Damn.

      I opened the medicine cabinet, grabbed my razor and shaving cream, and got busy trying to look more presentable. Normally, when I get home from a major fire like that, I'd sleep for days. But my horniness had gone straight to my brain. There's no way I could sleep. But I had to watch the drinking and make sure she had a good time first. If I got her into bed, I didn't know how many rounds I was up for.

      If I got her into bed. It wasn't a done deal.

      Scaring the shit out of her had made things awkward. She seemed nervous. Was she on the fence about sleeping with me?

      I needed to help her decide, but not push too hard. It has been months since I had sex. It wasn't helping my situation.

      I started shaving, and I had to go over a few spots more than once. Then I kept nicking myself. Was I that tired?

      The blade on my new razor seemed dull as all hell. And then it dawned on me. Someone had used this razor. I smiled and chuckled to myself. Someone wanted to make sure she was ready for after dinner activities. A memory of fighting with Shelly for using my razors when she'd run out of hers. It wasn't a serious fight, just a gentle ribbing.

      I could've gone under the sink and gotten a fresh one, but shaving with a dull razor like this made me feel like there was a woman in the house.

      "Carolyn!" I called out as I finished shaving.

      "Yes?" she called back as I walked down the hallway.

      "Have you been using my razor?" I asked, teasing her.

      Instead of thinking it was funny, she was horrified. Her hands went straight to her mouth, and she apologized a million times.

      "It's okay. I thought it was cute," I said, trying to calm her. Why the hell had I thought that this would be funny?

      It's like every time I thought to do something with Carolyn, things got jumbled up.

      She propped her elbows on the table and buried her face in her hands. "What is up with me? It's like I can't think straight."

      I walked over, stood next to her, and rubbed her back. She was nervous, too.

      She leaned against my stomach.

      Standing beside her, I hugged her and kissed the top of her head.

      She looked up at me, her blue eyes worried, and said, "I'm sorry I used your razor. I didn't think."

      That cute face looks so innocent and adorable, but her mouth was inches from my cock. "I was just teasing, but this dinner better be good."

      She gave me a playful shove, and I walked over and grabbed my beer off the counter. I leaned against the sink and admired her legs in those shorts.

      "It's just your basic pot roast. I didn't know what spices I could use, because I don't know what you're allergic to."

      "I told you, penicillin. Did you put any penicillin in there?"

      "This information is coming a little late," she said. Her stern expression as she tried to chastise me only made her look cuter.

      "Well, you have it for next time," I said.

      She smiled. Her blue eyes locked with mine. Fuck everything. I needed her in my bed tonight.

      I remained silent to build the tension. She broke eye contact and looked around the kitchen. I smiled to myself.

      "Your kitchen is really nice," she said, making conversation.

      "I've made some upgrades."

      "It'll pay off when you sell this place. That and the location. I didn't know they let people build houses this far out. It's practically in the national forest."

      "Not practically. We're in it."

      "And they let you buy this?"

      "It's a lease. You have to get on a waiting list and there are a lot of hoops you gotta jump through, but I greased a few wheels and got it."

      "Putting all these upgrades into a place that you lease. That's generous of you."

      I laughed. "I can afford it," I said, looking down at my beer.

      "Your job probably has great benefits and tons of overtime."

      "It does," I said, taking a swig of my beer. She'd forgotten about my family's money, and I decided not to remind her. The truth was, I've been living off just my salary, mostly, for years.

      I liked that she appreciated the life I built for myself. Most people admired the life I was born into.

      "You must cook a lot," she said.

      Her statement caught me off guard. "Why do you say that?"

      "Your pots and pans. They're not the typical bachelor fare." she looked around the cabin. "And the curtains over the sink are super cute."

      I looked around the kitchen. Shelly had fixed it up. I remember her being so excited about the new oven.

      "The living room is nice, too," she continued, looking around. The cabin wasn't large, so she could see the entire living room from where we were sitting at the kitchen table.

      "So many homey touches," she said. "Although your curtains are a little frayed. It must get pretty windy up here."

      I looked at the living room curtains she was referring to. The white lace was dusty and torn.

      "I guess I should buy new ones. They've been up for over six years now," I said, remembering how Shelly had bought them a month before the accident.

      When she agreed to move in after I proposed, she'd asked if she could do a little redecorating. She was worried about what people would think of us living together before her wedding. I was glad I could convince her. Those seven months living together were golden.

      "Are you okay? Tired?" Carolyn asked.

      I debated whether I should tell her about Shelly. I'd avoided talking about that to her.

      Carolyn stood up and checked on the pot roast. "Probably another 15 minutes," she said.

      "Why don't we sit on the couch while we wait? It's cooler in the living room."

      She walked over to the sofa and sat on one end. I sat on the other. There was an entire cushion between us.

      She turned to face me. "You seem --" she paused.

      "Distant?"

      "Yeah. Did something happen at work? We can talk about it. Or not. You've been such a help to me this last year with my mom. I'd like to be the same for you if you need or want that."

      Her sincerity disarmed me. So many people had pushed, prodded, and demanded for me to be open and vulnerable. I talked to a therapist, but all he kept saying was that my feelings were natural, which was no help.

      I knew they were natural, dammit.

      Carolyn scooted closer to me and put her hand on my thigh. She said nothing. She just looked up at me, ready to listen.

      I put my hand on top of hers and looked back at the curtains, noticing how gray and tattered they were for the first time. I hadn't wanted to change a thing in this cabin. Everything was exactly as it was when Shelly was alive. I didn't want to forget. I wanted to keep her with me always.

      "Shelly bought those curtains a month before she died," I said. "We were engaged."

      Normally, someone would say something like 'I'm sorry for your loss.' But Carolyn didn't do that.

      She looked back at the curtains and then around the cabin. "Shelly had good taste."

      I nodded. "She did."

      Carolyn scooted closer to me and put her arm around my shoulder.

      I burst into tears.
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      A mild sob erupted from deep in Brad's throat. I wrapped my arms around him. He went quiet, but his shoulders shook as he cried in silence. I kissed the top of his head.

      "I don't know what came over me," he said, trying to pull away, embarrassed.

      I held him tight. "Let it out," I said. "Don't stop. Let it all out."

      His sobs came out in moans. The depth of his grief ripped at my heart.

      It all made sense now. How he'd been so understanding during my time of grief. He'd not only lost his mom, he'd lost his fiancée.

      I looked around the cabin. The curtains. The dishes. The decorative pillows. She'd done this.

      I thought back to Mom's bedroom. I avoided going in there as much as I could for six months. When I told my therapist that I'd sold the house and wanted to travel, he praised me. He said it was a sign that I was moving on. It'd been so hard to clean it out when I sold the house.

      Bradley had frozen everything in its place.

      Whatever attraction there was between us, it could never be a serious relationship. There wasn't room for me.

      I rubbed his back while he wiped his face.

      "I don't know what came over me," he said.

      "Grief."

      He nodded.

      We sat in silence.

      "I miss her a lot," Bradley said.

      "I know."

      "Nobody can ever replace her."

      I nodded. "I know."

      He leaned over and gave me a gentle kiss. I kissed him back--a tentative kiss. I didn't want to push him.

      He pulled back and tilted his head with his eyebrows raised.

      I knew what he was asking. Did I want to do this?

      I nodded yes
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      It felt good to be honest with Carolyn, and she understood what this was. The moment she nodded yes, I stood up and took her by the hand and pulled her off the couch.

      Her hair had dried from the shower wavy, and she reminded me of those old school Hollywood starlets minus the makeup. She was so effortlessly beautiful. No makeup. I ran my hand along her cheek. Such smooth skin.

      Enough with the crying.

      I kissed her. My heart came alive like fresh regrowth after a fire. I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her as I bent her backward in an old school dip.

      She giggled as she kissed me back. I brought us back upright. Her hand flew to her head. She was unsteady on her feet.

      "Head rush," she said.

      I held her close to make sure she didn't fall.

      "I had to make you swoon somehow. The crying wasn't doing it," I said.

      Nope. Not going back there. The only place Carolyn and I needed to go was the bedroom. I threw her over my shoulder in a fireman's carry.

      "This isn't the most romantic way to carry someone to the bedroom," she joked.

      "But it's the most efficient way. And I need to fuck you right now," I said, putting her down at the foot of the bed.

      I watched her gasp. Her giggles evaporated as she watched me unbutton my shirt. She stood there frozen, admiring my body.

      Seeing the lust on her face made me feel twenty feet tall.

      I threw my shirt to the ground, peeled off my pants and underwear at the same time. My cock sprang up, ready for action.

      Her jaw literally dropped open.

      I chuckled. That's a reaction I like.

      I looked at her. She was still dressed. We'd have to take care of that.

      I stepped closer, reached for the bottom of her shirt, and pulled it over her head. "No bra?"

      "I got wine on it. I rinsed it in the sink and hung it on your clothesline outback. With all the improvements made to this place, you didn't put in a washer and dryer?"

      I laughed. "Quit stalling," I said as I pushed her onto the bed.

      Within seconds, I had her panties off and my face between her legs. She clutched the sheets as she exhaled my name in two breathy syllables. "Brad-Lee!"

      The soft sound of her panting out those two syllables turned my cock into steel. I worked her clit with my tongue, using her moans as my guide.

      I slipped my finger inside of her, and she moaned. I curved my finger, searched for that spot.

      Her thighs tightened around me. "Oh my God!" she gasped, her voice a quick staccato.

      "Bradley, if you keep doing that --"

      I knew she was warning me she was going to come. Normally, I'd try to fuck her into cunming. But I worried I wouldn't last long enough once I was inside her.

      And I needed to make sure that Carolyn Rowe knew I could make her come. Her thighs tightened, and I let up on the pressure to build anticipation.

      Her hips bucked to meet my mouth. I smiled.

      "Do you like that?" I teased. I wanted to see if she responded to a bit of dirty talk.

      "Oh God, yes!" Her hips bucked up again.

      I stopped sucking and toyed with her pussy as she ground into my hand.

      "What's the matter?" I teased.

      "Please!" she begged.

      "Please what?"

      "Please make me come. Fuck me, anything!"

      Fuck! The deep throaty sound of her voice coupled with its urgency and her begging drove me crazy.

      I put my mouth back on her clit. She let out a deep moan.

      Her hips bucked up again, and I caught her clit in my mouth.

      "Yes," she said. "Don't stop. Keep going. Just like that." Her breathy voice jumped an octave with urgency.

      Fuck! I sucked her harder and harder, and fingered her G-spot. I felt her legs clench, and I knew she was close.

      "Yes," she said, letting me know I was right on the right track. I moved nothing, I changed nothing. Her body stilled, and her breathing stopped.  I knew she was getting ready to come so fucking hard.

      I wrapped my hands around her thighs to hold her steady.

      Her entire body clenched, and she screamed my name. Bingo!

      Pre-cum leaked out the tip of my dick as she screamed my name over and over. I didn't let up. I wanted to make her cum longer and harder than she'd ever had in her entire life.

      "Oh my God! Oh my God!"

      I knew the intensity of the orgasm was almost too much, but I wanted her to feel it all. I wanted her to know that I could do this to her.

      She rode the waves of pleasure until her body went limp.

      I sat up and watched her chest heaving up and down. Her tits were so fucking gorgeous.

      "Oh my fucking God," she said, crossing her legs and rolling over onto her side.

      I went to my nightstand, pulled out a box of condoms, tore one out of the wrapper, and slid it on.

      "You don't want me to suck your cock?" she asked, a sly smile on her face.

      Her tousled hair and heavy breathing made her look exactly how I'd imagined her. Thoroughly fucked. And I hadn't even started.

      "We'll get to that later, but right now, I need to fuck you," I said, climbing onto the bed. Her eyes grew wide as I positioned myself between her legs.

      I teased her wet slit, rubbing my cock right at her opening. She moaned.

      "Please, please fuck me," she said.

      I love she that wasn't shy. I inched my way into her, her tight pussy enveloping my cock.

      She felt so damn good. It was hard to contain myself. I paused to keep control. She bucked her hips up and wrapped her legs around me, pulling me closer to her.

      "Fuck!" I muttered, without thinking.

      "Do you like that? Do you like my tight pussy around that hard cock?" she teased.

      My eyes snapped to hers. "Fuck yes!" I growled back as I fucked her harder.

      "Yes!" she yelled.

      I grabbed her breasts with one hand, holding myself up with the other, and pumped her deep and fast. I tweaked her nipple. Her pussy twitched around my cock.

      We fucked hard. I was in danger of going over the edge, and I wanted this to last longer. I pulled out and grabbed her waist and turned her over. Without missing a beat, she got on her knees so I could fuck her doggy style.

      Our reflection in the mirrored doors of my closet caught my eye. I guided her, so she faced the closet doors. As I entered her, our eyes locked in the mirror. My cock slid deep inside of her. Her mouth dropped open and her eyes closed.

      Fuck! I worked my cock in and out of her pussy as she pushed her ass back, meeting every thrust in sync. She reached between her legs and played with her clit.

      It turned me on so damn much I was on the verge of blowing my load.

      "Baby, I'm so fucking close," I hissed.

      "Almost there."

      I pounded her, watching her tits swing back and forth as I fucked her from behind.

      "Bradley!" she panted. The urgency in her voice let me know she was close.

      I focused on my breath as I slammed into her.

      "Baby!" she gasped.

      "Come for me! Come all over this cock!" I growled.

      As if on command, she screamed my name in elongated syllables. "Brad! Lee!"

      Her tight hole twitched around my dick. I exploded. Waves of cum filled the condom.

      I groaned as we milked every ounce of pleasure from each other. Then we both collapsed on the bed.

      She laid flat on her back, and I laid next to her, taking a moment to catch our breath and cool off.

      "Fuck!" I exhaled. "That was incredible."

      She turned onto her side and faced me. I pulled her close. She snuggled into the crook of my arm, with her head and hand on my chest.

      I must've dozed off, because I woke up to her sitting straight up. "Oh my God!"

      My eyes shot open. "What's wrong?"

      "The pot roast!"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            27

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            CAROLYN

          

        

      

    

    
      I placed our plates on the table and took a seat next to Brad. The pot roast looked like it'd survived. I cut off a piece and tasted it--juicy and tender. What a relief! The veggies were a tad mushy but salvageable.

      "This is the first time I've lost a woman's attention to pot roast. You're shaking my confidence," Bradley said.

      I shrugged my shoulders and gave him a coy smirk. "You haven't had my pot roast." It may have looked silly to be so concerned with burning dinner, but I was a decent cook, and I wanted Bradley to know it.

      Brad took a bite, closing his eyes and savoring it. "It is damn good. But I'd like to think I was better."

      "Maybe, but you haven't seen nothing yet," I said.

      "Me, too," he said, his eyes fixed on mine.

      If that was just his opener, I was in trouble. It took me a moment to remember to breathe.

      "You're awfully quiet over there," he said.

      "I'm reveling in my post sexy time pot roast," I said.

      "You earned it," he said.

      I smiled, blushing. This guy never quit.

      "Don't look shy now, kitten. You were anything but shy in there," he said.

      "I don't know what you're talking about," I said, taking another bite of pot roast.

      "My little kitten is quite the tiger in the sack. I didn't know you had it in you, but I'm glad you do."

      I sipped my wine, but between all the fucking and the pot roast, it only made me thirsty.

      "Do you have any bottled water?" I asked.

      "Coming right up," he said, getting up from the table.

      He opened the fridge, crouched down, and pulled two bottled waters out of the crisper.

      "No vegetables?" I asked.

      "When you're on call like I am, you steer clear of too many perishables.

      I came home to a head of lettuce that was damn near sentient."

      I laughed. "That's disgusting."

      He handed me my bottled water. I opened it, and chugged down half the bottle.

      "Gotta keep you hydrated for round two," he said, taking his seat.

      Round two!

      We ate in comfortable silence. I noticed the floral pattern on the plates.

      I knew there was no permanent place for me here. I buttered my potato, and I wondered how many times we can have sex before my heart got broken.

      Then I realized it was already too late.
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      I woke up ready for round two, but my bed was empty. I'd fallen asleep last night before we could go another round. I popped my head out the back door just off the bedroom. Her dress was still on the clothesline, but her bra wasn't.

      She wasn't in the bathroom or the kitchen. I checked the front porch to see if she was enjoying the porch swing. We'd definitely have to spend some time out there later. My truck was in the driveway, but no sign of Carolyn.

      I went back inside, locking the door behind me, and plopped onto the couch. Carolyn was gone. I wondered why she'd opted to leave without saying goodbye.

      I thought about calling her. And I knew I would, but for now, I just was too bummed out. I stared at the old curtains. Carolyn was right. They were pretty beat up.

      How could I be this sad? We'd been talking to each other for a year, but in actual together time, we'd spent less than a handful of days together.

      It all felt pointless. As nice as Carolyn was, we didn't live in the same town, and even if she did, it wouldn't likely work out long term. With the exception of Shelly, every woman I got serious about became enthralled with the Bronson fortune. It's not that I was a cynic like my dad. I didn't believe all women were gold diggers. But I knew that money seduces people.

      I loved my family, but they were obsessed with the stuff. And I loved the simple life--a real life--even if it meant being alone. I snagged my phone off the charger to check the time and see if Carolyn had texted me. Nothing.

      It was almost eleven in the morning, late for me.

      I headed to the bedroom to get my stuff together for the gym. Working out and keeping my routine always cleared my head and made me feel better.

      I heard steps on the porch followed by the jangle of my doorknob turning.

      I rushed over to the door, opened it just as she knocked. My heart soared seeing her cute face at the door.

      "Where did you go?" I asked.

      "I had to pick up my car from the shop. You were so tired, I let you sleep." She held up milk and coffee beans. She brought both regular and decaf. I guess the instant coffee I had in the cupboard didn't impress her. "How about I use that fancy coffee machine in there?"

      "Sounds good," I said as I stood in the doorway admiring how good she looked in those shorts and my T-shirt. She was such an unpretentious beauty. She didn't care about expensive clothes and all that bullshit.

      "Aren't you going to let me in?" she asked.

      I was standing there blocking the doorway just staring at her. Duh.

      I stood back, opened the door wide, and let Carolyn in.
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      I walked to the kitchen, put the milk in the fridge, and dug around the cabinet to find a coffee grinder.

      "I knew you'd have one of these," I said, calling out to Brad in the living room. He kept staring at me, and it made me feel giddy.

      "I forgot that was in there," he yelled back.

      "Did you want decaf?" I asked. I'd noticed earlier he'd had instant decaf in the cupboard.

      "I'll go wild and have regular. Can you make it like the one you made for me at the guest house?"

      I smiled. He'd remembered it. "You mean the latte?"

      "Yeah," he said.

      "But we don't have any vanilla syrup, so we'll have to go with sugar. You do have sugar, right?"

      Bradley came into the kitchen and opened a drawer. "Will these do?" he asked, holding up sugar packets from restaurants.

      I laughed. "Perfect."

      He winked at me. I stifled a giggle, but I didn't want to overstay my welcome. "You've been away from home for a while. So, we'll just have some coffee together, and I'll get out of your hair."

      He reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. His biceps were huge.

      "If you don't have any plans," he said. "I was thinking we could go out and get some brunch. Maybe see a movie."

      Food and a movie! This was a date, but I didn't have anything date-like to wear. Honestly, I felt grungy and ugly. "I don't have any clothes here, but I can go back to Lauren's place, change, and then see you tonight."

      "Couldn't we hop out and get you some clothes? I was planning on going out to buy new curtains."

      New curtains! Maybe I'd been too hasty assuming he was locked in the past.

      "Okay," I said. "Sounds fun."

      After we had our coffees, I went to the restroom to freshen up while Bradley washed our  mugs. It felt so couple-like being together in this cabin.

      I remembered the house for sale being close to here. Could it be a sign I should move here?

      If I found a job, in a couple of months, with my credit score and a sizable down payment, I might have a shot at that house.

      Or maybe I'd rent a place for a while and then find another fixer-upper.

      Even though that was a suitable solution, my mind rejected the thought. I wanted that house, and if I was honest, I wanted Bradley, too.

      I washed my hands and touched up my makeup. I definitely have to buy an outfit for us to go to brunch in. This T-shirt and shorts aren't going to cut it.

      "Ready to go?" Bradley asked, when I joined him back in the kitchen.

      "Do you know if there's a Target or something like it around here? I want to buy something for today, and maybe an outfit for the baby shower."

      "I don't know about Target, but I know where we can go."

      When we pulled up to the valet, my heart sank. The cobblestone sidewalks, dancing water fountains, and luxury stores made me feel underdressed. I was still wearing the biker shorts and a wrinkled UCLA T-shirt from last night.

      "This place seems kinda fancy," I said.

      "Is it?" Bradley asked, looking around. "We'll find you something to wear and get those curtains before we eat."

      The valet opened my door, and I stepped out of the truck.

      I felt out of place.

      "I feel underdressed," I said to Bradley as we walked down the sidewalk.

      "You look great. And I'm wearing shorts, too," Bradley said.

      He'd worn khaki shorts and a white polo shirt that stretched against his broad chest and showed off his biceps. He looked right at home.

      It was easy to forget that he grew up wealthy when we were in his small cabin.

      He led me by the hand as we walked into Nordstrom.

      A saleslady approached us. I waved her off, but Bradley enlisted her aid.

      "She needs an outfit for lunch, and an outfit for a baby shower," He asked. He turned to me. "Right, babe?"

      "Probably just something for today," I said, immediately worried about my budget.

      The sales associate led me around and showed me several outfits while I clandestinely looked at the price tags.

      "Why don't you try some of those on?" Bradley said.

      "You know, I don't think these are for me," I said.

      "I'm getting hungry. Do you want to go to lunch with what you have on? There's a steakhouse in this shopping center. They've got grilled octopus."

      Grilled octopus! Like I'm going to stroll into a steakhouse and order grilled octopus in a dirty T-shirt and shorts.

      If I were going to Taco Bell or something, this outfit would've been fine. Or even fine to go to Target and then the octopus place. My situation was his fault. He's the one who convinced me not to go home and change.

      I turned to the saleslady. "Can you excuse us for a moment?"

      "Sure, I'll come back in five minutes," she said, and then stepped off to help another customer.

      "What's the problem?" Bradley asked.

      "No problem," I said. "This just isn't the type of store that I prefer to shop at."

      "I wouldn't have you pegged for a snob. These clothes are perfectly fine," Bradley said. "But we can hit another store here if you'd like."

      "These stores are out of my budget. This whole plaza is out of my budget. You're strolling around in your polo shirt and pressed shorts while I'm getting dirty looks wearing an old T-shirt and biker shorts that I usually wear under my clothes!"

      "Why didn't you say something?"

      I shot him an incredulous look. "I asked you to take me to someplace like Target, and I said I felt underdressed. That was me saying something. Where is the part where you're listening?"

      "Sorry," he said. "I don't shop for clothes."

      "Wait, what? What does that even mean?"

      Bradley shrugged.  "My family has always had a personal shopper, and I just kept using him." He looked at the ground and then away from me.

      I exhaled, but realized he didn't mean any harm. I was just self-conscious. "Can we just leave?"

      He turned back to me and gave me a hug. I hugged him back. We didn't need to fight. He understood we'd have to leave.

      He pulled back from our hug and looked down at me. "Is there anything here you like?"

      Seriously?

      "Please, let me buy you the dresses to make up for being so inconsiderate. And this way, we can eat sooner. Okay?"

      "I'll pick out something to wear right now, and shop for the baby shower later."

      "How about you pick out three outfits? That way you'll have something for the baby shower, and something to wear tomorrow, too."

      "Am I staying the night?" I asked.

      "I was hoping you would. It's a long drive back to Malibu," he said.

      I smiled and nodded yes. When the clerk returned, I told her which outfits I wanted to try on.

      I picked out three outfits: a hip, Givenchy T-shirt dress to wear today, a Stella McCartney shirtdress for tomorrow, and a white Johanna Ortiz sleeveless midi dress for the baby shower. To save money, I picked out a pair of simple honey colored sandals that matched all three dresses.

      I kept the Givenchy dress and the sandals on, and the sales lady rang up our purchases. I instantly felt better being dressed more appropriately, and I was psyched to have new clothes.

      "Thank you for this," I said, to Bradley as he grabbed the bags. "Did you want to go to the home decor section for the curtains?"

      "You know, you'll probably need some more of that giant underwear for tomorrow," Bradley said as we passed by the lingerie.

      "I think we'll go with something a little smaller," I said.

      "Are you sure? I've kind of developed a thing for that other stuff."

      We laughed. I picked out the cheapest bra and panty set. Bradley paid again. He'd spent over two thousand dollars. I knew his family had money, but I still felt a bit guilty.

      "I'm starved," he said, grabbing the bag and heading for the door. "Let's get something to eat."

      I agreed. It was so much more fun being out while I was dressed up instead of feeling grubby. My new sandal wasn't fastened all the way, so I bent down to adjust it.

      Bradley must not have noticed I'd stopped because he breezed out of the store without me. I rushed to catch up with him, but as I approached the front doors, the alarm blared. There must've been a security tag on my outfit!
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      The alarm startled me. I turned to look for Carolyn. She wasn't there. When I got back into the store, security was talking to her. The sales clerk had forgotten to take a security tag off of one of the items.

      I rushed over to help, but Carolyn already had the situation under control. To corroborate Carolyn's explanation, I showed security the bag with receipts. The sales clerk rushed over, confirmed Carolyn's story, and apologized.

      Carolyn's composure impressed me, but I could tell that she was fighting her true feelings. I wasn't sure if she was angry or embarrassed, but her energy had definitely shifted.

      "You handled that well," I said, as we exited the department store.

      "Thanks," she said, but didn't say anything else.

      Starving, I led us to the steakhouse, but they didn't open until 5 p.m. My stomach grumbled. "Any preferences?" I asked Carolyn.

      "Not octopus."

      I laughed, appreciating her honesty.

      Even though the security incident had rattled her, Carolyn gathered her composure well. She looked around the shopping center, surveying the choices for lunch.

      She looked different in her new designer clothes. I'd preferred her in the simple T-shirt and shorts. Taking her shopping sent the wrong message, and the designer outfit-buying worried me.

      "Would it be terrible if we just got burgers?" She asked.

      I smiled, knowing I'd worried for no reason. She'd tried to stop me from buying her those things, and I was the idiot who brought her to this place. Carolyn was a good one.

      "Burgers sound great," I said, taking her hand and heading over to the burger joint.
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      I laid still, listening to Bradley breathing next to me. We'd been together for almost a week, and I wanted to savor every minute of it.

      Lauren's baby shower was tomorrow, and I hadn't figured out what I was going to do or where I was going to go. Did I want to move to Los Angeles? Could I afford it? Was I assuming too much about the possibility of a future with Bradley and me?

      My phone dinged. It was plugged into my charger just out of reach. We'd picked it up, along with my camper, a couple of days ago.

      I slipped out of bed to put my phone on mute. It'd been Bradley's idea, and Lauren and Mackenzie were overjoyed at the idea that he and I were spending so much time together. But they played it cool. So did Aiden and Damien.

      I guess they've learned from the last time. But what would happen tomorrow?

      I checked my text. It was Lauren. She was wondering if I wanted to come up for air, and come early to the baby shower so the three of us could spend some time together.

      Mackenzie would be going on tour next week and was in rehearsals. It would be our only chance for the three of us to spend time together.

      I texted Lauren back: I'm in.

      She texted back: Yay! Don't worry, we'll try not to ask too many questions about you and you-know-who. By the way, do you have any other real estate photos?

      I took some pictures of the house that needed renovations. Will those do?

      Yes! Can you send them to me along with higher quality photos from your Instagram?

      I've got them all backed up on my Dropbox. I'll share the folder with you. What do you need them for?

      It's a surprise.

      I wondered she they wanted to see them, but I was glad Lauren liked my photographs. Brad had gone to the gym every morning, and on one of those days I went to the fixer-upper house with my fancy camera and took some photographs.

      Man, I wanted that house.

      I put my phone on mute and set it on the nightstand. A framed picture of Bradley and Shelly stared back at me.

      Bradley rolled over and smiled at me. "Who was that?"

      I crawled back into bed next to him. "Lauren texted me she wants to meet before the shower."

      He put his arm on mine and nodded.

      "Is that okay?" I asked.

      "Of course," he said. "Are you okay?"

      "We've spent a lot of time together, but I'm not sure what any of this means," I said.

      Bradley stroked my arm. "I'm not sure either."

      We sat in silence, and I didn't know how to put into words what I was feeling. "I'm trying to figure out where I'm going to settle down. Traveling in the camper is fun, but I'd like to have a tub and some more space with air conditioning when it comes to closer to summer."

      "I can understand that," he said. "And where are you thinking about having this tub and air conditioning?"

      "My friends are here, and you're here, but Los Angeles is expensive."

      Bradley's lips turned down, and his eyebrows furrowed for a moment. Then, it went back to neutral. He motioned for me to continue.

      "I'm on my own with Mom gone, I need to make sure I'm fiscally responsible. I've been thinking of Arizona, so I could be in a place where I can afford to buy a home."

      Bradley exhaled and took a moment. "And what is it that you're looking for from me?"

      His question took me off guard, and I didn't know what to think of it. "I guess I want to know if I lived in town, would we see each other?"

      "Of course. Your best friends are married to my brothers."

      What the? "I feel," I paused to search for the right word, but there were too many emotions and settled by saying "confused."

      "Okay," he said, his voice and expression non-committal.

      His vague non-answer angered me. "I feel like I'm trying to be vulnerable and honest with you, and you're not saying much."

      "It seems to me like you have a lot of things to figure out, and I'm not sure how much say I should have in all of that."

      "How much say do you want?" I asked.

      "None."

      My anger flared again.

      "Don't get upset," he said.

      I hate it when men tell women what to feel and what not to feel.

      He continued. "I don't want you to change the course of your life because of the week we spent together. If you are moving out here and you could afford it, then we'll see what happens. But, I can't be responsible for you."

      I stood up. "I just want you to know," I said, mimicking his careful tone, "that I appreciate you sharing that. And know that I never expected, nor will I ever expect, you to be responsible for me."

      "Don't be that way," Bradley said.

      There he was telling me how to be again.

      "I'm just responding in kind. You seemed to be very careful and precise with your words. And I want to give you that same courtesy."

      "Now you're just being petty," he said.

      "I disagree. I'm not petty, but I am angry. And I need to brush my teeth," I said, and then left for the bathroom.

      I turned on the water, put the toothpaste on my brush, and burst into tears.
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      Damn it. I was handling this all wrong, and I didn't know how to turn it around. I got out of bed and went to the bathroom door.

      "Carolyn, let's talk about this some more."

      "Just a minute."

      The shakiness in her voice and her sniffles made my heart clench. She was crying. I made her cry.

      I stood at the door, trying to figure out what I was going to say. How did I feel?

      Could I be in love with Carolyn? After only five days of heady sex, it was more likely infatuation. The love I'd built with Shelly had been over years. We grew up together. That was love.

      This wasn't like that at all.  Carolyn knew nobody could replace Shelly. I'd been clear.  The idea of Carolyn living here in LA filled me with hopes for a future together.

      But in that same sentence, she talked about how expensive it was here. Was she hinting? I'd already broken one of my rules by taking her shopping. Had I sent the wrong message?

      Carolyn didn't seem like the type. And if she was, she wasn't the girl for me.

      I needed a woman who loved me for being me. Not because she wanted to live close to her friends, liked fucking me, and enjoyed my money.

      The sound of running water in the sink stopped. I stepped away from the bathroom to give her some space. She stepped out and looked at me.

      "There's something you're not telling me," she said.

      "I just don't know how I feel yet."

      "Answer this. If I lived in town, would you be my boyfriend?"

      The bluntness of her question disarmed me. "What would that entail?"

      I wanted to know if that meant supporting her. Or if she expected to live here.

      She rolled her eyes. "Being in an exclusive relationship. Knowing there's a possibility of a future together. Being open to falling in love. That kind of thing.

      "This is all hypothetical," I said.

      She exhaled. "I just want to know if it's on the table. If there's a shot at us being something if I lived here."

      She stared at me. I tried to figure out what she wanted. It sounded like virtually nothing.

      "Forget it!" she said, and started to grab her stuff.

      I realized I'd been silent for way too long. "It's on the table," I blurted out. "It's definitely on the table."

      "I feel like I'm begging to be considered, and it's--

      "No, no, no!' I interrupted. "It's just we've only been here together for a couple of days."

      A tear rolled down her cheek. "We spoke on the telephone and video chatted for over a year. Did any of that count?"

      "Carolyn, I'm fucking this up. There's something here. We both feel it, right?"

      Her expression softened. "Yes, there's something here."

      "It's not that I don't care. It's that I don't want to alter the course of your life just so I can have the option of seeing where this goes when I'm not sure. It feels unfair to have you consider moving here when I don't have to make the same kind of sacrifice, where everything is easy and convenient for me, but you're making compromises."

      She nodded. "I get that, and it's a really good point."

      "Well then," I said, trying to think of a way to keep the possibilities open for both of us, "How about whether you stay or go, we agree to give us more time to figure what we want out of this."

      As she thought about it, I held my breath.

      "We can do that," she said.

      I stepped toward her and opened my arms in a hug. She hugged me.

      Wanting to regain the magic we had over the last week, I kissed her. She kissed me back. I guided her to the bed, gently slid next to her, and kissed her. Every kiss was a question. Can I do more? Have my privileges been revoked?

      Desperate to win her back, I caressed her hair, kissed her, and then reached for the condom. It was the last in the box.

      I rolled it on. Her eyes went from my lips to my chest as her soft hands traced the contours of my chest muscles.

      I looked deep in her eyes to convey how much I cared in ways that I couldn't find the words for. I inched my way inside of her, and we made love.
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        * * *

      

      Carolyn made lattes for us, while I packed my bag for the gym. She'd spent the night last night. We'd had sex, but yesterday's talk muted the mood.

      I tossed shorts and a fresh T-shirt into my bag, and I noticed the picture on the nightstand had moved. It'd only moved a couple of inches, but the picture turned away from the bed ever so slightly. Carolyn had taken to sleeping on that side. I had taken over Shelly's side.

      I knew Carolyn probably just pushed it a few inches away to make room for her phone, but it unsettled me to see the frame moved.

      "Brad!" Carolyn called from the kitchen.

      "Your latte is ready!" she said.

      We sat at the kitchen table together and sipped our coffee.

      "Are you sure you don't want to drive to the shower together?" I asked her.

      "I don't want you to have to rush from the gym, and we're meeting four hours before the shower starts. That's a lot of time for you to kill."

      I nodded. It made sense. "Are you guys meeting at Dad's place?"

      Carolyn nodded. "The guesthouse."

      "Where you first saw me naked! That'll bring back memories," I teased.

      She smiled, but remained quiet.

      "You're picturing my hot bod naked, aren't you?"

      "I sure am," she said, her voice mockingly breathy and husky.

      Even though she was only joking, my dick bobbed a bit in my shorts. I had to reach down and do a quick adjustment to make sure things didn't get uncomfortable down there.

      "So what are your plans after the baby shower?" I asked.

      "I don't know. I'm going to talk to Lauren and Mackenzie about it," she said.

      "Well, you're welcome to stay over tonight, if you'd like," I said.

      "I don't think that's a good idea."

      "Are you angry with me?"

      "I've got to figure out what my next move is, and I understand that you don't want to give a lot of input on that. But my best friends have always given me great advice, and I really need to think. I need support to figure that out, and you can't give that to me."

      That hurt.

      But she was right. I couldn't. Although, the reasons didn't seem as clear now.

      "Looks like you have a lot to think about, too," Carolyn said.

      It felt like Carolyn was drifting away from me, and I was frozen in place trying to get myself unstuck so I could run and catch her. "We'll still talk, right?" I asked.

      "Of course. No matter what, we'll always be friends."

      I nodded unable to find anything to say. The word 'friends' punched me in the gut.
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      I pulled up to the guesthouse right as Mackie was getting out of her car. She waved and came over to greet me.

      "You're early," she said. "And you brought the camper."

      I hopped out of my truck and sighed. I knew what she was getting at. My camper and I had been with Bradley for the last five days. "It's a long story."

      She put her arms around me. "And you're going to tell us every word. No holding back."

      I nodded and took a deep breath.

      "So it's not going great with Bradley?"

      "I'm not sure how to even assess it," I said.

      The front door opened. "Hey! Are you going to make me waddle out there? You better not be sharing the surprise."

      "What surprise?" I asked.

      Mackie gave me a look. "How is it supposed to be a surprise if I tell you?"

      I followed Mackie into the guesthouse to spill my guts and find out the surprise.

      Lauren looked at me. "You look nice, but you can't eat Taco Bell in a white dress."

      She was in sweatpants and a baggy T-shirt. She motioned to the coffee table. She'd laid out Taco Bell for us just like we were in college.

      "Are you sure you want to sit on the floor?" I asked.

      "Those wooden chairs hurt my fat ass," Lauren said.

      "I can get some clothes out of the back of my camper," I said.

      "Why bother?" Mackie said taking off her shirt. "We'll just use the robes in the bathroom."

      "I should have thought of that," Lauren said, sitting down on the couch and then sliding onto the floor.

      "Well done," I said, admiring her technique.

      "Getting down is easy. Getting up, that's your guys's job," Lauren said, opening the bags. "Hurry up, because I am not waiting any more. I've been craving this for days."

      Mackie and I went into the master bathroom, grabbed two robes.

      I went into the master closet to hang up my dress. I didn't want to risk getting it wrinkled.

      "New dress," Mackie said.

      I slipped out of it and carefully put it on a hanger. "Bradley bought it for me."

      Mackie's eyes went wide. We slipped on our robes, and she grabbed me by the wrist to bring me into the living room.

      "Did you like that dress that she was wearing?" Mackie asked Lauren.

      "Yes, I loved it," Lauren said.

      "Bradley bought it for her," Mackenzie said.

      Lauren's eyes went wide. "That's a big deal."

      Mackie nodded. "A very big deal."

      "I thought it was cool, but I feel like I'm missing something," I said.

      "Come, let's eat tacos, and we'll tell you all about it."

      They told me that Bradley, out of all the brothers, was the one who seemed most conscious of gold diggers. He'd never fallen for one and had always loved Shelly. She was the daughter of one of the teachers at the private school. She got to go there for free, and she was a great student.

      Bradley had been in love with her since he was a kid. She didn't pay any attention to him because she thought he was a snob.

      Eventually, he won her over. And they got engaged.

      "His entire cabin is like a time capsule," I said. "She picked out curtains and appliances and china. Everything is still there."

      Lauren and Mackie traded a look.

      "That's bad, right?" I asked.

      "It's not the healthiest, but sometimes people need a reason to change," Mackie said.

      Lauren added. "Or he could just be one of those dudes who doesn't really pay much attention to how things are decorated."

      "He said he might get new curtains," I said, "after I pointed out that his were worn."

      Then I told them about him saying that he couldn't be responsible for me. They acted appropriately angry with him, and then I talked about how I wanted to own a house. And that's why I took pictures of that fixer-upper.

      "I miss you guys, but LA is so expensive. And I don't know, it seems like things with Bradley have run their course. It's like I want to live in town so I can be near you guys and see what happens with him, but I also don't want to give up my financial security and my dream of owning a home to live here."

      "You know --"

      I shut them down immediately. "I'm not taking any of your money. Please don't offer to buy me a house."

      "We knew you'd say that. But, remember how you helped me with my real estate purchases?" Lauren said.

      "I took a commission, but yes," I said.

      "And loaned me money for my first down payment so I could get the better interest rate," Lauren reminded me.

      "It was only five thousand dollars," I said.

      "Which at the time was like a million," Lauren said. "Anyway, you took photos for me, and our agent says the prices on the first two offers were already higher. So, that's why I asked for the link to your pictures."

      I didn't get it.

      Mackie explained. "We made an online portfolio for you to become a real estate photographer."

      Lauren glared at Mackie.

      "You got to tell the first half, and you were taking forever."

      Mackie went to her giant purse and whipped out her iPad, and showed me my new website.

      "Wow, this makes me look really professional," I said.

      "You are professional. You're a professional real estate photographer," Lauren explained.

      "Okay, but it's going to take me a while to find clients," I said.

      "Jamie already wants to use you for her house in Long Beach, and she says she might know somebody," Lauren said.

      "Well that's one client," I said.

      "And you'll be meeting more people at the shower," Lauren said. "Then, we go get that house before someone else snatches it up."

      "Do you know of some other people who might have houses they want to sell?" I asked.

      "Even better. A friend of Jamie's is a developer. She'll tell you all about it. Just be ready to amaze him when you talk to him," Mackie said. "And we got you these."

      She handed me a business card that matched the website.

      My own real estate photography business! And a chance to buy my dream house near my best friends. What a dream that would be.

      No matter what, I'd give this pitch my all.
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      My workout cleared my mind. I didn't want to just be friends with Carolyn. Even if she left town, making it clear that we were together would eliminate a lot of my anxiety about Carolyn and me. When she left the cabin, I felt uneasy. Like something was missing. Like I'd totally fucked up.

      She wasn't Shelly, but nobody ever would be.

      I'd spent so much time at the gym trying to clear my head, I was running an hour late. The weather was sunny and warm, which made the traffic even worse.

      But everybody knew that I hated parties.

      When I arrived, the baby shower was in full swing. I placed my present on the table, and went looking for Carolyn. I needed to talk to her.

      Dad and Aunt Anita had asked to host the baby shower. Ever since Anita had come back to the United States for her daughter, she and Dad had been spending a lot of time together. Dad seemed happier with a little more company.

      Like every party the family threw, it'd ballooned to a guest list of hundreds. I swear to God, one of these days I'd host a family event and keep it to just family.

      It took me a while to spot Carolyn in the crowd, but unfortunately she'd been cornered by Sharon and Karen--the two-headed snob monster. My brothers and I hated them, but their dad had been friends with our dad and blah, blah, blah.

      I hurried over to rescue Carolyn from them and overheard their conversation.

      "Do you live in LA now?" Karen asked Carolyn.

      "I'm thinking that I might move here. There's a house I've been looking at. It's a fixer upper. Classic modern architecture. Great bones."

      "What part of town are you buying?" Karen asked. It surprised me to hear that Carolyn had thought about buying a home here. She'd never mentioned it to me.

      "It's in Canyon Country near Kagel Canyon," she said.

      "Near Bradley's little cabin," Sharon said.

      "Yes, I got lost looking for his cabin and found it." Carolyn said.

      "What a crazy coincidence!" Karen said.

      "It is!" Sharon agreed. "And I bet you got that dress with Bradley, too."

      Carolyn looked puzzled. "As a matter of fact I did."

      "Who's the designer?"

      "It's a Johanna Ortiz," Carolyn said.

      I didn't know that Carolyn was into designers.

      "It's lovely, and the shoes, too," Karen said.

      Mackenzie called Carolyn's name. She turned back to Sharon and Karen. "It was nice meeting you both. If you ever need a real estate photographer, let me know," and she left.

      She'd been schmoozing for some kind of real estate business. When did she become a real estate photographer, and why hadn't she told me?

      I overheard Karen whisper to her haughty friend. "She's a smooth operator."

      "She's really got him wrapped around her finger," Sharon said.

      "Mr. Bronson had always warned the boys against gold diggers, so those girls always pretended to be 'regular girls with jobs,'" Karen said using air quotes.

      "Well, this one is homeless and living in a camper van. She's got it parked at Aiden and Lauren's place now. You know how Brad loves the hobo thing." Sharon said, then laughed.

      "Oh yeah, he's just a 'regular Joe'" Karen agreed using air quotes again. "You know, the kind with a trust fund and hundreds of millions."

      Sharon laughed. "How is she supposed to buy a house if she lives in a camper without a job? Shouldn't she be looking for parking spaces at Walmart instead?"

      "You know she's going to get him to buy her that house," Karen said.

      "Of course," Sharon said. "At least this girl is better than the last."

      "Yeah, she fits in more. She's not hopeless like Michelle was."

      Hearing them talk about Shelly made me so fucking angry I had to step outside.
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      Mackenzie called me over to her and Jamie.

      "What's up?" I asked.

      "One, I want you to do photos of our house in Long Beach. And, two, I told a developer friend about you. His photographer is the same guy that took Lauren's photos. He charges $200 an hour," Jamie said.

      "Wow! That's a lot for just okay, photos," I said.

      "And that's why you have to meet Oliver," Jamie said." He develops hotels, luxury condos and gated communities. He's psyched to meet you."

      Excitement butterflied in my stomach. "Does he develop properties here in LA?"

      "Here, Las Vegas, Arizona, even a few things on the East Coast," Jamie said.

      "I'll make sure to give him a great deal since he's your friend," I said.

      Jamie shook her head no.

      I raised an eyebrow.

      "This is an opportunity that you are getting through networking. It's a high-end deal, and what you have to do is ask him if the job is interesting. Tell him your vision for the photos. And then act like you're doing him a favor by giving him access to your talent. And make sure to charge 40 percent more than the person they're using now."

      "You're kidding me."

      "No, I'm not. You're the expert. He saw the photos that Lauren had. You know you're better than his current photographer. You love houses, and this is your dream job. Other people take these photos and act like it's beneath them. This is your passion. You're worth top dollar. Never forget it."

      I took a deep breath. This was a good lesson for me, and I wouldn't forget it.
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      I looked around for Carolyn. I'd been at this damn party for almost an hour.

      Miles came up to me. "You look annoyed."

      I downed my third bourbon before I bothered to answer him. "It's way too crowded. How long is this baby shower again?"

      "Lighten up. It's a benefit for the children's hospital," Miles said.

      "That's Aiden's other charity thing. This one's some kind of underprivileged kids thing, and that's why people are bringing the baby shit along with the checks," I corrected.

      "Right," he said. "So you and Carolyn. You've been spending some time together, I hear."

      I glared at him. Being the subject of gossip annoyed the fuck out of me. "Who did you hear that from?"

      Miles shrugged off my question. "You took her shopping. Not your typical move, but a good move. I like the less  dogmatic you."

      I shook my head. "This is why I don't hang around you guys much."

      "You seemed to have a lot more fun at Aiden's wedding, but then you were sitting next to a hot blonde. She was looking for you, by the way."

      "I just tried to call her, but she didn't pick up."

      "I think I saw her schmoozing inside," Miles said. "Follow me."

      I followed him, but I doubted Carolyn was schmoozing anybody.

      People nodded hello to us both. I smiled and nodded back, but we kept walking. All these fancy party people. It all felt shallow to me. "You don't know Carolyn like I do. She's genuine and likes the simple things in life like Shelly. She goes to state parks and travels in her camper."

      Miles shook his head. "Listen, I think Carolyn's great. I always have. But I don't know that it's healthy for you to compare her to Shelly."

      "I'm not doing that," I said, cutting him off. It's like any time I bring up Shelly's name people always have to bring up whether it's healthy. "I'm just saying, we had a great time at the cabin. Just her and me. Without all this," I gestured to the haughty women.

      "All right," Miles said, holding his hands up. "But it seems to me Carolyn might be the type who can enjoy your cabin and this party."

      I shrugged him off.

      "She seems to be having fun talking to Oliver Douglas by the piano," Miles said, nodding in the direction of the Steinway in the corner of the living room.

      "Oliver from school? The real estate developer?" I asked, trying to see who he was talking about through the party goers. I didn't like the sound of Carolyn schmoozing Oliver. He was a womanizer and a lot like my brother Damien before he met Mackie. Oliver was obsessed with business and acquiring things. Cars. Hotels. Women.

      I heard Carolyn's laugh. My jealousy spiked. I worked my way through the crowd. Carolyn, Mackie, and Jamie were all crowded around him laughing, looking at something on an iPad. Oliver stood in the center of the girls and lapped up all their attention.

      He was flipping through, talking about his stupid properties. Carolyn hung on his every word. She didn't even notice me standing there.

      "You are a great photographer," he said. "You made even that dump look appealing."

      "Every home is beautiful," Carolyn said, staring at the picture on the iPad.

      "I feel the same way about women," Oliver said.

      The ladies laughed, and my fists clenched.

      Oliver took the iPad and swiped on what I assumed were more photos. He paused and stared at one.

      "You see the potential now, don't you?" Carolyn said.

      He nodded. "You have a great eye. If I were going for smaller houses in this market, this would be the type of property I would purchase and flip."

      "I doubt I'd flip it, but I do want to restore it," Carolyn said.

      "I've got a great contractor," Oliver said, pulling out his business card and handing it to her. "Call me, and we'll set up a meeting for you to come take a look at some of my properties for the photos. And I'll give you the name of a great contractor that does smaller jobs like yours."

      "That would be great," Carolyn said, taking his card. "I'm not making any promises that I'll  be available to do your properties, but I am open to seeing them."

      Oliver frowned. I smiled. He wasn't used to people not jumping to give him everything he wanted. He'd been like that since we were teenagers. Such a spoiled brat.

      "Do me a favor," he said to Carolyn. "Don't take any new clients until you see what I've got for you. I think you'll really like them."

      "If we can set up something soon," she said. "I'll be willing to promise you that. But if it's going to take a while for us to meet, you can understand that I'll have to move on."

      "Give me your card," he said. "I'll have my assistant set something up next week. Deal?"

      Carolyn handed him a business card. When did she get business cards? "Deal," she said, her smile wide.

      Oliver smiled back--nothing wolfish like usual, but still I sensed something there. Were they flirting? My fist clenched as I gritted my teeth.

      Oliver put his hand on Carolyn's shoulder and leaned in and said something as he walked away. She laughed. What the fuck had he just said?

      I took a deep breath to calm myself before my temper got out of control. I needed to step outside and get into a reasonable frame of mind. Did I have a right to even get this mad? I shook my head. All I knew was that I had to step aside before I did or said something stupid.

      Just as I was about to walk away, Carolyn spotted me.
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      Oliver leaned close to me and whispered, "Don't think for a second that you're going to choose another client over me."

      I nodded and laughed and then shared a look with Jamie. That went exactly as we hoped it would go. I looked up and spotted Bradley a few feet away. "Brad!" I yelled to him. I turned to Mackie. "Would you mind if I showed him the portfolio you guys put together for me?" I asked, holding Mackie's iPad.

      "Of course not," she said.

      "We'll just go ahead and mingle," Jamie said, leaving.

      They weren't so subtle about leaving me alone to talk to Bradley, but I didn't mind.

      I bounced over to him, eager to share all my great news. "You're here!"

      "I've been here for a while now," Bradley said, his tone and expression stern.

      "Well, I was watching the door for you for the first hour and a half of the party, but you were late." I realized this was the second time he was late to a big event for his brother. First the wedding, and now the baby shower. The wedding, I understood. There was a fire.

      But today? When I left him alone in his cabin this morning, and all he had to do was work out.

      "Well, you seem to find yourself some company," he said.

      Oh! He was jealous! I smiled. "You mean Oliver?"

      "I know who he is. We went to school together," Bradley said.

      Not wanting to tease him, I decided to come clean. "I've got exciting news. I'm starting my own real estate photography business, and Oliver might be my second client."

      He tilted his head. "A business? When did this happen? It's like it came out of nowhere," he said.

      "What's going on with you?"

      "You just never mentioned anything about a business," he said.

      I didn't want to be in a crowd of people with him acting like this.

      "Let's go over here," I said, guiding him to an empty spot on the patio. "It's sudden, but not out of nowhere. You've seen photos of houses on my Instagram. And as a favor, I took some shots of Lauren and Aiden's house. The photos they had from their photographer just weren't that good."

      He crossed his arms. "So, you decided you can leverage the people my family knows into a business for yourself."

      I didn't like his tone. "My best friend shared my work with her other friend, Jamie --"

      "Who she met because of my brother Aiden," he said.

      "Yes, that's how things work. Sometimes you meet people because they're related to your friends, I think that's how we met," I said, giving him a hard stare.

      He remained quiet. I felt a need to explain more. "Jamie knew Oliver. Lauren and Mackie put together this portfolio for me, and I was excited to show it to you, because this meant that I would probably stay in Los Angeles."

      "So you're going to stay and take overpriced pictures of fancy houses for rich people," Brad said.

      I refused to be shamed by this spoiled brat. "Yeah," I said. "I thought it would be a nice business for me. What's your problem?"

      "I just didn't think you cared about all this shit."

      "Shit? Taking photos of houses? I've always been interested in houses. You knew I was a real estate agent."

      "But you said you hated sales, and now I see you at a party mingling and selling people on your 'services.'" He wagged his fingers as he said 'services.'

      "Did you just air quote services?" I asked. "I take great photographs. It's not like I'm trying to con people or something. Oliver is very interested in my work."

      "That's not all he was interested in," Brad said.

      I tamped down my rage. This reminded me so much of my ex and felt like it was coming out of left field. Who was this version of Bradley? There had to be something I was missing.

      "So what am I supposed to do for a living?" I asked, trying another tack.

      "What regular people do for a living. Get a job working at a store or do office work."

      "Regular people?" I asked.

      "You know, salt of the earth type people. People who know what's real in the world. Everyone here is just trying to make another buck to buy more fancy garbage. I thought you cared about stuff that's real."

      "Architecture is real. Art is real. And don't act like you're some sort of saint because you sit on millions of dollars and never have to worry about money."

      "I earn my own living," I said.

      "Even all the clothes you have your 'shopper' buy? Or the laundry service? Or the food you have delivered all the time? Because that's not how 'real people' live."

      His expression turned contrite, but I needed to let him have it.

      "And how dare you act like you're above using connections. You had no problem using connections so that you can break the rules to live in that cabin. Having a hibachi on a wooden porch in the middle of the God damn forest just because you can afford the fine. It's okay for you, but God forbid someone who actually needs to make a living, using connections to build a business."

      "That's not what I'm saying."

      "What are you saying?"

      "I just thought you were different," he said.

      "Different how? Because I've been honest about who I am the entire time I've known you."

      "You walk around wearing a T-shirt and no makeup, but then suddenly you have to have a designer dress –"

      "I don't have to have a designer dress. You took me to a place that only sold designer dresses, and I like the dress. What? It's only okay to get the dress because it's convenient for you and because you don't want me to leave and go pick up my things? But if I actually enjoyed the outfit, then it's wrong? Everything you're saying is bullshit!"

      Brad looked at me, stunned. "You're right. I'm just disappointed. I thought we loved the same things."

      "Like what?"

      "All those pictures of parks. Being in the cabin. The simple life."

      "What are you talking about?" I asked.

      "It's peaceful. I'm in nature. I can be alone with my thoughts and my memories. And I thought you wanted to be a part of that, too," he said.

      "Having a business and enjoying it doesn't mean I can't share things with you. But I don't think you're being honest," I said, bringing my anger down. Once he said 'my memories' I knew what this was about. "I think you thought I was like Shelly, and you wanted me to slide into your life and take her place. But I'm not her. I'm me."

      "You don't get to talk about her. You didn't even know her," he said.

      "And apparently, you don't really know me. And that's not because I've been hiding things from you. It's because you haven't been paying attention," I said.

      As I turned to walk away, Bradley grabbed my shoulder to stop me. His elbow hit Mackie's iPad, and it slipped out of my hand.

      The iPad crashed to the sidewalk. I picked it up and turned it on to see if it was damaged. It turned on, but I could barely make out the photo of my dream house beneath the shattered glass.
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      My gut churned thinking about my argument with Carolyn. I'd said everything wrong, and she didn't get where I was coming from. But she was right. I didn't really know her like I thought I did.

      I scanned the party for Aiden and Lauren, so that I could wish them well and be on my way. As I was looking for them, Damien found me.

      "Where's the happy couple? I wanted to give them my regards so I could get the hell out of here," I said to Damien.

      "I don't think Lauren is too thrilled with you. What the hell happened with you and Carolyn?"

      "The gossip mill is sawing away, I see."

      "Mackie and all the girls were totally psyched they'd found a way for Carolyn to make a living and stay here. I thought that would be something you would be interested in," Damien said.

      "So they meddled with her life so that she could do what she wanted," I said.

      "What the fuck is wrong with you? Are you drunk?" Damien asked.

      I glared at him. He ignored me.

      "I know you have this big chip on your shoulder about hating people who are in business. But you'd think you'd give Carolyn a break. She's what you call real people, right? As opposed to all the fake people like me and Dad and Mom."

      "Mom was real people," I said and immediately regretted it.

      "Brother, when I turn to you for advice, you always seem to have wisdom about you, but when it comes to this one thing, you're still that angry bratty teenager --

      "Give me a break!" I said.

      "Dad poisoned you with all that gold digger talk. It wasn't until I fell in love with Mackenzie that I realized just how hard it is to live not knowing if you can afford things like getting sick or buying a house. You and I have never once had to consider that. And so you can't go around shaming somebody like Carolyn trying to make a better living, just because she doesn't do it in a way that you feel is modest enough."

      I sighed. No one understood what I had been saying. "That's not it. It's that people have this thing where they look at us because we're rich, and some of the people we know think we're better just because –"

      "We hit the ovarian lottery?"

      Leave it to Damien to quote another billionaire to make a point. But I pressed on. "There's something very freeing and beautiful about being happy with what you have. Not caring about too much stuff. Keeping it simple. Shelly taught me that. It's not that I look down on people who want more things --"

      "Yes it is. You do," Damien interrupted. "But, don't you see that the same way you don't like people looking up to us because we're wealthy, is kind of the same way you look at people who aren't?"

      "Are you saying I idealize the working class?"

      "Don't you?"

      The immaturity of my thoughts dumbfounded me.

      "I get it, Bradley," Damien said. "All of our so-called friends abandoned us when Mom died. They just wanted to go skiing and party. But it doesn't mean having security and enjoying nice things makes a person inherently shallow."

      "You should talk to her," Damien said. "She's really excited about this new venture. And she's talented."

      "I will," I said. "But not here. It's too crowded, and I need to sober up."

      Damien patted me on the shoulder and left. I figured I'd call Carolyn in a few days.
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      I exited the 210 then looked over at Lauren and smiled. "This is so exciting."

      "It is!" she said.

      "Thank you for cosigning. The second I can qualify on my own, I'll --"

      "You helped me with my first houses, and I get off easy with a mere signature to help you with yours," Lauren said.

      She winced and put her hand on her stomach. "That was a hard one. I wonder if I've got a little soccer player in the making in there."

      "It's like you have half a soccer team in there," I said. "Are you nervous?"

      "I'm scared out of my mind. But we have the C-section scheduled for next week. I wanted to do natural birth, but they say it's normally pretty hard with twins and with everything that went on last month."

      "I had realized that it was a difficult pregnancy. I was so busy --"

      "We didn't want to tell anybody. I was worried that making it a bigger deal would stress me out even more, which would be even worse for the babies. So, I just did the bed resting. Besides, I was hoping that things with you and Bradley would've gone better."

      "I left him a message, so he'd feel free to call back and apologize. But he hasn't called."

      "Mackie said that he told Damien that he was going to call you," Lauren said.

      "She told me that too," I said. I shook my head. "He was such a jerk."

      "Aiden mentioned that Bradley was really young when he met Shelly. He never really dated as an adult. Imagine the first person you meet is the love of your life."

      I nodded. "If you looked at his cabin, it's like a part of him froze when she died."

      "He's just not ready," Lauren said.

      "It's a shame, but I deserve someone who is ready," I said.

      Lauren agreed.

      I drove up the hill, turned left and saw the red house I used as a landmark.

      "His cabin's up there," I said to Lauren, motioning to the dirt road.

      We drove in silence until I pulled into the driveway.

      "But today is not about him," Lauren said. "Today is about you getting your dream house."

      Then, she looked at the house. She turned back to me. "You really made it look different in the pictures."

      I laughed. "You mean better."

      "I'm not insulting your house so much as I'm complementing your photography," Lauren said.

      "It's a fixer-upper," I said.

      "I agree," Lauren said.

      I hopped out of my truck, ran over to the passenger side, and helped Lauren out.

      "You didn't have to come all this way for me," I said.

      "I wanted to be here. And you promised lunch."

      I laughed. "Are you sure you want Taco Bell? I can take you someplace nicer."

      "Don't toy with a pregnant woman. The Mexican pizza is back, but they could take it away at any moment. Carpe diem!"

      I nodded as we walked up the driveway.  The agent greeted us, and we finalized the paperwork. She handed me the key, and I was a homeowner.

      "Let's take a picture," Lauren said.

      The agent took a photo of us both, and then Lauren insisted on getting several pictures of me with the key by myself.

      Twenty minutes of photos later, we were heading back to my truck to celebrate with victory tacos and a Mexican pizza.

      After I helped Lauren into her seat, my phone rang.

      "That could be Oliver with the dates for me to go to Vegas," I said.

      I took my phone out of my pocket and then saw the caller ID.

      "What's wrong?" Lauren asked.

      "It's Bradley," I said, my gut dropping.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            40

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            BRADLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been weeks since they baby shower, and I'd thought about calling Caroline a dozen times. But I didn't know what to say. Carolyn was right. I hadn't really seen her for who she was. I only saw how she was like Shelly.

      Although, the sex was definitely different. Shelly and I learned a lot together, but I learned a lot more in the years since Shelly died.

      I sat on my front porch drinking instant coffee. It wasn't a latte, but it was familiar. And my routines comforted me even if it could make life boring.

      I pulled out my phone and debated calling, but I decided against it. As I put my phone back in my pocket, I heard the sound of it dialing. I looked at the screen. I'd accidentally dialed her!

      Panic swept over me. I thought about hanging up, but she answered.

      "Bradley?" She said, her tone questioning. I couldn't help but notice she called me Bradley and not Brad.

      "Carolyn, I've been meaning to call you."

      "I heard," she said.

      One of my damn brothers must've told one of their spouses my business. I bet it was Damien.

      "I didn't mean to keep you waiting. It's just that I didn't know what to say," I said.

      "So you called me to tell me you didn't know what to say to me?"

      "I don't know," I said.

      "Well, I'm here with Lauren, and we're getting ready to go out to lunch to celebrate."

      "Celebrate what?" I asked, wanting to keep her on the telephone.

      "I bought my house."

      "Congratulations!" I said. "I take it that means business is good."

      "Yes, I'm photographing several properties for Oliver, and I've been working with some real estate agents in the area. It's been going good."

      She stopped talking. I jumped to fill the silence to keep her from wrapping up. "It's getting ready to be fire season. So this is my six months on."

      "Sounds like you'll be busy then," Carolyn said.

      This conversation was a nightmare. I should've hung up.

      "I miss you," I blurted out, my voice desperate.

      "I've missed you too."

      I couldn't help but notice that she used past tense. Had she moved on? My stomach tightened.

      "I'm sorry that I didn't look at your portfolio and that I wasn't more encouraging of your business. Congratulations. I'm sure you'll do really great. Well, you already are."

      "Thanks, listen, Lauren's waiting –

      "Carolyn!" I called out to her, hoping to stop her from hanging up.

      "I'm here," she said.

      "Is there any way we can just pick up where we left off?"

      The longest twenty seconds of silence followed. "Where exactly did we leave off?" she asked.

      Damn. That was a good question. Then I remembered. "We decided that there was something here between us, and that we would figure out what it was."

      More silence followed, and then she spoke. "I'm not really up for that anymore. Listen, I've got to go. We'll probably be running into each other from time to time at family events. Know that I'll be happy to see you, and you don't have to avoid me. There's no hard feelings."

      We said our goodbyes and hung up. She said she had no hard feelings, but what I was feeling was incredibly hard.
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      I woke up in the camper and checked the time. Six in the morning. Mackie and Damien's wedding was today, and I needed to beat the traffic and help Mackie. She'd spent the night with her folks at the hotel, since all her bridesmaids live in town.

      Her schedule wasn't as strict as Lauren's. But then again, no one's schedule was as strict as Lauren's.

      I double checked all of my stuff. I'd bought new shapewear that went over the shoulder to prevent further incidents. An image of Bradley startling me while I was crouched behind that potted plant popped in my head.

      I sighed. He would be there today. He missed the rehearsal dinner two nights ago. I worried that he wasn't there because of me.

      It was weird that I was living five minutes from Bradley's cabin, and we never run into each other.

      It was probably for the best.

      I brushed my teeth, grabbed everything I needed for the wedding, and headed to my truck. Renovations on the house had been going great, but it would be a while before I could live in it. I'd stripped it down to the bare bones with the help of Shane, the contractor Oliver had recommended.

      Shane had been a godsend. And a hot one at that. Could there be something there?

      But I worried I was still hung up on Bradley. I put the key into the ignition of my old truck, but the engine didn't turn--no juice at all. Just that horrible click of a dead battery.

      I remembered running to Lowe's the night before to pick up more stain for the wooden cabinets. Had I forgotten to turn off my lights?

      I looked at my watch.

      A rideshare to Malibu would cost a ton of money. That's if I could get one at this hour. I opened the app. There wasn't a car anywhere near here. I couldn't be late.

      Maybe Bradley could take me? I knew he was going to the wedding, but would he mind leaving this early? Would he mind seeing me?

      I held my breath, found his number, and hit dial.
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      I drove home from the gym. It was still dark out. I couldn't sleep all night. My mind had been racing all night thinking of Carolyn. What would I say to her?

      I got home, made myself an instant coffee, and sat on the porch. I'd avoided the rehearsal dinner, because I just couldn't see her.

      I'd kept busy during fire season, but it'd ended last month. Man, I'd really blown it with her. I tried getting over her.

      I'd gone on several dates, and even dated the same girl for two months. But instead of comparing that girl to Shelly, I compared her to Carolyn.

      Carolyn and I were both in the wedding party, but I'd been paired with Meredith, and Carolyn had been paired with Miles. Was that Damien's idea? Mackie's? Carolyn's?

      Between her musician friends and the usual suspects, Mackie had more bridesmaids than Lauren. Thank God for Damien, we had a lot of family, because he sure as hell didn't have a lot of friends.

      But who was I to talk? I'd been holing up in the cabin for weeks.

      My phone rang. It was probably Damien reminding me to leave in a couple of hours. He'd been riding my ass about not being late to the wedding.

      I took my sweet ass time checking my phone. It stopped ringing before I got to it. I checked it, expecting to see a missed call from Damien. But it was Carolyn!

      She'd called me, and I didn't pick up. Fuck!
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      He was still sleeping, which meant I'd be late waiting for him. I downloaded another rideshare app to see if they had drivers. But when I tried to hail a ride, I got a pop-up message saying there were no cars available in my area at this time. Shit!

      My phone rang. It was Bradley. Thank God!

      "Brad! I'm sorry to call you so early."

      "I was up just having coffee on the porch. Sorry I missed your call."

      "So, I know you're going to the wedding," I began.

      "You sound stressed. What do you need?"

      I smiled. Bradley was always ready to handle a crisis. "My truck won't start. I need to get to the hotel for Mackie. Can you give me a ride?"

      "Of course, where are you?"

      "I'm just off of Kagel Canyon on Spring Trail."

      "That's right near me."

      "That's why I called. Mackenzie is expecting me early. Would it be too much of an imposition for you to come as soon as you can?"

      "Is fifteen minutes soon enough?"

      "That would be amazing!" I said. "Thank you."

      "My pleasure," he said, his voice a sexy rumble.

      "Thanks," I eked out. Between my anxiety about being late to the wedding and two seconds of Bradley's flirting, my heart pounded so hard I could feel it in my throat.
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      Hot damn! I have the whole ride to Malibu to talk to Carolyn, and the whole day of the wedding to win my way back into her life. Even though she only called me because I was nearby, and she needed a ride, I was still psyched.

      Had she been living close to me all this time? I'm glad I didn't know that. It would've been torture.

      I'd showered at the gym, and I debated shaving, but I'd rather get there sooner. I didn't want her to grow anxious about being late. Plus, I was eager to see her. So I grabbed the garment bag with my tuxedo in it, my wallet, and headed down the hill to see Carolyn.

      My heart pounded as I turned onto Kagel Canyon and then on over to Spring. It was a nice little road with only four houses on it. I spotted Carolyn standing in the front yard of a very dilapidated old house. Was that her dream home?

      I pulled into the driveway, slipped the truck into park, and hopped out.

      "So are you living here?" I asked, looking at the house. It was still half dark outside, but even in this light I could tell that the house didn't look livable.

      "I've got the camper out back while I restore this place. It's been a lot of fun," she said.

      "So is this the dream house you were talking about?" I asked, trying to sound positive.

      She laughed. "It'll look great when finished. I've been posting about it on Instagram. You can check out the progress there if you like."

      I nodded. I didn't want to tell her that I couldn't bear to look at her Instagram. "Fire season just ended. I was in the Sierra Nevada's. No reception. I've been resting since I got back."

      "And here you are, early in the morning, coming to my rescue, again," she said. "My hero!" she joked, but it made me feel twelve feet tall.

      "All in a day's work, ma'am," I joked.

      She giggled even though the joke wasn't that funny. Just standing close to her made me giddy.

      "We better get going so we'll beat the traffic," I said, heading off the awkward silence before it started to build.

      I grabbed her garment bag that had her dress, hung it up in the extended cab of the truck, and put her little suitcases in my crossover toolbox in the back.

      Within a few moments, we were down the mountain and onto the freeway. Traffic was clear because it was so early.

      I knew there wasn't any point in rehashing what went wrong with us. She had good reasons for putting the brakes on us. I was living in the past and had dicked around trying to make up my mind about Carolyn and me as a couple.

      But now I was pretty sure I was ready to go forward.

      Although, pretty sure was nothing for Carolyn to hang her hat on.

      "I wish I knew we were neighbors all this time," I said. "I would've taken you to lunch or helped you with the house."

      "Well, you know now, and I can always use some help. Some of the stuff is pretty heavy. I could put those muscles to work."

      As ridiculous as it was, my ego puffed up at her mentioning my muscles. I worked out for hours every day to keep fit for the job, so I knew I had an impressive physique. But it's another entire thing when a woman notices it.

      I took one hand off the wheel and flexed my bicep to show off my muscle. "I think I can carry a two-by-four," I said.

      Oh boy! I was flexing my muscles to try and win over a girl. I had it bad. She giggled at my ridiculousness, and my heart soared.

      Another silence followed.

      "I heard you are seeing someone. Good for you," she said.

      I shook my head.

      "You weren't seeing someone?" she asked.

      "No, it was me making a mental note never to tell my brothers another thing again. They tell everything to their spouses."

      "As it should be. They're good husbands," Carolyn said.

      "They're gossips, and it was only a few dates. She was nice though. We just weren't a  match," I said.

      "It can be hard to find someone you match with," Carolyn said.

      I wasn't sure what she meant by that. Did she mean that we were no match? Or did she mean that it can be hard for some people, but she finally met someone? My mind buzzed with a million possibilities. And not many of them were good.

      Another uncomfortable silence followed. I was torn between wanting to hurry up and end this awkwardness, and never wanting the ride to end, so I could be with Carolyn.

      We made small talk. Mostly she talked about the house and her business. She was passionate about both, which made the conversation compelling. I felt like a heel for thinking that she was some sort of social climbing, business obsessed, shallow person.

      "It's so great to see that you're doing well with your business," I said. "I regret not being more supportive. Damien shared the link to your website with all the pictures of the houses. They were really great."

      "Thank you," Carolyn said.

      We drove in silence for five more minutes until we got to the hotel.

      "Thank you for the ride," she said as she hopped out of the truck without waiting for me to open the door for her.

      "Damien will be impressed that I'm early for once," I said. "I'll help you carry your things."

      She didn't protest, so I followed her up to the bridal suite.

      We knocked on the door, and Mackie opened it in tears.

      "What's wrong?" Carolyn asked.

      "My dress! It's ruined!"
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      Mackie and I watched as Bradley sewed the tear in her couture Galia Lahav wedding gown.

      "I can't believe I got so lucky that you happened to have a sewing kit in your truck," Mackie asked.

      "What people don't realize about being a hotshot is --

      "A hotshot?" Mackie interrupted.

      "It's firefighters who jump into the forest, right?" I asked.

      "Not quite. Those are smoke jumpers. A lot of those guys used to be hot shots like me, and have moved up to being smoke jumpers. Hopefully that'll be me next season," Bradley said.

      "Cool," I said.

      Bradley spoke as he sewed. "When you're fighting a fire and you're out camping in the woods, any tear in your gear is dangerous. So, a lot of us guys learn to sew."

      "I can sew, but just with my machine." Mackie said.

      "Yeah we have some machines at the station. I'm pretty good with those too," he said. "But in the field it's hard to get one of those suckers into a tent area."

      I smiled.

      "There," he said, holding up the dress. "It's not perfect, but I think it looks pretty darn good."

      Mackie and I traded looks. "It looks perfect to me," Mackie said.

      I agreed.

      She took her dress carefully from Bradley and hung it up.

      "Looks like you're the hero twice today," I said.

      "Twice?" Mackie asked.

      "He was my ride, because my truck wouldn't start," I said.

      Bradley looked like he was going to bright blush. "Well, I'll let you guys do your bridesmaid stuff. "

      It was adorable how bashful he'd gotten.

      "I'll see you a little later, then," he said, looking at me.

      "Yeah, see you in there," I said. "Thanks."

      I showed him to the door, thanked him a few more times, and we traded more awkward goodbyes.

      I turned around after I shut the door and looked at Mackie.

      "What is going on?" she asked.

      "I thought I was over him, and there's that cute contractor that I've been talking about. But the second I saw Bradley --"

      "There's something there," Mackie said.

      "That's what he said, but  I told you about the cabin and how it's frozen in time. How do you compete with the ghost of someone's childhood love?"

      "You can't," Mackie said. "But maybe he's ready to move on."

      "Well, I'll worry about it later. Let's get you ready to be married," I said to Mackie.
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      I stood in the lobby talking on the phone to a very groggy voiced Damien.

      "Wait, where are you?" Damien asked.

      "I'm here at the hotel. I'm early just for you," I said, lying to my brother.

      "Holy Shit! I was sleeping, but I'm glad you're not going to be late. But why so early?"

      "You're getting married today, bro! Let's have breakfast."

      "Order room service for us, and come on up," he said.

      I ordered a huge breakfast for both of us and headed up to see my brother.

      He answered the door, his hair all fucked up. He hadn't yet tamed it with the million pounds of gel.

      "You're never early to anything. What's going on?" Damien asked.

      "My brother's getting married today. It's kind of a big deal. He told me that if I was late, he would kill me. So I moved mountains to get here, only to find your lazy ass asleep," I said.

      "So it has something to do with Carolyn," Damien said.

      "Speaking of that. Where am I seated?" I asked.

      He gave me a look. "I cannot have drama at the head table. You are forbidden from any kind of fuckery that will ruin my elaborately planned wedding. There are people out there that I need to impress. I'm not in the mood for any bullshit."

      "I just came from seeing your bride. I sewed up her torn wedding dress after I rescued her bridesmaid when her truck wouldn't start. So, I'm in good graces with the ladies. You can text your wife to get the okay, but don't let her tell Carolyn I'm trying to sit next to her."

      "Bro, this is a lot. I just woke up."

      "I came early. Just do this for me."

      "I'll check with my wife first," Damien said. And then he smiled. "Feels good to say that."

      I smiled thinking about it. If I played my cards right, maybe I'd get to say that soon.
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      I stood by the ladies room waiting for Carolyn. We worked out a funny surprise for the bouquet toss. Mackie said it would be hilarious. I glanced over to the head table. Carolyn was still talking to Bradley. He was the perfect distraction!

      Mom rushed up to me. I controlled the urge to roll my eyes.

      "Meredith, it's almost over. Are you sure we can't just make a little announcement?"

      "Mom, it's bad form to announce your engagement at someone else's wedding. It's rude."

      "This isn't the wedding, it's the reception. And you already told Mackenzie. She's happy for you," Mom said.

      "I only told her so she would know I wasn't upset that we were planning on rigging the bouquet toss for Carolyn."

      "You should catch the bouquet and keep it. You're the one who's going to get married next."

      "Mom, these are my new best friends. I'm a bridesmaid at a Bronson wedding. I'm sitting at the head table. You've wanted me to be a part of the good side of the family for forever. And now I finally made real friends and they happen to be the right people according to you. Do you want me to risk it?"

      Mom pursed her lips and rolled her eyes. She hated that I was right.

      "Have you been eating a lot?" She asked. "The caterer is great, but you don't want to blow up just before your big day."

      "Mom, my big day is in a month. I could eat every moment of every day, and I'd probably only gain 20 pounds."

      Mom's face went white. "You're not planning on eating all the time until you get married, are you?"

      I exhaled. "Mom, we're picking out dresses in two days. I swear to you, I will not gain an ounce, so I can look fantastic on my wedding day."

      That seem to quell Mom's fears. "Maybe you can lose ten pounds before your wedding day," she said.

      "He loves me the way I am. He's asked me to marry him. Let's just be happy for me."

      "I am happy for you. I'm so proud of you. But you know they say the camera adds 15 pounds, and it is for television," Mom said.

      "I promise not to eat any cake today," I said as a compromise.

      Mom smiled. "It is great that you're at the head table. It's so exciting to be in all the photos."

      "And they're going to be my bridesmaids," I said.

      Mom's eyes lit up. "So they will be bringing their husbands."

      I nodded yes.

      "All of them?" She asked.

      "Yes, Mackie, Carolyn, Lauren, and Jamie."

      "Carolyn doesn't really matter, because she doesn't have a rich husband. But I guess she can come."

      "She's the reason why I'm friends with everybody. She's like my best friend," I said to Mom.

      "You're so melodramatic."

      Mom looked over the table. "But Carolyn is talking to Bradley Bronson. You should invite him too. Definitely invite him too."

      I nodded.

      Lauren entered carrying a giant tote bag. Game time!

      She signaled the DJ, and he played Beyoncé's "All the Single Ladies" and announced it was time for the bouquet toss.

      I walked over to Carolyn at the table, extended my hand, and said "Shall we?"

      "All right," she said. "But you better watch yourself."

      I laughed. She had no idea.

      When the two of us went out onto the dance floor, people yelled. "Watch out! Be careful!"

      A lot of the people from Aiden and Lauren's wedding were in attendance.

      Mackie took the stage with her bouquet, and held it up.

      "I know this got dangerous last time, so we're taking some extra precautions to make sure there are no injuries."

      Lauren came onto the dance floor and handed me a football helmet. The guests laughed as I put it on.

      Mackie turned around, closed her eyes, and tossed her bouquet in our direction. It came right at me, and I batted it over to Carolyn. She caught it with ease.

      She gave me a look. I whispered to her. "I'm getting married in a month. You can use the good luck more than I can."

      She smiled and waved the bouquet for everyone.

      Everyone applauded. As I took off my helmet, I felt it hit something.

      I turned and saw Carolyn stumbling while holding her face.

      She must've been close to me when I took off my helmet. I tried to grab her as she started to fall, but we both tumbled over and fell.

      The crowd gasped.

      "Whoa! Gnarly fall!" Some long-haired dude exclaimed.

      "Thanks Spicoli," Carolyn said, standing up and then offering me a hand.

      "Next wedding," she added, "we'll do the bouquet toss sitting down."

      Everyone laughed. I thought I saw a little bit of blood coming from her nose. We took off for the bathroom.

      I hoped I hadn't broken her nose.
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      We lined up along the stairs to blow bubbles as Damien and Mackenzie waved goodbye and stepped into the limo for the honeymoon.

      Carolyn was standing with the other bridesmaids, and I was on the other side with the groomsmen.

      I'd taken it easy on the booze, because I wanted to drive her home. Just seeing her in that gorgeous long dress, still carrying the bouquet, filled me with regret and longing. How could I have ever been on the fence about her?

      I'd been so busy comparing her to Shelly that I didn't appreciate her for her. And now things were awkward between us.

      I turned and saw Dad looking at me. He was happier lately. Aunt Anita was in town again, and she came with him to the wedding.

      "It was nice to see Aunt Anita," I said, walking over to Dad.

      "She's here visiting her daughter. It's nice to have company at these things," Dad said.

      "I can relate to that," I said, stealing another glance at Carolyn.

      "Looks like she's more than just company for you, though. Rumor has it you're quite sweet on her," Dad said.

      "My brothers are the biggest gossips in the world," I said.

      Dad laughed. "Your mother always said men gossip more than women, they just have fancier names for it."

      I laughed. "That sounds like Mom."

      Dad nodded. "It does."

      "I think I blew it with Carolyn, and I'm trying to figure out a way to fix it," I said.

      Dad sighed. "Bronson men are famous for screwing up with women. What did you do?"

      "It's what I didn't do. I didn't wake up to the fact that she was the one, you know?"

      Dad nodded, but didn't say anything.

      "I was so busy thinking that if I found love again, it would look just like the love I'd originally found. Because Shelly was the one. And then she wasn't. Do you know what I mean?"

      I looked up to my father. His eyes widened, and then he looked off at nothing in particular. "Well, I know a lot about that." Dad said.

      Of course he knew what it was like to lose the love of his life. How had I not thought of that? It's weird to see your father as another man instead of just your dad.

      "What do I do?" I asked him.

      "Well, I'm far from an expert in this arena, as you well know. I think maybe some of the ways you are handling your situation with Carolyn, you might've picked up from your old man. I'm sorry about that, son. From what I've learned, when dealing with a woman, flowery words and empty gestures don't mean anything if they left you for not treating them the way they wanted. Action is what they're looking for. You have to show them that you've changed."

      "How do I show how I've changed?"

      "I don't know for sure, but I know one thing: You don't ask them to tell you what you have to do to prove it to them. "

      "Damn," I said.

      Dad laughed. "They want us to show we've learned and grown wiser from our mistakes. If you have to ask, they can never know you've learned anything."

      "How do you do that?" I asked.

      Dad laughed. "You realize who you're asking, right? The best I can figure is to keep trying a bunch of shit until you get it right. And don't do anything so bad that they cut you off."

      I let out an uneasy chuckle. "I'm afraid," I said to Dad.

      "Son, I negotiated deals with the richest and most ruthless men in the world, and this shit is terrifying. But it's what you have to do."

      "Then, I'll do it," I said.

      Dad gave me a hug. "That's the spirit!"
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      Watching Damien and Mackenzie leave for their honeymoon made me both happy and sad. I loved my new life, but I was lonely. Four different people came up to me saying 'always the bridesmaid.' It wasn't that I had some deep longing to be married. It's just that seeing all my friends pair up made me feel like there was a hole in my life.

      I swallowed my fifth glass of champagne. Bradley crossed the room to talk to me. He looked amazing in his tuxedo. Those broad shoulders. His strong jaw. That manly beard.

      "Looks like things are wrapping up," Bradley said.

      "Yeah," I said. "Do you want to get one last drink?

      "Not me. I'm driving. But I'll be glad to grab you a martini at the bar."

      "One more for the road," I said.

      I watched as Bradley strode across the ballroom to the bar. He had that casual confidence that proclaims masculine energy. Jamie came up to me.

      "Looks like somebody's getting lucky tonight," she said.

      "Who?"

      She shot me an incredulous look. "You, with Mr. Fireman over there."

      "We've already crashed and burned."

      "What does that have to do with anything?" Jamie said.

      I gave her another look. When drunk, I have a lot of looks to give people.

      "You've never slept with one of your exes?" She asked.

      "I don't even know if I could call him an ex. We only spent a week together."

      "If I remember the sexy parts correctly, it was time well spent," Jamie said.

      I nodded. It was definitely time well spent.

      "Ex sex can be some of the best sex. You should hit that."

      I laughed. "I can't believe you."

      "I'm an old married lady now. I have to live vicariously through my friends. You're a drunk single bridesmaid being driven home by a hot fireman groomsman. You have rights and entitlements therein. It's wedding law."

      I laughed.

      Jamie's husband waved to her from the doorway. "I've got to go," she said. "But you have your mission. Report back to me in the morning."

      "Aye-aye, captain," I said, giving her a drunken salute.

      Bradley came back from the bar with my drink. "What were you two talking about?"

      I took my drink and gave him a playful tap on the chest. "It's a secret. But if you're really nice to me," I slurred, "I might tell you later."

      I was going to get me some tonight. And I wasn't going to feel bad about it.
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      I don't know how it happened, but I got the impression that things were on between me and Carolyn tonight. She was definitely drunk, but she was throwing some major sexual energy at me, and I was gonna catch that.

      Dad said that I had to try a bunch of different things to figure out what action it took to win her back. So this was action number one.

      I drove home as fast as I could, which was only 10 miles above the speed limit. People think fireman are daredevils, but we are all about safety. As much as I wanted to fuck my way back into Carolyn's heart, I wouldn't put her or anybody else in danger.

      We exited the freeway. "So do you want to go back to my place?" I asked. I cursed myself for saying something so cliché.

      Carolyn frowned and shook her head no.

      I pulled into her driveway, jumped out of the driver's door, and rushed over to help her out of her seat.

      "I'll give you a tour of the house," she said.

      "Great!" I said, wondering how much I could see at 1 o'clock in the morning.

      She let me help her out of the truck--a good sign. She stumbled a little getting out so I  took the opportunity to steady her.

      Naturally, I had to put my arms around her as we walked to the house.

      "The water is hooked up, but I don't have any of the fixtures installed yet. I'm on the lookout for a mid-century tub. So far, no luck."

      "Where are you showering?" I asked.

      "I got a membership to the gym down the street," she slurred.

      We got to the front door, and she realized that she left her purse and keys and everything in the truck.

      I went back to get them, and then returned like a little puppy. She unlocked the door and gave me a tour of the house.

      Even tipsy, she was able to talk in great detail about all of the things that had been fixed, including things she fixed herself.

      It was really impressive. I found hearing about all the details, and why she loved this doorway and that sconce, made the room come alive.

      "What do you think?" she asked.

      "This is amazing. I've never really appreciated a house, but the way you point things out and tell me about it, makes it more interesting."

      "The bathroom is going to be spectacular," she said. "Shane is looking around trying to find the perfect vintage tub to put in here. Once we get those pieces, we'll hook up the bathroom and I'll be able to shower here."

      "So you're sleeping in the camper," I said.

      "Yeah, some days it's kinda hot, but for the most part I really dig it."

      "Well, if you want to go where it's cooler sometime during the day, you can use my place," I said.

      "Thanks neighbor," she said.

      I wondered if she'd sobered enough to realize it was a bad idea we sleep together.

      "You know, I've never seen your camper," I said, as a final ploy.

      "Oh my God! And you were the first person I told when I'd planned to buy it. You have to see it!"

      She took me by the arm and led me out the back door and over to the camper. She opened the door.

      "You first," she said.

      I sat down on the small, bench seat. To my left opposite the doorway was a two-burner stovetop and a mini-fridge with storage above it. There was a nice amount of floorspace in front me, which looked like it was possible because of a foldout table.

      The bed was inches from me on the right. It took up the whole back of the camper.

      I plotted putting her up on that bed, making out with her, and then giving her the orgasm of her life.

      The camper door closed, and I looked back at her.

      "I should've taken this dress off before I came in here. It's hard to get it over my head in such a tight space. I jumped up to help her take the dress off, and slammed my head into some sort of cupboard.
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      "Oh my God!" I said, watching Bradley crack his head against the overhead storage. He grabbed his head in pain, stubbed his shin on the bench seat, and then fell over. Luckily, the bed was right next to him, so his torso hit the bed, and then his bottom half slid down and thumped on the floor.

      The shocked look on his face made me laugh.

      "I'm sorry," I said, laughing. "But I got clocked with a helmet earlier, and now you injured yourself on my camper."

      "This is my first camper experience," he said, sitting on the floor with his back propped up against the bed.

      "I can tell," I said. "I imagine rich kids miss out on things like campers growing up."

      He nodded. "It's a real deprived childhood."

      He massaged the spot on his head. Then he undid his bow tie and the top two buttons of his shirt.

      Something about a man in an undone bow tie drives me crazy. I unzipped the back of my dress, crawled out of it, and then I crawled over to Bradley on the floor.

      "Hello," he said.

      "Hello," I purred as I undid the top button of his pants and pulled the zipper down.

      I reached into his boxer briefs, and stroked his cock.

      Bradley hissed with excitement as I stroked him.

      "You like that?" I said, feeling bold.

      "Fuck yes," he said, reaching for me.

      I wagged the finger of my free hand. "I'm the captain of this camper. Which means I'm in charge."

      He closed his eyes. I could tell he was trying to reel in his excitement. I felt powerful.

      I pulled down his underwear, and brought his cock close to my face.

      I looked up at him. He opened his eyes. His lips parted in anticipation as his cock throbbed in my hand.

      It felt powerful to have him literally in the palm of my hand. "Did you miss me?" I asked.

      "God yes," he added.

      "Good," I said, and then slid the head of his cock in my mouth and took him as deep as I could.

      "Fuck!" he groaned.

      He was rock hard, and I could already taste the pre-cum.

      I started to work his cock with my mouth. His incredulous expression made me hunger for more.

      I continued my blow job, working him faster and faster.

      "Carolyn!" he said, his voice urgent. "If you keep doing that, babe, I'm gonna --"

      I appreciated the warning, but I was determined to make him come. He needed to know what he'd been missing.

      "Baby!" he pleaded.

      I swallowed him deeper, picking up the pace.

      His entire body tensed. The muscles in his legs hardened like tree trunks.

      "Oh my God! Carolyn! Yes!" He yelled, as he erupted in my mouth.

      His legs shook as I continued pleasuring him. I eased off the pressure, but continued to suck him.

      He shook with so much force, it rocked the camper. I pulled every ounce of pleasure from him until he stilled, and his cock softened.

      He looked down at me, his expression awestruck.

      Then, he pulled me up onto his chest and kissed me. Sliding his hands from my breasts between my legs.

      He tried to put his hands in my underwear, but stopped for a moment, puzzled.

      "How do we get in there?" He asked, looking at my shape wear. I'd totally forgotten I'd worn them.

      "You and the giant underwear," he said.

      I didn't know we were going to fuck, and now I'd have to wriggle out of this thing in this tiny camper with him watching. Not a sexy look!
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      I woke up with Carolyn in my arms. Last night had been incredible.

      I stroked her hair. She looked up at me. "I need some water," she said. "Do you need some water?"

      "Sure," I said.

      She got the bottled waters out of her little refrigerator and handed me one. I admired the efficiency of her camper, and her dedication to her dream. She had lived in this tiny place for quite a while.

      I enjoyed my cabin, but this was much smaller.

      "Wild night, last night," she said.

      "I'll say," I said, giving her a sexy look. I was all up for round two, and then maybe we'd go out to eat. It was so great to be back with Carolyn.

      "I really appreciate you giving me a ride home," she said.

      "No problem," I said.

      "You probably want to take a shower," she continued.

      "You probably do, too. We can both shower at my place," I said. "It's better than the gym. We'll have more privacy."

      "I need to call roadside assistance and have them bring a battery out for my truck. So I better stay here," she said.

      I'd forgotten about her truck. She seemed preoccupied, and I figured that was why.

      "You know, that might take a while. I can pick you up one," I volunteered.

      "I hate to put you through any trouble, and you've already helped so much as it is," she said, getting dressed.

      Wait! Was she trying to get rid of me?

      "It's not a problem. There's an automotive parts store on Foothill," I said, sitting up.

      She handed me my underwear and pants.

      "Actually, can you just jump start my car for me? I'll leave it running. I might not even need a new battery."

      "Sure, I have jumper cables in the car," I said, taking her cue and getting dressed.

      "Sorry I don't have time for breakfast. My contractor is coming over," she said. "I usually brush my teeth outside with my bottled water. I enjoy the air. Sorry I don't have an extra brush for you. I don't usually have guests."

      "I can just do it at home," I said.

      "Yeah," she said, and then she hopped out of the camper.

      I pulled on the rest of my clothes minus the shirt, hobbled to the front door of the camper, and opened it. The brightness of the sun made me squint.

      I moved my truck next to Carolyn's and popped the hood. I went over, dug my cables out, and affixed them to our batteries.

      As she climbed into her truck, I noticed her outfit. She was wearing cute, tiny, curve-hugging denim shorts and a tank top. She looked damn good. Those shorts were short.

      "Do you want me to start it?" she asked.

      "That would be great," I said.

      Her truck started right up, and she left it running.

      "Do you have everything?" she asked after I packed up my jumper cables.

      "Yeah," I said, turning back to her.

      "Well, I just keep thanking you for helping me. I'll have to make it up to you," she said.

      "It's my pleasure," I said, giving her the sexy growl, but she didn't respond.

      I went to kiss her, but she hugged me goodbye instead and then stepped back.

      "Well, I'll see you around, neighbor," I said, feeling like I was getting the brushoff.

      She waved goodbye without saying anything.

      I hopped in my truck and pulled out of her driveway.

      What the hell just happened? It almost felt like we were closer before I slept with her.

      I pulled over so I could think straight, and replayed last night and this morning trying to figure out where I'd gone wrong. Then I realized. She regretted sleeping with me. I was a drunken hookup after a wedding. A mistake.

      I debated driving back there to talk to her. But I remembered what Dad said. Talk wouldn't prove anything. I needed to take action and prove it. And I needed to figure out what that action was without blowing it.

      Then, I realized. Sleeping with her may have blown it.

      I drove back to my place trying to figure out what to do. Maybe I'd go back and just see how she's doing. I could bring her the battery. Save her some time.

      I showered, threw on some clothes, and dashed over to the automotive supply store. Within forty-five minutes, I was back at her place with the battery. There was another truck in her driveway.

      I remembered she had to meet her contractor.

      I walked up the driveway, carrying the battery.

      They were inside discussing repairs. Her contractor was pretty buff--good looking. And he was standing a little too close to Carolyn.

      I'd make sure that guy treated her with more respect.

      But when I got closer, I heard her giggle at him and watched as she playfully pushed him on his shoulder.

      They were flirting! And she didn't mind at all. Did she want me out of here this morning so I wouldn't ruin her chance with contractor dude?

      I wanted to bolt out of there, but Carolyn looked over and saw me. For a split second, I saw her frown.
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      I tossed my key fob on the coffee table and plopped onto the couch. How had I fucked this up? I'd been giving my brothers relationship advice for years. It's so much easier to see the right thing to do when it's happening to somebody else.

      I was a fucking wreck!

      Here I was, thinking I was on track to getting her back, and then I hear her giggling with the contractor. Maybe I just thought they were flirting. It might all be in my head.

      I replayed the morning in my mind, but that only made things worse. When I woke up, I didn't hear her breathing. She immediately sprang from the bed to get us waters.

      Had she been just lying there waiting for me to wake up? I'd done that to women myself when I hadn't wanted them to feel bad for sleeping over. It seemed kinder than them waking up to me getting dressed.

      Carolyn had done the polite, 'I know I had sex with you and I'm trying to be nice, but I really wish you would leave because I got stuff to do' move with me.

      And I'd taken forever to take the hint to leave.. I was that guy!

      Sleeping with her was probably ruining any real chance I had with her, and now Mr. Helpful Contractor was around her house all the damn time, probably doing all the stuff I should've done in the first place.

      Why didn't I just say I'd like to be her boyfriend? It's not like I thought we should date other people. And now it might be too late.

      Were they a couple? He didn't go to the wedding. Although, she did feel the need to explain to him that I was her ride to the wedding. Not even friend. Just her ride to the wedding.

      She was slipping away exactly when I finally realized how I felt about her. Was she over me? Did she want nothing to do with me? Do I even have a shot?

      I wanted to call her, but that would be too needy and weird. Also, I didn't want to have it confirmed that I was a drunken hookup.

      I should've called her sooner. If only I knew what she was thinking and what was going on with her and that guy. But without her knowing that I was curious.

      My brothers! My gossipy brothers. They could gather some intel for me. Maybe they even knew.

      Since Damien was on his honeymoon, I called Aiden.

      "I thought you'd be calling," Aiden said.

      "Why? What have you heard?" I asked.

      "Nothing, we just saw you go home with a very tipsy Carolyn last night. How did it go?"

      "I have no fucking clue," I said.

      "Wait! I thought maybe you guys had a chance," he said.

      My hopes jumped at him saying that he thought I had a chance. "What makes you say that? What makes you say I have a chance?"

      "What's gotten into you?"

      I explained the whole damn thing. And then Aiden said, "Shit."

      "Exactly. So what do you know about this guy?"

      "Nothing," Aiden said.

      "So she hasn't mentioned anything about contractor dude to Lauren, right? That means he's probably not a big deal, right?"

      Aiden was quiet.

      "I need answers! How often have I called you for advice or help?"

      "No, I call you for advice," he said, with a laugh. "But I do feel like I didn't sound so desperate."

      "I am desperate. Carolyn has got some dude in her house right now, and I'm the guy bringing her a truck battery thinking that's gonna win her back."

      "A battery?"

      "I told you that her truck wouldn't start yesterday, so when she rushed me out this morning, I came back --"

      He cut me off. "Oh, you left that part out," Aiden said.

      "Because it was embarrassing. I was just standing there with this battery for her truck like I had a limp dick in my hand, while Joe Handyman flirts away with my girl helping her rebuild her dream house. So has she talked about him to Lauren or not?"

      "I remember Lauren mentioning that Oliver recommended the guy to help her. Oh, and Oliver flirts with Carolyn a lot," Aiden said.

      "That fucker. Do I have to worry about him?" I asked.

      "No, she doesn't want to sleep with Oliver, because he's a client," Aiden said.

      "She works with the handyman guy. Maybe that means she won't sleep with him."

      "Nah, she doesn't want to sleep with Oliver because it can cause her to lose business. She can always hire some other guy to help with the house."

      "You're not helping. Is that all she said?"

      "Hold on, I'll ask Lauren," he said.

      "Ask her, but don't let her know that I'm asking," I said.

      "You've really flipped your lid, you know that?"

      "Don't let her know I'm the one who's really asking."

      I heard him yell 'hey babe' and then the phone was muffled. He came back on the line.

      "What did she say? And how did you get her to spill the beans?" I asked.

      "I said that a friend of mine was looking for contractor, and I was wondering who Carolyn's contractor was."

      "Good one," I said.

      "And then she said, 'oh, Shane.'"

      "How did she say it?"

      "She said it in a way that he implied he was kind of good-looking."

      Fuck! "Did you ask her any follow-up?"

      "I'm not an idiot. I said something like, does Carolyn think he's hot or something? And then she said, 'oh yeah, he is.' Then I got a little pissed about that, but she just laughed it off. Then I asked her if they were an item, and she said not yet."

      I was both elated and terrified. The clock was ticking.

      I didn't know what to do with this information. "Did she say anything else?"

      "Something about he was helping her look for a special kind of tub or faucet or something?"

      "Right, she wanted the mid-century bathroom shit. Do you know of an antique dealer or something?"

      "Call our decorator. I'm sure he'll know."

      "Thanks, and don't say anything to anybody about me calling and asking about that guy."

      "I won't," my brother said.

      "And tell me if you hear anything else," I said, hanging up, and immediately calling our decorator.
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      It felt good to wash my hair. After a day of working on the house, I was starved and sweaty. I stepped out of the gym shower and headed over to my locker.

      Renovations on the house were going great and once I got the tub for the bathroom, I could stop coming here.

      The staff here must think I'm homeless because I have never worked out.

      I exited the locker room and headed to my car, exhausted.

      Before I got to the front door of the gym, I heard someone calling me. I turned, and there was Bradley.

      "Hey! How's it going?" I asked.

      "Fancy seeing you here."

      "I told you, I come here at night to shower and work out," I said. I didn't want him to offer me the use of his shower. At the end of the day, I just wanted to get clean and go home. Also, I didn't feel like stepping into the Shelly time capsule because it depressed me. It just reminded me of what could've been, and even though we'd only gone to lunch a few times, it was nice that Shane seemed into me. Although, he hadn't asked me out yet.

      "I was thinking about your tub situation," Bradley said.

      "I haven't had much luck finding anything."

      "A friend of mine knows about old mid-century tubs. He said he might have something for you. You want to go check them out tomorrow?" he asked.

      "Oh, wow. I've been scouring second hand shops for something that I could replicate the look with. Do you think your friend might have some used stuff at a good price?"

      "I'll let him know that we'll swing by tomorrow, and I'll come pick you up."

      "Okay," I said. He stood there staring at me. Was he expecting something?

      "You can pick me up at eleven in the morning. Will that work?"

      "Perfect," he said, staring at me some more.

      "Well, I'm starved, so I'm off to get something to eat. I'll see you tomorrow," I said.

      "I was going to get something to eat," he said.

      "Really? I thought you didn't eat at night."

      "I've been busy with stuff today, and so I fasted for sixteen hours."

      "You're welcome to come along," I said.

      Bradley smiled. Something about this felt forced. What was he doing here at night? He didn't look like he'd showered, but he also wasn't sweaty from working out.

      Had he orchestrated a fake run in? I was flattered, but I told myself not to fall for it. Nothing, in anything he's done since we met, indicates that he's dealt with the loss of Shelly. But I caught myself hoping something in him had changed. I shook that thought out of my mind. It was a fantasy. Every woman knows that hoping a man changes is a long shot at best.
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      I arrived fifteen minutes early. Shane's truck was in the driveway.

      I grabbed the lattes I picked up for us and went to the front door. It was open. I peeked inside. I didn't see anything.

      "Knock knock," I said.

      I figured she'd left the door open for me, but honestly, I wanted to see what her and Shane were up to.

      I got to the bedroom, Shane was sanding a wooden door, and Carolyn was doing something in the corner that I couldn't make out.

      "Knock knock," I said again.

      They both looked up. "I came to take you to see the tubs," I said.

      She looked at her phone. "You're early."

      "Only about ten minutes or so. I got you a latte," I said to Carolyn.

      She nodded. "Let's get going."

      Carolyn stopped and turned to Shane. "I'm not sure when we're getting back, but you have your keys, right?"

      "I'm going to run some errands this afternoon. Will you be back around four?" Shane asked.

      Carolyn looked at me. "We should, right?"

      "It could take a while. Maybe a little later if we get caught in traffic. We might as well stay on the west side," I said.

      Shane glared at me.

      "Well, give me a call if you're late, babe. You can always call me to go over what I need to do on the phone," he said.

      He called her 'babe' on purpose. He also had a key.

      The car ride was long and uneventful. When we finally got to the store, Carolyn entered and admired all the antiques. She paused at a mirror, looked at her reflection, and frowned.

      "This is a really nice store," Carolyn said. "I thought you were taking me to a second-hand store, not an antique dealer."

      She was in shorts, working on the house, and I took her to someplace that she thinks is fancy. Fuck! I did it again.

      "Carpenters and contractors work on houses all the time. That's why I wore my shorts. It's expected here," I said.

      She looked around, unconvinced.

      Our decorator popped out from the back room dressed to the nines. He rushed up to us. "So glad you're here. Mid-century furniture is all the rage now, but I managed to find fantastic pieces that are a real steal."

      He led us into the back room, and showed us several tubs.

      Carolyn's eyes went wide. "These are beautiful."

      I beamed. Then she looked at the price tag. Her expression changed.

      Phillip, the family designer, rattled off all the relevant information about the tubs.

      "Can we have a moment to discuss it alone?" Carolyn asked.

      "Take your time," Philip said. "I need to  make a few calls."

      "Bradley, I really appreciate what you've done, but these tubs are mint condition, and way out of my price range," she said. "And I really appreciate you going through the trouble. I should've anticipated that your family's decorator would offer something I couldn't afford. It's just that I thought –"

      "This is a gift," I said. "It's my housewarming gift. Don't worry about the price."

      "No, I couldn't accept such a big gift. I really appreciate it. But, I'll keep looking for something that's more like a replica, or something that's an amazing steal. I really appreciate it," she said.

      My heart sank. I fucked up by not even considering her budget. I'd assumed she let me buy it for her.

      "Isn't your birthday coming up?" I asked. "Could it be a birthday and housewarming gift?"

      "I do have a birthday coming up, it's the day after Meredith's wedding, but I can't accept this gift."

      "You know I can afford it," I said. "Talk to me, Carolyn. Tell me why you won't let me do this for you."

      "I don't want to get into it" she said, starting to walk out. "I'll be outside, and please apologize to your decorator for me wasting his time."

      I thanked Philip for his help and met her outside.

      "Let me take you to lunch," I said.

      "Bradley, I appreciate the thought, but let's head home before we get caught in traffic. I've got a lot of work to do," she said.

      We made small talk on the ride home, but I could tell she was upset. I wanted to know what I had done wrong, but I could tell she wasn't in the mood to discuss it.

      I pulled into her driveway. "I'm really sorry, Carolyn. I didn't mean to waste your time."

      "It's fine," she said.

      Fine is not something a woman says when things are going good.

      Shane pulled up next to us. The window to his truck was rolled down. He cut the engine. "Back so soon?"

      "They didn't have anything in my budget," she said.

      That stung.

      "Well, I got a surprise for you," he said.

      "Surprise?" she asked.

      I glared at him, but he walked to the back of his truck.

      "It's getting pretty hot outside, and I keep thinking about you sleeping in that camper. So,  I picked up this wall unit air conditioning for thirty bucks. You can stay in the master bedroom. It's livable now."

      "Yeah, I can get an air mattress or something for now," Carolyn said.

      "Or you can sleep on this extra-large futon, I got from the hotel surplus outlet place."

      It was like I wasn't even there.

      "It's perfect! Thanks," Carolyn said.

      They hugged. I caught his eye.

      I looked down at the ground. With less than a hundred bucks and thoughtfulness, Shane had beaten me.
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      I went to the closet to get my workout clothes, so I could get rid of these feelings. I'd done the same thing to her at the antique shop as I'd done in the shopping plaza. You can't show a woman you've changed if you keep making the same damn mistakes.

      I tossed my gym bag onto the bed, and I paced around my room. I didn't feel like working out. Restless, I kept pacing around the cabin. My eyes locked on the frayed bottoms of the curtains. Then, I looked at the furniture and the appliances.

      I remembered when Shelly picked out all this stuff. We'd been so excited.

      I looked at the fancy coffee machine. Why hadn't I ever learned to make my own coffee? I'm a grown man.

      Why hadn't I ever picked out my own curtains?

      Carolyn was right. I'd frozen everything when Shelly died.

      This place was like some sort of Shelly Museum. No wonder Carolyn didn't want to come back here.

      Dad's advice rang in my mind. I needed to show Carolyn proof that I had changed. I got up, went to the living room window, and took down the tattered curtains. Tears welled up in my eyes. This was long overdue.
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            CAROLYN

          

        

      

    

    
      All I wanted from today was to make sure there were zero injuries during the bouquet toss and to avoid Bradley. Thank God he wasn't in the wedding party this time. Plus, I knew he wouldn't be a fan of these reality TV show cameras.

      Frankly, when the invitations required people to sign a release, I didn't think he was gonna come. He was never really that close to Meredith. I agreed to be her maid of honor, but I hadn't realized that I promised to be part of a reality show. Still, I couldn't turn Meredith down.

      "Can you do me a favor?" Meredith asked.

      "You're the bride, anything you need," I said to her.

      "You seem to be my mother whisperer," Meredith said. "I'm worried that she might be bossing around the camera crew or bothering the guests.

      "Should I pop over to the chapel, and check up on her?"

      "Would you?"

      "Of course," I said.

      Meredith had been so excited about getting married. She always wanted to marry a rich guy, and a part of me wondered if that had more to do with her mother's wish than Meredith's. Her mother was truly an odd bird, and I felt sad for Meredith.

      I exited the bridal suite, looking around the corners to make sure I didn't run into Bradley.

      I saw the entrance to the chapel, and sure enough, Meredith's mom was making mayhem with the show's producer.

      Time to wrangle.

      I got within a yard of Meredith's mom, when I heard Bradley call my name. Fuck!

      I turned around and nodded at him. We hadn't seen each other since that day at the antique shop.

      "I know you're busy running interference for the bride. You're a pro at it," he said. He seemed nervous. "But I remember it's your birthday tomorrow."

      Dread came over me.

      "I didn't want to get you anything fancy, but I found a Hulk lunchbox on eBay."

      I laughed. "You just came across a Hulk lunchbox?"

      "Okay, I was deliberately scouring for it for the last three weeks trying make up for the bullshit that I put you through at the antique place. I've been feeling very 'Hulk smash! Hulk sad!' lately, so the idea sprang to mind."

      I laughed.

      "It's in my truck. If you have time during the reception or before you go home, I can put it in your truck on the way out. I just wanted you to have something for your birthday, and know that I'm really sorry that I was so oblivious," Bradley said.

      "Thanks," I said. "It's such a rarity to hear a man actually acknowledge his obliviousness."

      He laughed.

      "You thought I was going to thank you for the lunchbox, didn't you?" I teased.

      "I can see where an oblivious man realizing that he's been oblivious, could sort of be a Christmas miracle," he said.

      "Yeah," I said smiling.

      "I'll let you get back to the wedding. I'll see you at the reception. Maybe save a dance for me?" He asked.

      "Maybe," I said, butterflies bubbling in my stomach.

      He left and I got back to Meredith's Mom. It took twenty minutes of flattery, but she finally decided it was more appropriate to bother Mr. Bronson.

      Bradley's Aunt Anita seemed to understand what I was trying to do, and did a great job of keeping her entertained.

      I headed back to the bridal suite, but on my way, I saw Meredith, her dress hiked up, sprinting out to the parking lot. What the hell was going on?
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            BRADLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Chaos. Everywhere. I looked for Carolyn to see what was going on. The last I'd seen her, she was heading back to the adjoining bridal suite.

      I pushed my way through the cameras and throngs of people to get to the door of the bridal suite.

      I knocked. "Carolyn, it's me, Brad." She opened the door an inch and I slid in. We closed it behind me. It almost felt like the angry wedding guests might try to push their way in here, as if this was a lifeboat undetected and the Titanic was sinking.

      "I saw the bride take off in a Ferrari Spyder," I said.

      "Was it blue?" Tyler, Meredith's brother, asked.

      "Yup, with the top down. The dude inside looked familiar, but I can't place him," I asked.

      "That's my partner's car," he said, taking his phone out and dialing.

      "Any ideas what happened to our runaway bride? Because the guests are getting pretty antsy in there," I said.

      "She said she needed to talk to the groom across the hall," Mackie said.

      "We didn't even realize she ran off until Carolyn came back in here," Lauren added.

      I turned to Carolyn. "She didn't say anything to me. I just saw her running by. I tried to call her three or four times, and it goes straight to voicemail."

      "I just got off the phone with Nick," Tyler said. "He says she's okay, but the wedding is definitely off."

      "We need to talk to the groom," I said. "He's the last one who talked to her."

      "I'll bring Peter in here," Nick said as he left. A few minutes later Nick returned, and Peter, the groom, entered followed by television cameras.

      Oh brother!

      "What did you guys say to her?" He asked, his voice dramatic.

      "Nothing," Mackie said.

      "I know she was jealous of you," Peter said to Mackie. "She was worried you'd upstage her at her own wedding."

      "That's bullshit," Carolyn said, leaping to her friend's defense.

      The cameramen zoomed in on Carolyn. Oh no! I had to nip this in the bud.

      I whipped out my phone, opened a music app, and played a song loudly.

      Everyone looked at me.

      "This is a huge major hit that you'll need to license for your show. So now these cameras won't be able to use anything we say here," I said, turning to the groom. "Why don't you cut the melodramatic bullshit and tell us what you did to piss off your bride."

      The groom tried to grab my phone but he was no match for me. I simply turned up the volume, switched hands, and blocked him.

      "We're not going to get any answers here," I said. "And since we're all here for the bride. I suggest we leave, and he'll deal with this mess."

      "But she's the maid of honor, she should talk to the guests," Peter said.

      "Have your producer or your best man do that."

      Carolyn looked at me. I could see she was torn.

      "We're leaving," I said.

      "Yes, we're all leaving," Mackie said.

      We got to the front of the venue and the valet was packed.

      "Let's just keep walking," I said. "I'll send someone for our vehicles."

      Carolyn agreed.
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            CAROLYN

          

        

      

    

    
      I sipped my iced tea as I stood outside the 7-Eleven waiting for our Uber. My feet hurt from walking in my high heels, but my real concern was my heart. Watching Bradley call Meredith's ex-groom to the carpet impressed me. I've never seen him like that. So take charge. It was hot.

      I needed to remember, as good as he was in a crisis, Bradley wasn't good in the good times.

      I couldn't risk getting involved with him. "I think this is us," Bradley said, pointing to a black car pulling into the parking lot.

      "Is this for Bradley?" He asked the driver.

      The driver nodded yes, and Bradley opened the door for me.

      As I got in the car, I smelled his aftershave. It smelled like spice and sandalwood. So rugged.

      I told myself that I would not sleep with him after this wedding. Bradley slid into the backseat beside me. We rode in silence for a few minutes.

      "That was pretty crazy back there," Bradley said.

      "You were great," I said.

      "Thank you. Looks like I'll have to get you that lunchbox later," he said.

      "That's okay."

      "I came hungry for this damn wedding, because the last two times I overate. Threw off my whole routine," he said.

      I smiled. "You're big on routines."

      "People assume firemen are like these big risk takers, but we're the opposite. Everything about being a fireman is about keeping people safe. We take every precaution, and if I ever met a fireman who ran around doing renegade shit, I'd kick his ass."

      I laughed.

      "It's a good way to be," I said.

      "It's not that handy sometimes," he said. "Sometimes it makes it harder to change. It feels so risky."

      I nodded, but I didn't know what to say.

      "I've been changing my routine up lately," Bradley said.

      "What inspired this?"

      "You."

      I swallowed hard. What did that mean? I glanced over at him, but I was worried. I was almost afraid to get my hopes up.

      "I liked the way you were renovating your place. It made me think, I needed to do some renovations."

      My eyes shot to his. "What kind of renovations?"

      "I need to get up to date with a lot of things. The cabin, my routine, me."

      "Change can be good," I said. My throat was dry. My heart pounded.

      "It can be healing too," he said.

      I nodded yes because my voice would've shaken if I talked.

      Brad continued "I've been going grocery shopping. I learned how to make lattes."

      "That's great," I said, my heart soaring.

      "If you're hungry,  I can make you something at the cabin. Or I can take you somewhere to eat."

      "You have food in the fridge?" I asked, knowing I was in big trouble. My plan not to sleep with Bradley Bronson after this wedding was going up in flames.
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        * * *

      

      Bradley and I walked onto the cabin porch together.

      "I'm new to making renovations," he said. "So it might not look like anything as nice as yours. But it was a big project for me. If you know what I mean."

      He fumbled with the key. I realized he was nervous. So was I.

      He opened the door and motioned for me to go first. The first thing I noticed was the dark blue curtains with a geometric pattern instead of sheers. A dude definitely picked them out.

      "One of the interesting things you learn about yourself when you start to renovate, is that you have bad taste," Bradley said.

      I burst out laughing. "I like it."

      "There's room for improvement. It can use a feminine touch," he said, "but I thought it was important to do it on my own first."

      I rushed over and kissed him.

      He kissed me back.

      Our tongues danced, and he guided me to the sofa. It was a leather sofa, where all of the seats turned into recliners. It was hideous, and I loved it.

      He was on top of me, kissing me, stroking me, taking his time. I sensed that he didn't want to rush me, but I was way too hungry to stop here.

      "Were there any renovations in the bedroom?" I asked, when there was a lull in our making out.

      He nodded yes. I took his hand, and he followed me into the bedroom.

      The photo that had been on the bedside table was put away somewhere. There was a new bedspread, and a strange wall in the corner.

      I turned to him, and he said, "I tried to renovate the bathroom. But I didn't really plot it all out right."

      I walked into the bathroom and saw the tub from the antique shop.

      "I thought if I ever had you spend the night again, I wanted a place where there was a tub and air conditioning. I had the air conditioning, but no tub."

      "You don't exactly have the floor space for this."

      "Yeah, I had them take out the closet, and things got a little messy," he said.

      "This might not be able to stay like this," I said.

      "Yeah, I've been showering at the gym."

      I laughed.

      "Are you sure you don't want the tub? I can't return it," he said.

      I looked at it and then looked back at him.

      "I understand if you say no," he said.

      "Do you know why I said no to it the first time?" I asked.

      "I thought about it for a long time, and I think I know why you didn't want to take it. It's because of the way I acted when I bought you the clothes, wasn't it?"

      Touched that he understood, I nodded.

      "See, I told you I'd made some renovations, everywhere," he said, bending me over and dipping me backward into an old school movie kiss.

      I giggled when he returned me upright.
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            BRADLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      The renovations to Carolyn's house had been completed, and she'd hosted a housewarming last night. As my housewarming gift, I offered to have the party catered, and maid service for the cleanup.

      Carolyn said it was the best housewarming present ever.

      But I had another surprise. I'd been carrying the ring in my pocket for days, but I wanted to do something special just for Carolyn.

      She took a sip of the latte I made for her, and smiled. "You're getting better at this than me."

      "You're just saying that, because you're not a morning person and would rather I make them."

      "You know me too well," she said.

      "I think the mail came," I said. "I'll go to the box and get it for you."

      "Knock yourself out," she said.

      I went outside, grabbed the mail, and slipped the envelope with the card I had made into the stack. My hands shook and got all sweaty. Please, let this be romantic and not confusing.

      I walked back in the house, trying to be casual.

      "Looks like we got another one," I said as I entered the house.

      "Another what?" She asked.

      "Wedding invitation," I said, holding up the envelope.

      "Who the hell could it be?" She asked. "It can't be Meredith again, can it?"

      "After the last fiasco, I'm hoping she takes her time before planning another wedding," I said.

      "I wonder if this invitation is from a friend of mine from college," she said.

      I handed her the envelope. "No, it's someone in our family. You can see the Bronson wax seal. That's how we do all our parties."

      She nodded.

      "Well, if this is the first I'm hearing about it, at least this time I won't be a bridesmaid."

      "Definitely not this time," I said.

      As she broke open the wax seal, I got down on one knee.

      Her forehead crinkled as she read the invitation: You're invited to the wedding of Carolyn Rowe and Bradley Bronson.

      "Since weddings are our thing, I thought maybe we should have one of our own," I said, opening the box and holding up the ring.

      She looked at me. Her eyes welled with tears.

      "Don't worry, that's just a mockup. I didn't go and plan a wedding without you," I said. "I love you, Carolyn Rowe. Will you marry me?"

      "I did take a helmet to the face at the last wedding. But I got the bouquet," she said.

      She held her ring finger out for me to slide on the ring. "Yes," she said.

      "Our fourth wedding together."

      "Fourth time's a charm," she said. "But this one won't have a bouquet toss."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      If you want to see Bradley and Carolyn’s wedding plus get all the news on free books and new releases, become a VIP Reader, and you’ll get all the emails with all the news free. Go to this link:

      
        
        https://sparksflyromance.com/bronson3/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for reading Book Three in my Bronson Billionaire series! It was so much fun to write the weddings from books one and two.

      

      There are so many stories to tell about the Bronsons, and I can’t wait to share them all with you.

      

      Meredith is next!

      

      But I also can’t wait to tell you about Sydney’s mysterious disappearance. Plus, Mr. Bronson has his own love story, and there’s a certain butler’s daughter who is growing up into a book all her own.

      

      Oh, and you're invited to Bradley and Carolyn’s wedding by becoming a VIP Reader (aka VIP Sparkler), plus you'll get all the news on free books and new releases and more for free.

      
        
        https://sparksflyromance.com/bronson3/

      

      

      And do you know who was so nasty I loved to write them? Sharon and Karen! If you haven’t gotten your free copy of After the New Billionaire Boss, become a VIP Sparkler BUT be sure to read Book One first. lol

      

      Thanks again for reading! If you want to keep in touch, my sister and I are on Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok!
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