
[image: cover]








[image: 978031033829_0001_004.jpg] 
 





ZONDERVAN 
 

A February Bride 
 

Copyright © 2014 by Betsy St. Amant 
 

This title is also available in a Zondervan audio edition. Visit www.zondervan.fm.
 

Requests for information should be addressed to:
 

Zondervan, Grand Rapids, Michigan 49530 
 

ePub Edition © January 2014: ISBN 978-0-310-33829-1
 

All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide.
 

Any Internet addresses (websites, blogs, etc.) and telephone numbers in this book are offered as a resource. They are not intended in any way to be or imply an endorsement by Zondervan, nor does Zondervan vouch for the content of these sites and numbers for the life of this book.
 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or any other—except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without the prior permission of the publisher.
 

Publisher’s Note: This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. All characters are fictional, and any similarity to people living or dead is purely coincidental.
 

Interior design:James A. Phinney
 





To my Groom, now and forever—Jesus Christ. Your romance and heart for me transcends any other love. I am yours forever.
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Allie Andrews couldn’t breathe, and it had nothing to do with the yards of tulle wrapped around her waist. Or the fact that the air conditioner in the crowded small-town, southern church was on the fritz again, resulting in the sporadic waving of wedding programs in front of flushed faces she’d seen when she peeked through the sanctuary window ten minutes earlier. No, her lack of breath had everything to do with the ticking clock. The literal one on the wall and the figurative one thumping an unsteady rhythm in her heart.


Married. 


A bead of sweat trickled between her shoulder blades, sure to dampen the silky ivory fabric that cascaded down her back like a white-chocolate waterfall gone wrong. So wrong.


Married. 


She twisted the stem of her rose bouquet and paced the faded orange carpet inside the bride’s room, her thoughts  churning along with her breakfast. She slipped one heel out of her three-inch pump, anxiety tying her stomach into a knot that would make a Boy Scout proud.


Married.

It wouldn’t take much to toe off one shoe, then the other. Dig her painstakingly pedicured feet into the carpet for traction, grab the hem of this cursed dress, and just . . . bolt.

Better now than later, right?

Marcus. She couldn’t do that to Marcus.

But wasn’t marrying him doing him worse?

She strode to the window overlooking the gravel parking lot and stared at the onslaught of cars baking in the late September sun. It was a good turnout. Looked as if half of Beaux Creek had shown up. There were probably loads of gifts on the covered table in the reception hall by now—a forever-sentimental collection of floral-patterned china she’d rarely use, gift cards to home repair stores, and likely more than one toaster and blender. All gifts she’d have to return if she let her toes touch the carpet.

But would dividing them up in a divorce property settlement however many years down the road be any easier?

She started to turn away, then squinted at her reflection, seeing skin at her shoulder where there should be lace. Oh no . . . yes. She twisted for a better view. A tiny tear, right on the seam of the sleeve. Her heart stammered.

Not a sign. Just a rip. It happens.

Right?

She pushed away from the window, wringing her bouquet. Now what? She wished Hannah, her maid of honor and only attendant, was still with her, but she had taken  the flower girl for one last trip to the bathroom. Besides, Hannah, while her best friend, was also Marcus’s sister. The loyalty line would be blurred if she knew Allie’s doubts, and Allie couldn’t do that to either of them. She had to figure this one out alone.


Married.

She swallowed hard and pressed one hand against her stomach. Just prewedding jitters, right? That’s all it was, surely. She loved Marcus.

Maybe too much.

The organ reached a crescendo, the opening strains building in strength and cuing her grandmother and her mom down the aisle. Soon it would be time for Hannah, followed by the flower girl, Marcus’s little cousin. The little curly-haired blonde would toss more red roses onto that awful carpet that they’d attempted to hide with a lacy runner, and then it’d be Allie’s turn, for better or for worse.

She hated roses.

What was she doing here? The flowers. The carpet. The dress. It was all wrong. None of it went together. It wasn’t . . . her. No, it was her mom. Her grandmother. Her aunt.

Not exactly the role models on which to base a marriage. That poison was in her blood, and she couldn’t escape it. Just as she hadn’t been able to avoid this dress all the women in her family had worn in generations past, or been able to choose her own wedding venue or floral arrangements or even the topper on the cake, which, ironically, featured a groom dashing away from a wide-eyed bride clutching the back of his tuxedo collar.

Marcus didn’t have a chance.


And it was all her fault.


The music faded into a key change and then struck up a slightly off-tune version of the wedding march. The unmistakable squeaking of bodies rising from time-warped pews filtered through the space leading from the bride’s room to the main entrance of the country chapel, sounding suspiciously like the creaking of gallows.


And her poor groom didn’t have a clue of the noose dangling above him in the form of a white-gold wedding band.


Allie toed off her shoes, hitched up her skirt, and dug her toes into the carpet.
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If wedding dresses could talk, Allie Andrews was fairly certain hers would have a sailor’s mouth.


Four months later—to the day, actually, after she’d shucked out of her wedding dress in the backseat of the meant-to-be honeymoon car and gunned it down the highway with nothing but a bottled Yoo-hoo and her favorite faded jeans for company—the dress hung on the inside of her closet door, the once small tear in the seam now gaping and taunting her. Every time she opened the closet, that rip reminded her how she’d severed one of the few relationships in her life actually worth keeping.


Which was precisely why she had to give it away in the first place.


Allie grabbed her favorite purple sweater, the one she often wore to work at her antiques store since the air conditioner in the quirky old building refused to shut off year round, and tugged it over her head. She could use all the cozy  comfort she could get today at lunch with Hannah. She’d put it off long enough. After ditching her best friend’s brother at the altar, she’d fully expected Hannah to hold a grudge. Hannah’s unconditional love expressed through multiple phone calls and text messages had been almost worse than the cold shoulder—harder to face than a much deserved grudge—which was probably why she’d been avoiding this meeting.


Besides, Hannah looked so much like her brother.

Allie’s arm brushed against the dress as she adjusted her sweater, and the frothy number swayed on its padded hanger. The swish of the fabric only seemed to whisper more condemnation.

With a groan, she shut the closet door harder than necessary. She should just get rid of the thing, but it wouldn’t be worth the wrath of her mother, grandmother, and aunt. Yet even though they all threatened her within an inch of her life if she sold the dress or threw it away, not one of them would store it at her own house. “It belongs to you now, and will until you wear it. Then you pass it down to your daughter.”

Right. A daughter? Not at this rate.

And zero hope of getting over what she did to Marcus. Even if it was for his own good.

A knock sounded on her apartment door, and Allie dashed to get it, checking her watch. She needed to leave in less than ten minutes if she didn’t want to be late, and with a long-time friendship already riding on this lunch, she really shouldn’t push it by appearing like she didn’t care. She pulled the door open.

Hannah, looking at once like her best friend and a total stranger in a pink cashmere sweater and skinny jeans tucked  into boots. She looked great—like she hadn’t lost her best friend or spent the past several months comforting a broken-hearted brother at all.


Maybe Allie hadn’t mattered all that much to begin with. 

“I was just heading out to meet you.” Allie cautiously opened the door wider to allow her friend inside, bracing herself for . . . something. And not just the chill of the January air that rushed to meet her despite the heated hallway. “Did I mess up the time?”

She took a step backward, and the heel of her boot caught on the striped rug under her feet. Maybe Hannah had changed her mind and decided to tell her off privately instead. Maybe she’d realized a polite lunch in public was way more considerate than Allie deserved.

“I couldn’t wait another minute to tell you.” Hannah shoved her left ring finger in Allie’s face and let out an excited squeal. “I’m engaged!” She jumped up and down, her curly dark hair bouncing against her shoulders.

Engaged.

The word twisted in Allie’s throat and refused to rise to her lips. “That’s . . . that’s . . .”

What was it? Surprising? Not really. Hannah and Zach had been dating for about six months, but she supposed not everyone had to be together for several years before tying the knot. A long courtship hadn’t exactly worked out for her and Marcus . . .

“I know, right?” Hannah pushed past Allie and sank down onto the arm of the overstuffed turquoise chair, exactly as she’d done a million times over the years. As if it were that easy to pick up. Like the past few months hadn’t changed everything.

 

 Maybe they hadn’t.


Hannah held up her hand again, this time keeping it steady enough for Allie to focus on the significant princess-cut carat adorning her finger. “Zach is perfect. Well, no, he’s not. He’s pretty much a slob, and we don’t like any of the same movies.” She snorted a laugh. “But we’re perfect together.”

Allie slowly sank to the edge of the couch near Hannah. “Right. I understand.” Sort of. She’d never felt like anything between Marcus and herself had been perfect. He was perfect, to be sure. As much as any six-foot, dark-haired, chocolate-eyed, car-loving athletic guy could be. The problem had been Allie. She’d been the one to fall short, thanks to her family—and the curse that ran though her blood.

Once upon a time, when gazing into Marcus’s eyes and feeling the heady weight of that diamond on her finger, she’d thought she could break the family scourge. Break the effect of the words her mom had whispered when Stepdad #2 had roared off on his Harley, and when Stepdad #4 had slammed the door on his way to the bus stop, and when unofficial Stepdad #5 had plucked his clothes from the front yard and shoved them into a trash bag before calling a taxi.

“Remember, Allie, this is what Andrews women do. We break hearts before we get ours broken.”

She could still remember the firm set of her mother’s lips, the expressionless twist of her eyebrows, the wall of steel in her eyes. It was the same look Grandma had when anyone mentioned her first or second husband, and the same look Aunt Shelly got when she announced she was meeting another man from her online dating profile.


If a leopard couldn’t change its spots and a zebra couldn’t change its stripes, who was Allie to change her blood?


Since Marcus was way too gentlemanly to break a promise or dodge a bullet, she’d been the one forced to remove him from the line of sight.


A point no one seemed to understand.


Hannah grinned. “Of course you get it. I knew you would, since you’ve been engaged . . .” Her voice trailed off, and she averted her gaze to the carpet. “I didn’t mean to bring that up. Honest.”


Her eyes radiated sincere regret, and Allie relaxed slightly. No firing squads. Just good ol’ Hannah. “I was thinking George.”


Hannah gave her a sharp glance, her brown eyes, as vivid as Marcus’s, sparkling suspiciously beneath her furrowed brow. “What are you talking about?”


“Maybe Bob.”


“I don’t get it.” Her voice hitched. “Are these guys you’ve dated since—” 


“Calm down.” Allie winked. “I’m just trying to name that elephant in the corner. He’s been sitting there since you walked in, so I thought we ought to give him a collar and a home.”


Hannah stared at her a minute longer before her lips quivered into a hesitant smile, then morphed into a full-out grin. “Funny. You had me there.” She straightened her shoulders and arranged her features into a deadpan mask. “Clearly, though, he’s a Steve.”


“Steve it is.”


That hadn’t been so hard. Maybe her years of friendship  with Hannah demanded loyalty in spite of the sibling relationship. 


Not that she would ever ask Hannah to choose—in fact, that was why she had refused all contact with her friend all these months. She didn’t want to put her in an even more awkward position. And Marcus had enough to deal with without her creating family drama for him.

But the fact that Hannah was right here in her living room meant maybe they could find their way around this. After all, it wasn’t like she’d have to see Marcus if she and Hannah remained friends. Maybe he wouldn’t even have to know.

“Anyway, Steve wasn’t why I came. You’ve made it clear you don’t want to talk about that, and I’ll respect your wishes.” Hannah rose from the chair and began to pace the small living area, pausing every few feet to nervously rearrange a knick-knack on the mantel or straighten the royal purple pillows on the couch Allie had recently recovered. “I came to ask a favor.”

“Anything.” The word leapt from Allie’s grateful lips before she could self-edit. She really would do anything to get her relationship with Hannah back, to grasp something good and familiar during this dismal season in her life. Maybe she’d brought it on herself, but that didn’t make everything any easier to cope with.

Because one fact remained—if she’d run down the aisle instead of to her car that day, she’d have been married for four months right now. She and Marcus would probably be getting ready to go to a celebration dinner, where he’d have sneaked a card under her dinner plate or arranged for the  chef to make a heart with cherry tomatoes in her salad. That was Marcus. Considerate. Romantic. Always thinking.


No question, she had done him a favor. They might have made it a few months, but they wouldn’t have made it a few years. No one in her family had ever made it past three—and good grief, they’d all given it multiple tries.

“I’m glad you said that.” Hannah’s voice, and the squeak of a glass vase against the coffee table as her friend absently redesigned the floral arrangement, jerked Allie away from her thoughts. She wondered if Hannah realized that the vase had taken the place of the giant framed engagement photo of her and Marcus snuggled under an oak tree. “Because my favor is sort of big.”

Couldn’t be as big as Steve.

“You know how I’ve always wanted a Valentine’s Day wedding.”

Hannah’s eyes gleamed, and Allie could almost see cartoonish, pulsing pink hearts shooting out of her gaze.

“Well, that means we only have about six weeks. Actually, more like five.”

“Five weeks. Wow, you’re right. That is soon.” Allie knew better than to assume there was a secret reason, though others surely would speculate. Marcus would hate those rumors about his sister. He’d always been so protective of the women in his life.

“Really soon. So there’s no time to lose.” Hannah took a deep breath and twisted her ring on her finger.

“Whatever it is, I’m in.” I owe you. The words faded from her tongue but still burned an aftertaste. She did owe her friend. Whatever Hannah needed, it was Allie’s turn  to support her. After all, Hannah had reluctantly honored Allie’s desperate request to give her time and space after the wedding-that-wasn’t, time and space from all things Marcus-related. Hannah had met her several hours after Allie sped away from the church that day to pick up Marcus’s car, and their brief conversation had been tear-filled and beyond awkward. But Allie needed the chance to process her decision, and in allowing her that time, Hannah had given her a gift that beat all the premium toasters and coffeemakers in the world. Allie’d had to return those to the store, so it was the least she could do to return this favor for Hannah and keep their friendship alive.


Besides, what could be so bad? If Hannah’s obvious willingness to bury the hatchet was anything to go by, this opportunity—whatever it may be—could be the catalyst to proving her ability to remain loyal to at least one member of the Hall family. And having Hannah around again would ease that unbearable loneliness that had taken over these past few months. There was no reason they couldn’t rekindle their friendship apart from her brother. No reason for her to have to be around him at all, really.

“I want you to be my maid of honor.”

Except maybe that reason. 
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Marcus Hall wiped his grease-stained hands on an even dirtier shop rag, then tossed it onto the bench inside his garage before bending back over the car’s fender. Rebuilding the engine in this ’67 Corvette Stingray had proved to be a little more complicated than he’d anticipated—and he still had to check the clearance on the headers—but ever since his sister broke the news of her particular choice in bridesmaids, he’d appreciated the distraction.


She’d had to pick Allie? His Allie? The only woman who’d ever made sense to him. The only woman who could make an obsession with anything in the shade of turquoise seem cute. The only woman who had ever possessed the power to steer his heart straight over a cliff—and probably still did.

Guess he’d be finding out.

When Hannah broke the news yesterday, he threw his wrench against the wall and nearly broke it. The resounding clang had been all but drowned out by the warning alarms wailing in his head. Wasn’t the fact that Valentine’s Day was right around the corner bad enough? The day he’d planned to take Allie back to the scene of their first date, a day he thought he’d be spending as a happily married man. Now he’d be spending what should have been a special holiday at his little sister’s wedding.

Standing across from his should-be wife as maid of honor.

He groaned. It was like a reality show setup gone bad. He’d always hated those things. Now he could practically star in one.

One thing was certain—Allie Andrews meant personal system malfunction. It’d been a solid four months since she’d pealed out of the church parking lot, and he still couldn’t take a full breath when he heard her name. He should be livid over what she’d done, leaving him at the altar with no explanation—or at least, so everyone told him. Maybe anger  would be easier to deal with than the ever-present pain, but the emotion just wouldn’t stick. Rolled right off like Rain-X on a windshield.


The familiar click of heels on concrete alerted him to the fact he was no longer alone. Hannah. He folded his arms over his chest and leaned against the wall, tipping his chin to acknowledge her presence. Two visits in two days. Never a good sign.

“You busy?” She offered a timid smile, and he dropped his crossed arms, trying to make his own smile appear more genuine than it felt. This was his little sister’s big moment in life. He wouldn’t ruin it because of his own problems.

Even if Allie was a big problem.

“Just fighting this Chevy.” To prove it, he picked up a ratchet he didn’t need and pretended to resume his work. There would probably be a whole lot more “fighting” if Allie showed up to every prewedding shindig and unnecessary couples showers people held for engaged people.

Definitely a whole lot more pretending.

Funny how he hadn’t minded all that frou-frou stuff when it’d been his and Allie’s celebration.

“I just drove over to make sure you weren’t mad at me.” Hannah shuffled inside, twisting her new diamond ring around her finger. She had the same look on her face that she’d had as a kid when he busted her for playing with his model cars.

He straightened, mentally noting a need to check the timing on the engine. “Not mad.” Not really. More like confused. Why resurrect her friendship with Allie now?

Some things just needed to stay dead.


Too bad his heart couldn’t remember that fact.


Hannah shoved her dark hair behind her ears, the overhead garage light catching the shine in her giant diamond. He wondered briefly—and not for the first time—what Allie had done with hers. And what had happened to all those gifts that had been piled up in the church?


And why he’d never taken his and Allie’s wedding bands back to the jeweler’s instead of shoving them in his top dresser drawer.


“So did you hear any more about Texas?”


So obvious, his sister’s change of subject. But he wasn’t going to argue. Marcus shrugged. “It’s pretty much up to me right now, if I want to go there as regional manager for the new store or just keep my franchise going here in Louisiana. Not sure I have the time right now.” Well, he did, though business had clearly picked up. He just wasn’t sure he wanted to leave. Moving over the border, even temporarily, seemed like some kind of significant Next Step. In the aftermath of losing Allie, it had seemed genius, a decent goal to work toward. Now that it was within reach, it just made him feel like he was slogging boots through mud. Sticky. Heavy.


He hated that decisions were so hard these days.


“You know, you sure are here a lot now. You used to do more of your work from home.” Hannah glanced around the packed garage, full of his company’s half-finished motors, three parked cars—one of which remained on a lift—and a grimy workbench covered in tools that his employees had apparently not put away.


Marcus’s heart constricted, desperate to prevent his sister from saying the words he knew were coming next.


“Don’t you think it’s time to go back into your home gar—” 


He intentionally nudged the factory headers across the floor with his boot, the squeal of metal against concrete worse than fingernails on a chalkboard.


Hannah either got the hint or lost interest. “Look, I know it’s going to be weird for you. And Allie.” She hesitated. “I just miss her, and well, it’s my wedding and I can’t imagine her not being there.” She sighed. “Maybe that’s selfish.”


“It’s not selfish.” He gritted his teeth, looking back down at the engine to hide his expression. He was the one being selfish—this was his sister’s wedding. She had to be more important than his leftover drama. “It’s fine.” Or it would be, at least, soon as it was all over.


He tried to redirect his attention. More Stingray, less Allie. Let’s see, next he’d tighten down the bolts on the new intake manifold and then check the timing—


“I’m glad you’re okay with it.” Hannah’s voice pitched, the stifled sound breaking the stillness of the garage. “I just can’t help but hope—” 


He brought his hand down on the radiator shroud with a solid thud, dropping the wrench he’d used on the bolts. “No, Hannah. Don’t hope.” There was no hope. Not with Allie. Not with him. That hope had driven away with her in the passenger seat of their getaway car—his car—when she’d sped from the church.


And not even tapped the brakes.


He felt a little bad as Hannah quietly slipped outside, their conversation clearly over—but not bad enough to go after her. Not right now. He turned back to the car, relieved to see that  the timing was correct. Finally, something was falling into place. The owner would be thrilled at the improvement.


But he couldn’t help but wonder if sometimes, new would be better than restored.
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The catchphrase “Always a bridesmaid, never a bride” might not be technically true, but it sure felt like it at the moment. Allie flipped another page in the bridal invitation catalog.


Across the table, Hannah and her mom perused another thick gray booklet. Julie Hall had smiled at Allie when she’d met them there, as if it were perfectly normal for her son’s ex-fiancée to be crashing their mother-daughter time of wedding planning. But Hannah had demanded that Allie be involved in all the details, and there was no time to waste.


So two days after Hannah had shown up on her front door with the big news, here they were, poring over samples of invitations. Allie had had a hard enough time picking out her own invites last year, yet Hannah asked her opinion like she was some sort of expert.


At least Hannah had a mother whose company she enjoyed. Picking out all of this stuff with Allie’s mom, aunt,  and grandmother had been torture. At one point Allie had picked up the display book from the table and gone clear across the room while the three of them argued without her. It was fifteen minutes before they’d noticed she was gone.


“What about these?” Hannah slid another stock-paper card from the pocket of the book and passed it across the table.

Allie tilted her head. Two linked hearts with flying doves. Exactly the kind of frilly stuff Marcus hated. She shook off the memory. His opinion didn’t count this time. “It suits you. Does it fit Zach?”

Hannah opened her mouth, then shut it. “Well. No.” She turned the page.

“What about this one?” Julie—no, Mrs. Hall, now—turned the book so she and Hannah could both see the simple elegance of the invitation. The corners of the trim thickened into squares, while the sides—any color you chose—cascaded like liquid ribbons to the bottom of the card.

A card almost exactly like Allie and Marcus’s. Except their trim had been turquoise, while the example was red. Perfect for a Valentine’s wedding. Had Mrs. Hall shown her that particular design on purpose? Or had she truly forgotten what they’d selected last year?

Her face, so gracefully aged, with precision-arched brows and warm-toned makeup, gave no sign of foul play. This was the same woman who had been so excited to discover Marcus was proposing that she planned a celebration party with Welcome to the Family written in chocolate icing on a cake and cried happy tears when presenting it. The same woman who’d shared her secret family recipes with Allie after their  third date, and bought her a Bible with her new last name imprinted on the cover as a wedding gift. The same woman who accompanied Allie to the bridal boutique to play referee between Allie’s aunt, mom, and grandmother, and bought her coffee afterward as a congratulations for surviving the day.


The woman radiated family, love, and faith. It wasn’t in Julie Hall to be vengeful.

Then again, if Allie had ever given someone a reason to seek revenge, it’d be this woman, whose beloved youngest son Allie had left at the altar.

“It’s . . . nice.” She swallowed and looked back at her book, holding her breath for Hannah’s opinion. If she loved it, Marcus would see it and remember. He might not have been all that active in choosing flowers or china patterns, but he’d remember the argument she’d had with her mother over the invitations as they’d flipped through those very books. The same argument that had led to a full-out fight, that had led to tears, which eventually led to Marcus blissfully comforting her in her driveway for twenty minutes.

Oh, he’d remember.

Allie peeked from under her lashes at Hannah as her friend studied the invitation. She wrinkled her pert nose and shook her head. “No offense, Mom, but definitely not. Too plain.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. No offense taken.

Not a single bit.
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The bell on the door handle of Allie’s Antiques hadn’t jingled in over an hour. Which wasn’t exactly great for business, but was even worse for her sanity. Spending time with Hannah the other day had been like turning a key in the lock securing Allie’s closetful of Marcus-memories. And they’d been pouring out ever since, paying no heed to the damage to her heart left in their wake.


She stared blankly at the tired chest of drawers across from where she perched on a stool behind the front counter, the distressed wooden surface serving as a movie screen for the past. One after the other, memories flashed before her: 


The first time she’d seen Marcus, three years her senior, during a visit to Hannah’s house. She’d been a sophomore in high school, he a freshman in college. He’d seemed so out of her league. It was all she could do to contain her hormonal immature blush after he’d snagged an apple out of the fridge, tossed it in the air before polishing it on his sleeve, and shot her a wink that took her about six weeks to recover from.


Then there was the first time Marcus had finally seemed to notice her. He’d come home from college, using his business degree to dive into a chain of auto shops across southern Louisiana, and opened a franchise that found immediate success. The mercury had risen into triple digits, taking her temper with it. Twenty-one years old and more than a little impatient, she’d driven up in her protesting old car, ready to junk the entire thing, when Marcus slid from underneath a Camaro he was rebuilding. Without hesitation he’d wiped his hands on a rag, popped the hood of her clunker, and  spent the next hour pointing out the value in things she couldn’t see.


Allie fell in love, both with her best friend’s brother and his unique eye for restoration and worth, which had led to her finally settling on a career choice and opening an antiques shop that barely paid the bills but let her heart soar.

They became inseparable, marriage a foregone conclusion. She refurnished furniture on the side to make ends meet and knew once she married Marcus she wouldn’t have to worry about bills. Not only was his shop successful, but he rebuilt engines as a well-paying hobby, usually for wealthy car enthusiasts willing, based on Marcus’s stellar reputation, to drive for hours and drop their babies off in the middle of nowhere, aka Beaux Creek, Louisiana.

Now she had to worry about bills. But that was the least of her concerns—until the rent was due, anyway. No, the top of her list had nothing to do with her budget or monthly sales, and everything to do with how in the world she’d survive the evening—Hannah and Zach’s engagement party at the Beaux Creek Boardwalk.

Bankruptcy might be preferable to seeing Marcus up close and personal for the first time since she’d jilted him.

The bell on the door chimed as Mrs. Hawkins, a faithful customer, walked in with a smile. Allie always enjoyed their visits, and today the distraction was especially needed.

“You didn’t bring me anything today?” Allie faked indifference as the elderly woman laughed and held out her empty hands. Mrs. Hawkins loved to frequent estate sales and was notorious for bringing in junk pieces that were a challenge for Allie to restore.


“No treasures today.” She shot Allie a feisty wink as she adjusted her purse strap. “But you never know when one might turn up.”


The older woman went to peruse the back of the store, and Allie refused to let the memories hold her captive again. She turned her attention to the dresser she’d been staring at and whispered truth to herself instead. “Not a movie screen. Just a chest of drawers.” She kept her voice down, though the elderly Mrs. Hawkins was accustomed to all of Allie’s quirks. “Not scarred. Distressed.”


She squinted. Well, maybe both. There was a fine line between “intentionally distressed” and plain old “beat up.”


Maybe the dresser just needed a boost. Everything could be redeemed, right? Something to hide its flaws. Highlight its potential.


Just a little something.


Something like . . .


She smiled. Turquoise paint.
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It was like waking up from a bad dream and finding yourself in a nightmare.


Heart in her throat, dreading and anticipating the inevitable all at once, Allie scanned the crowded dock for any sign of Marcus.


Why?


So she could talk to him?


Or so she could make certain to keep one hors d’oeuvres–toting waiter between them at all times?


She hadn’t decided yet, but if they were going to be thrown into each other’s presence during the never-ending course of prewedding—not to mention actual wedding—events, they needed to somehow face it, deal with it, and move forward. For Hannah’s sake, of course.


Allie smoothed the front of her tan sweaterdress, glad she’d decided to wear tights with her chocolate-brown boots since the party was clearly an inside/outside event and the night air beyond chilly. The reception room of the Beaux Creek Boardwalk boasted a picturesque window overlooking the body of water that passed for a lake, except in the heat of summer, when it really did dry up to something more along the lines of a creek.


In January, however, the water served as a beautiful backdrop alongside the tiny twinkling lights tacked around the trunks of the nearby cypress and pines. Glowing tiki torches provided celebratory lighting around the patio tables, while the strains of a country ballad, courtesy of the hired DJ, drifted from inside the reception room, where two couples were already braving the makeshift dance floor.


But nothing could compete with the sight of Marcus standing by the outside soda bar. Dressed in tailored beige pants and an untucked navy-blue button-down, sleeves rolled to his forearms, collar opened at the neck, he was the very expression of attractive. Having an in-demand seamstress for a mother had always worked in his favor—he cleaned up well, regardless of how casual or formal the event.


Tonight was the perfect balance of both.


He braced one elbow on the tall wooden counter as he  sipped from a fizzing cup and scanned the room in typical Marcus-surveillance style.


Even from a distance she could see the evidence of at least two days sans razor coloring his jaw, a sure sign he was working on a new car that probably had him robbed of anything more than the bare minimum of sleep. His dark hair, normally cropped close for less maintenance, curled slightly long over his ears and collar in waves. New look? Or just too busy to take care of it?

It looked good, regardless.

He looked good, regardless.

And in about five seconds he’d see her.

Allie’s stomach tightened, then roiled like a traitor. Her palms grew sweaty as her mouth dried. Yep. His gaze would sweep from left to right here any minute now, and she’d be right in the middle of his line of vision. In about three . . .

Now or never . . .

Two.

Fight or flight . . .

One.

Sink or swim . . .

Their gazes locked, and there was nowhere to hide.

Not that she felt particularly interested in getting away. No. Wait. What was she thinking? She opened her mouth, then closed it, then wished she’d worn a different dress. Any other dress, one that showed off the twelve pounds she’d recently shed, or one that showcased her eyes a little more or one that—

Oh no, he was coming toward her.

She fought the urge to wipe her palms on her dress and  schooled her features into a casual expression as she zipped her necklace charm around its chain. Not that there was anything remotely casual about seeing your ex face-to-face for the first time in four months. At a wedding party—a family wedding party—they should have been attending together, rather than staring awkwardly at each other from six feet away like they’d never met. Like they’d never slow-danced under a starlight sky, never shared their deepest secrets, never kissed like the other held their very last breath of oxygen.


Nope. Not awkward at all.

She steeled herself for his first words. A stiff and formal hello? A brief nod as he passed by without speaking? Or worse, an obligatory “You look good”?

And more importantly, did she?

She drew a deep breath and braced her heart as he opened his mouth.

“So I hear there’s an elephant lurking around lately.”

Didn’t see that one coming. She raised her eyebrows, unable to commit to a full-sentence response.

He shoved his hands into his pants pockets and shrugged, a borderline shy move reminiscent of his early college days when she knew him only as her best friend’s brother. Yet despite the hint of shyness, confidence filled his demeanor, sort of like his muscles filled the space under his dress shirt. 

But that line of thinking wasn’t productive.

“Hannah says his name is Steve.”

Ah. That elephant. Allie licked her dry lips. “Right. Steve.” Aka you. “Yeah, he’s been around.” They were going to have to talk about it, weren’t they? Her face heated. What could she  say? Sorry for running out on you four months ago? Sorry for embarrassing you in front of everyone in the entire town?


Sorry for spilling Yoo-hoo on the floor mats when I stole your car?

“Can I bring you a soda?”

Always the gentleman, even when he had every right to throw said soda in her face. She almost wished he would. Then she could get mad in return, and her heart would be safe.

And more importantly, so would his.

Her gut clenched, and she found herself nodding, going through the motions, because really, what choice was there? The only reason she was here right now, facing Marcus’s potential wrath, was for Hannah. All for Hannah. Her heart could hang in there a little bit longer. If it hadn’t completely shattered by now.

“Sure, that’d be nice. Thanks.”

He started toward the bar, then stopped and turned. “Diet?”

Something flickered in his eyes, and she wondered if he was remembering all the times he’d tried to convince her to give up her one vice—diet soft drinks—and failed miserably. Or the times she tried to convince him to convert to scrambled eggs instead of preferring over-easy. Or the times he teased her for painting everything within reach of a paint-brush turquoise. All were laughable attempts—because they were all the things that made the other person who they were, part of those unique differences between two people who loved to debate and eventually be completely satisfied with exactly the way the other was.

She forced a smile she didn’t feel. “Diet is great.”


Some things never changed.

 

And maybe some things never should. 
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Marcus felt a little like a stalker as he watched Allie from his position half hidden behind the DJ table. The long-haired guy was busy packing up his equipment, but so far, the podium-style speakers still on their mounts allowed him a moment to watch as she unzipped her boots and flexed her toes against the hardwood floor. Her feet had to be killing her if the heels on those boots were any indication.


The party was long over, and around them the reception hall’s cleanup crew were stacking chairs and rolling tables away to be stored. However, Allie’s aching feet had to be nothing compared to the torture it’d been just being around her this evening. Watching that slightly crooked smile of hers that always made him want to smile back. Watching her pretend like she wasn’t watching him as he’d spun his young cousin around the dance floor and let her stand on his shoes. Watching her nibble the top off a cupcake over the course of about twenty minutes.


From her spot at the table, Allie reached up and pushed her fingers against her temples, a sure sign she had a headache. Because of him? His stomach knotted with regret and a twisted kind of hope.


No, not hope. Hadn’t he railed against that very thing with his sister the other day?


Allie wasn’t stressed over him—she’d been the one to leave, after all. If her headache did have anything to do with  him, it was probably because she was counting the minutes until she could escape the awkwardness of his presence. They’d attempted small talk over their sodas earlier in the evening, before his family dragged him away for brother-of-the-bride duties—small talk that was more like epic failure.


Probably a good thing they’d been interrupted, though. With the way he’d felt looking into her eyes again at that close distance, he’d have made a fool of himself for sure. Like by blurting out how her gaze still had the power to burn a near tangible hole in his heart, or how he still knew all of her idiosyncrasies and preferences, far beyond that of Diet Coke. They were permanently seared in his brain.

Sort of like turquoise paint that wouldn’t wash off.

“Can you give me a hand?” The DJ motioned to the speaker mount, and Marcus snapped out of his miserable reverie.

“Sure thing, man.” He helped the guy dismantle the speaker to pack on his rolling cart, then turned for one more glimpse of Allie.

Gone.

He really didn’t know why his heart sank like that. Disappearing was sort of her specialty.

Still, he’d hoped she’d have bothered to tell him goodbye before she left the boardwalk. If they didn’t pretend that everything wasn’t awkward, then it would never stop being awkward. Fake it until you meant it, or something like that.

Games had never worked between him and Allie, though, which oddly enough had been one reason he’d been so certain they would make it to their golden anniversary one day.  They never did the hard-to-get thing or the “push you away so you’ll come close” thing. They always told the truth, even if it stung a bit.


Yet he still didn’t know the real reason why she had run away.

He shot one more glance at her empty chair, then jerked at a tap on his shoulder. “You hiding out over here?”

Allie.

He turned slowly, ignoring the “busted” smirk the DJ shot his direction as he edged away, rolling cables around his arm.

“Just helping with the takedown.” He casually shoved his hands into his pockets, hoping the joy he felt didn’t show on his face.

Allie hitched her purse strap higher on her shoulder and held up her car keys. “Your truck is blocking me in.”
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It was almost midnight, yet Allie had the feeling there would be no glass slipper tonight.


Marcus had quickly moved his truck, which his dad had apparently pulled around to load up the party decorations, not realizing he had blocked Allie’s car by a telephone pole. But her royal carriage had already gone back into pumpkin mode, complete with a flat tire. She stared at her listless vehicle.


She hated being a damsel in distress. But that tire wasn’t going to fix itself, and while she knew how to do it, she’d never changed one alone in the cold and in the dark. Her mother had always made sure she’d known how to change tires and check the oil in her vehicles. But unless she wanted to sacrifice her sweaterdress and tights on the altar of frozen January ground, she needed help this time.


And help was slowly driving across the nearly deserted parking lot away from her.


“Hey! Wait!” Ditching pride—was there any left at this point?—she ran after Marcus’s truck, waving her arms.


Brake lights flashed, and he rolled down his window as she breathlessly approached the driver’s side. “You need something?”


He almost looked as if he hoped she might. But that was ridiculous. She’d broken his heart, so why would he want anything to do with her? It was the manners speaking again, as they had earlier when he got her a Diet Coke. His mama raised him well, that was all. She’d be ignorant to try to read more into it than that.


Guilt pricked her back like a thousand tiny needles. He shouldn’t be the one doing this—wasn’t fair on so many levels.


She gestured behind her in the general vicinity of her car. “Flat tire.”


His expression morphed into neutral, the glimmer she’d mistakenly defined as hope fading, and began edging the truck away from her. “I’ll handle it.”


Of course he would. He handled everything. That was Marcus, always ready, always prepared, always willing.


It was one of the things that had attracted her to him—his confidence and ability to take charge in a situation made her feel safe and protected. It was the perfect balance—she could take care of herself, but with Marcus, she never had to.


To think she’d thrown that away for a lifetime of Triple A and tow trucks.


Had she made a mistake?


No. That line of thinking was pointless and painful.


She’d saved him. Saved them both from misery. No  custody battles over who got the toaster, no worries of greedy lawyers pushing for alimony. She wouldn’t be her mother after all.


But if she tried to win him back now, she’d be an Andrews all the way. Putting herself first. Getting what she wanted and discarding the rest. Ignoring the trail of broken hearts in her wake.

Only to end up bitter and alone.

If she was going to end up a spinster anyway, at least it’d be for nobler reasons. She’d break the curse once and for all. 

Even if it meant sacrificing her own heart.

She stepped back and waited for Marcus to park, then led the way to her car, pointing needlessly to the offending tire. He didn’t say a word, just popped the trunk and dug out the jack and the small bag of tools she kept on hand. He set it all on the ground before hefting out the full-size spare.

“Anything I can do to help?” She crossed her arms over her dress, partially to block the late night January wind and partially to hide her heart.

Marcus shrugged. “Unless you’re really good at removing lug nuts, no.”

Then no it is.

He began applying the jack to the flat, then stopped, stood, and unbuttoned his dress shirt. “Just in case.” He tossed it to her.

Allie caught it automatically, and resisted the urge to lift it to her face just in time. Those days had long since passed. A whiff of his familiar spicy cologne—that tangy citrus blend always made her mouth water—would only serve as a brutal twist of the knife.


How had she even gotten herself into this mess?


Oh yeah. By agreeing to be Hannah’s maid of honor.


She calmly draped it over her arm and kept her voice brisk. “No problem.”


Just as she began to assume he was as irritated as she feared, he shot her a quick wink over his shoulder. “A song and dance might help, though. See you take another turn in those boots.”


Warmth crept up her face and heated her neck, while butterflies invaded her stomach. Had he really been as aware of her as she’d been of him all night? Every time she’d glanced his way, he’d been involved in conversation with someone else.


Maybe not as involved as she’d assumed.


But assuming never helped anything.


Even more important than the question of whether he was flirting, however, was the unavoidable question of why the thought of it made her feel equal parts elated and numb . . .


Not to mention what the view of his muscles flexing beneath his thin white T-shirt was doing to her heart rate.


Allie forced her eyes away from his form as he finished up her tire. Talk about shameful. One lousy wink and her knees turned to Jell-O. How, after all these months, was just being within a few feet of him capable of making her feel so alive?


Alive. That feeling was probably the worst.


Marcus was over her. Moving on was the only way he’d ever find the lifelong happiness he deserved.


Well, she took that back. Clearly, feeling alive wasn’t the worst. Visions of Marcus with someone else irked way worse.  She dug her fingernails into the shirt she held, lips chattering in the wind, feeling two parts frustrated and one part nostalgic—the dangerous mixture bubbling in her throat like poison. “I would never sing karaoke with you before, and trust me, nothing’s changed.”




Marcus hopped up, grabbed the wrench, and knelt back by the tire. “I don’t know about that, Allie. I’m starting to think maybe it has.”
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Well, if that wasn’t the most cryptic thing he’d ever said.

Marcus’s words from the night of the engagement party a week ago replayed in Allie’s mind as she walked up the flagstone path through the Halls’ perfectly manicured lawn. Every blade of grass saluted at the same height, while bushes and trees trimmed in high-dollar symmetrical design dotted the yard. Glossy wooden double doors graced the front of their home, complete with embellished wrought iron hinges that complemented the deep red of the brick.

Every element of Marcus’s family resembled a Norman Rockwell painting. Annoyingly perfect but too charming to despise. Rather than be jealous, it just made one ache for the same.

His declaration still rang in her memory with the same clarity in which he’d spoken the words—then promptly refused to elaborate.

He thought things had changed? In what way? And from her side or his?

Did he mean it in a positive way or a negative?


Had he forgiven her?


So many unanswered questions.


Not that it mattered. Because when it came to who they were to one another, nothing had changed at all. The vast differences between Marcus’s and her heritage remained as insurmountable as ever.


Thankfully, tonight was a bridal shower, which meant Zach, his groomsmen, and the rest of the guys wouldn’t be around. Allie could cram in all the finger food she wanted without worrying about her nerves, visit freely with the other bridesmaids, and write down gift items as Hannah opened lingerie and dish towels and bath soaps. Though she could have done without the theme.


She glanced down at her sweater, which still made her want to cringe and giggle at the same time. Hannah had insisted this particular shower be “Über-Valentine’s” themed—everything from tacky clothes to gaudy accessories to over-the-top decorations.
 

Allie had dressed the part, for sure—plastic heart clips in her hair and an oversized, late-eighties-era sweater with pink hearts and lightning bolts she’d found at a thrift shop. She quickly checked to make sure she’d remembered her camera—Hannah would definitely want a record of this night—then knocked.


Muffled voices echoed from the other side. Hannah opened the door and burst out laughing. “Oh, that is priceless.” She spun in a quick circle, showing off her own tacky sweater, leggings, and red and pink bangle bracelets. “How do I look?”


“Über-Valentine’s, for sure.” Allie pointed to the headband Hannah wore with heart antennae attached. “I don’t even want to know where you found those.”


“Actually, Marcus bought them from the dollar store. Grab one.” She motioned Allie inside and pointed to a basket full of headgear on the glass-topped entry table.


Allie tried to ignore the way her stomach flipped at the mere mention of him as she followed Hannah through the house.


Talk about memory lane. The last time she’d been there was for the impromptu engagement party in her honor. The floral arrangement on the wall sconce hadn’t changed, nor had the striped carpeted aisle runner stretching the length of the polished wooden hallway. The low table by the foot of the stairs still held the same framed photo montage of the Hall kids growing up, and Allie realized with a start that her and Marcus’s engagement photo hadn’t been removed. Rather, it’d been pushed to the back of the table, halfway hidden behind a more recent picture of Hannah.


Odd.


She followed Hannah past the guest bathroom to the bigger of the two living rooms, where a trail of laughter drifted from the gaudily dressed guests sitting on the wraparound sofa.


Coed guests.


Allie grabbed Hannah’s arm, tugging her halfway back out of the room. She nearly bumped into a giant heart balloon display, and sidestepped around it. “Hannah. I thought this was a girls-only party.” Panic swelled in her stomach as  she took in her ensemble once more and felt the sway of the heart antennae on her head. She looked like a complete idiot. “You said Über-Valentine’s, and—”


“Don’t worry, the guys are totally wearing tacky sweaters too.” Hannah bounced on her toes as she pointed at Zach, lounging in the leather recliner and looking like a “which of these does not belong?” game in his psychedelic sweater and khaki pants. “Doesn’t he look adorable?”

Maybe, but the guy sitting at the end of the couch wearing jeans with the knees ripped out definitely did.

Marcus. Looking sharp as always, even with a big, glittery heart sticker stuck on the pocket of his long-sleeved black tee. 

While she resembled some sort of lovesick alien.

Allie sucked in her breath.
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Allie looked like some sort of cute lovesick alien. Too bad the lovesick part was clearly not the truth. At least not toward him, anyway.

Marcus couldn’t bear to think of her with anyone else. Made him want to rip that glittery sticker his sister had slapped on his chest right off of his shirt and tear it to shreds. 

Nothing symbolic there or anything.

He took a deep breath and swirled his too-sweet red punch around in his plastic cup. So what if the woman of his dreams-turned-nightmare would be sitting across from him for the next umpteen hours. It was just a party, he could handle it. It was just Allie.

Right. That was like saying the Sears Tower was sort of  tall. Just as surely as he knew better than to nab a cupcake at the party before his mom gave official permission, he knew not to underestimate Allie’s hold on him.


He watched her in the corner with Hannah, whispering furtively before reluctantly taking a seat in a straight-back chair across the room. She couldn’t get farther away from him if she tried.

And after the lame flirting he’d attempted during her tire change the other night, he couldn’t really blame her. He’d probably given the exact opposite impression he’d been trying to, though on second thought, he wasn’t sure what that even was. The impression that he still cared? That he wanted to be friends?

That he wanted her back?

Loaded questions, and zero answers to be found.

Maybe he should go to Texas for a while.

He half listened as his sister and his mom explained the rules to some silly shower game involving heart-shaped game pieces and score sheets, and kept one eye on Allie as she scribbled on her sheet of paper. Man, he wished he could know what was going on under those bobbing antennae.

Which were ridiculous, but it seemed to make Hannah happy to have everyone in goofy mode. Zach, too, apparently, by the way he grinned as Hannah perched on his knee and tried to cheat off his paper. Maybe silly themes and corny games were the way to go—his wedding showers with Allie hadn’t been nearly this fun or held nearly the same amount of laughter and whispers. Even his parents were getting in on the fun tonight. He looked up to see his mom turned to use his dad’s back as a writing board.


He swallowed and looked away, absently shading in the numbers on his score sheet with a pencil. He’d never admitted this to anyone except Hannah, but he’d always dreamed of having what their parents had. Love that lasted. Love that, like the Bible instructed, never failed. Believed. Endured. His parents’ lives hadn’t been perfect, but they were blessed in many ways. They’d made it so far and were still going strong. He’d envisioned himself and Allie the same way.


Until she stopped their golden anniversary path dead in its tracks before it could even get started.


He eyed his parents as they collected the scorecards, then his sister as she squeezed Zach out of the chair and onto the floor, taking over the recliner. Maybe if his and Allie’s prewedding season had been more lighthearted, Allie wouldn’t have bolted.


If that had even been the problem. She refused to tell him what it’d been, and four months later, he figured asking wasn’t going to reveal anything new. She clearly had reasons for not explaining herself, except maybe for the one scenario that he almost couldn’t bear to imagine—that she just plain didn’t love him and had realized it in time.


He glanced up at Allie’s smiling face as his parents awarded the door prize to the winner, wanting to smile himself at the way her antennae bobbed so freely on her head. And where in the world had she found that sweater? He wouldn’t use that thing to buff a car. Yet even in that ridiculous pattern, she shone. That was Allie.


There wasn’t a cruel bone in her body, and dumping him at the altar because she just didn’t want to get married anymore wasn’t Allie. No one changed that completely, that  fast. No, there had to be a better explanation for what she had done.


The question was, would she ever trust him enough to tell him the truth?

“All right, everyone, we’re pairing up into teams of four for the next game.” Mom clapped her hands to gather the room’s attention. “I’ll number everyone. Ones, gather by the recliner. Twos, you’re over by the far end of the couch . . .” 

Marcus accepted his number and ambled over to his meeting spot.

Near Allie’s straight-back chair.

“Hi.” She offered a grin as wobbly as her headgear, and he wished for the tenth time he hadn’t allowed Hannah to put that sticker on his shirt. Though he really shouldn’t be concerned how silly he looked, considering the entire room looked like a Valentine’s Day crime scene.

“Hey.” He drank her in before remembering to acknowledge the other two people in their group—a red-haired girl he’d seen with Hannah but whose name he couldn’t remember, and one of Zach’s groomsmen, Tyler.

“Here you go. You have ten minutes.” His mom suddenly shoved a giant roll of toilet paper into his hands. “Pick a bride, and make a wedding dress out of the TP.”

“Make a what?” He sounded like the expression on Tyler’s face looked. The girls, however, appeared as if they received such instructions every day. “Did she just say wedding dress?”

Not a trigger for a bad stroll down memory lane there or anything.

“You should definitely be the bride,” Allie adamantly  instructed Redhead, who bobbed her head in agreement. Though who wouldn’t be afraid to argue with the no–nonsense tone in Allie’s voice? Was that sweat forming on her brow? Marcus shook his head. Clearly, the very thought of being in a wedding dress, even of the TP variety, sent her into a mild panic.


Allie talked about the dress her mom wore in her wedding, back when they were planning their own. Something about her entire family wearing it and passing it down through the generations. Wasn’t that a good thing, though?

Sure beat constructing one out of toilet paper.

But she’d said the dress was cursed. At the time he hadn’t thought much of it. He’d been more focused on finishing up Allie’s wedding present—restoring her 1973 Mustang Mach 1. The same car she’d dragged by the hair into his garage that summer—the day he finally realized he didn’t want his sister’s best friend to be her friend anymore.

He wanted her all to himself.

But what if something about that “curse” had actually meant more to Allie than she’d let on? What if her joking around about the tainted outcomes of the other marriages in her family hadn’t been a joke after all?

Judging by the look in her eyes at the moment, her current thoughts weren’t very pleasant.

The dress mattered. He could sense it. Maybe Hannah could find out . . .

No, he couldn’t let her get in the middle. She and Allie were just finding their footing again. He wouldn’t risk their friendship to satisfy his own curiosity.


What would it matter anyway? Knowing wouldn’t change the past. Knowing might even make things worse.


“What do I do with this?” The groomsman in their group looked terrified as he glanced back and forth from the thick white roll in his hands to Redhead, who stood stock-still with her arms stretched out as if waiting to be wrapped.


Marcus’s mom strolled the perimeter of the room, grinning and tapping her watch. “Seven minutes.”


Well, Marcus might not be a dress designer or even a talented seamstress like his mom, but he was an athlete, and that meant one thing—he knew a little something about competition.


“Give me that.” He snatched the toilet paper and began to unroll it several feet at a time. “Here.” He tore some off and handed it to Allie. “You’re in charge of the sleeves.”


She hesitated, then lifted her chin slightly and began to fashion long sleeves for their mutual bride, tucking and folding the edges to make the paper lay flat.


And leaving him to wish he’d been able to see Allie in her own wedding dress that day before she’d left.
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I can’t believe you didn’t tell me it was a coed shower.” Allie tied another pink bow around a white mesh favor bag, snipped the ends with scissors, and set it down on her kitchen table. One down, two hundred to go.


She really wasn’t in the mood for precision work, especially since she’d just gotten off the phone with her aunt and heard yet another lecture about the dress in her closet and the fact that she wasn’t getting any younger and it was “time for her first marriage.” She yanked the ribbon a little tighter than necessary.


Hannah filled another bag with pink foil-covered chocolates. “I didn’t realize you were assuming otherwise. Just because your and Marcus’s wedding showers weren’t done that way doesn’t mean—” 


“I know, I know. It’s my own fault.” Allie set the next bag down and ripped open a piece of chocolate instead. “It was just a little embarrassing.”


“Why?” Hannah frowned.


Allie popped the candy into her mouth and mumbled around it. “Maybe because I looked like some kind of Valentine-obsessed Martian the whole night?” Her blood pressure shot up just remembering how awkward it had been seeing Marcus’s gaze flit across her sweater and headpiece. Not exactly the impression she’d hoped to leave—though why she was still worried about it, she had no idea.


“You looked cute. I know Marcus thought so.” Hannah’s eyes widened, and she suddenly focused a little too hard on the ribbon in her hand.


Allie nudged her leg under the table. “What do you mean?” Oh, she hated the hope in her voice, hated that telltale lilt. Had he said something to Hannah about her?


Hannah set the bag aside and reached for another. “He’s my brother, Allie. I can tell by the way he looked at you all night.”


That wasn’t necessarily a serious indication. More like a fascination with how ridiculous one could look at a theme party.


“If you don’t believe me, bring me your camera.” Hannah stood up, palm stretched out like she expected Allie to pull the thing from her back pocket. “I’ll show you.”


“It’s in my room. But I don’t see how that’s going to prove anything.” Allie led the way down the hall and handed her the small camera.


Hannah perched on the edge of the bed and clicked her way through the most recent pictures. “See? Right there. No, wait, not there. Mom’s hair got in the way.” She clicked another one. “There!” She turned the camera around with a triumphant grin.


Allie took it from her and slowly sank to the bed as she drank in the image. It was a candid group shot Hannah had sneaked of the dress-making competition. In it, Allie knelt in front of their makeshift bride, adjusting the hem of the toilet-paper gown, while Tyler stood back with arms crossed and a nervous furrow in his brow. Marcus hovered next to Allie, holding out a fresh roll of paper, his eyes focused on Allie’s face as she looked up at the bride. But the expression on his face as he gazed down at her radiated light.


“Now are you going to argue?” Hannah hopped off the bed and began pawing through Allie’s closet. The wedding dress on the back of the door swung slightly from its hook. “And can I borrow your red cardigan?”


“Yes.” Allie turned off the camera and stared at the tiny blank screen, trying to figure out why her heart rate couldn’t slow down and if Hannah might actually be right.


And if it changed anything if she was.


“Yes to the arguing? Or the sweater?” Hannah’s hand hovered near the cardigan.


“Both.” Allie stood and tossed her camera on the bed, decision made. “Marcus was probably just excited about winning. You know how he gets about competition.”


“Allie. It was toilet paper. No one beams over toilet paper.” Hannah pulled the cardigan off the hanger and draped it over her arm. She bumped into the dress on her way out of the closet and looked it up and down, nibbling her lower lip. A rush of emotion flickered through her eyes. “Oh wow. What happened here?” She ran her fingers over the rip in the shoulder. “Are you going to fix that tear?”


The Tear. As in, capital T. Hadn’t that been what sent  A February Bride yet another dart of doubt spiraling into place in the bridal room last September? Still, looking at it there—if she had to look at the dress at all—sort of kept her grounded. Like she’d done the right thing. Like that tear could only symbolize their future if she’d marched down the aisle as expected.


Allie drew a shuddered breath. “It ripped on our wedding day.”

Hannah slowly drew her hand back. “Wow.” She glanced at Allie, then at the dress, as if she couldn’t look away. “Let me take it to my mom. She can fix it.”

She reached for the hanger, and Allie barreled into her arm. “No. Wait.”

Hannah froze, eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Why not? Isn’t your family crazy about this dress? I bet your mom freaked out over the tear.”

Actually, Mom didn’t know. Allie had made sure she and Aunt Shelly and Grandma hadn’t seen it in the aftermath of the nonwedding. And after they insisted she keep the thing anyway, it hadn’t been hard to hold back the secret. It wasn’t like they ever came into her closet.

Because if they knew, they’d march straight to the nearest tailor and sew it up tighter than that noose she’d almost slipped around Marcus’s neck.

It needed to stay torn.

“I can’t. I mean, she can’t.” No, especially not Julie—Mrs. Hall. How could she ask her to sew up the dress that had betrayed her son?

“Can’t what?” Hannah folded her arms around the cardigan, hip cocked slightly to the side. “Allie, you’re losing it.” 

“Your mom, I meant. Your mom can’t fix my dress.” Allie reached inside the closet and began to pull Hannah out. “Don’t you see how awkward that would be?”


Hannah made a half-snort, half-hissing sound through her lips as she shook free of Allie’s grip. “Not at all. She’d be happy to. Being a seamstress is her career, you know.” She reached up and pulled the dress free of the door.


Allie grabbed for the gown, letting go of the ripped sleeve just in time to prevent further tearing. She gripped the skirt instead. “Hannah. It’d be rude, like throwing it in her face. Your mom was devastated after I left.”


Hannah rolled in her lip, averting her eyes. “We all were, Allie.”


Silence hung in the room, thick and heavy like the fabric between them. “I’m sorry.”


“Are you ever going to tell me what happened?”


Allie loosened her grip slightly. “I didn’t want to hurt him.”


“So you left him at the altar.” Hannah’s tone filled in any blanks her words left.


“I did what I had to do. Trust me, he’s better off.” Better off than the men who had gotten tangled up with her mom and her aunt over the years, and been carnage in their wake. 


“Better off than marrying the love of his life?” Hannah tugged the dress closer to her. “Listen, I don’t know the whole story, and you don’t have to tell me. I’m your friend no matter what. But let me do this. Let my mom fix this tear. I think it’ll provide closure, actually.”


Closure for who? Mrs. Hall or Allie? If the former, Hannah had a decent point. If the latter, well, fat chance.


Regardless, she had to let go of the dress.


Allie stepped back and reluctantly let the material slip through her fingers.


Hannah pulled the gown closer to her and draped it carefully over her arm on top of the cardigan. “It’ll be in good hands. I promise.”


That might be the problem.
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His little sister might drive him crazy, but unfortunately, she was right. Sometimes. Like about the garage.


Marcus tossed the handheld remote between his hands, wondering if he could actually go through with pushing the button. Allie’s Mustang, the one he’d bought back for her and restored for her wedding present, still sat inside.


It’d taken four months to realize that ignoring something didn’t make it vanish, especially something that weighed roughly four thousand pounds, but the time had come.


He had to deal with the past.


He quickly pushed the small red button, and the door to the detached garage began to creak open. Shadows and sunlight mingled, illuminating the timid dance of dust particles. 


The Mustang waited under a thin black car cover, exactly the way he’d left it. He’d planned for a groomsman to drive it to the church after the ceremony so it would stay a surprise to Allie until the very last minute.


It never even had a chance.


Marcus tossed the garage opener onto the dilapidated bench inside, then gripped one edge of the cover. His dad had come and covered the car a week after the wedding, at  Marcus’s request. Dad had asked about it just once since, and after Marcus’s emotional response, he’d wisely never mentioned it again.


Hesitantly, Marcus began to pull. More dust flew as he maneuvered around the car, peeling back the cloth bit by bit until the entire car was revealed.

It still looked amazing. Some of his best work. He’d replaced the wheels, completely redone the interior, enhanced the suspension, installed a sound system, and added a custom paint job, turning the entire car from a faded green to a shiny black.

Allie had always been one of his biggest champions in the garage. Ever since their first conversation years ago about the beauty and power in restoration, she’d been hooked, always eager to see what he’d transformed next with a few tools and a lot of elbow grease.

But he couldn’t transform everything.

Over the past several days she’d crept back into his thoughts, despite his heavily guarded walls that proved to be no thicker than the car cover. After helping to create that ridiculous wedding dress at the party, he’d wondered if maybe he could learn to be around Allie and still breathe. Look at her without a knot in his stomach. Even enjoy being around her again, as a friend.

He missed her.

But watching her laugh with those crazy antennas on her head, seeing her break into a sudden smile without being able to find out why, watching her shine without being able to embrace that light . . . torture. Like being handed the keys to a brand-new ’Vette and then being told he could just sit  in it in the showroom. He wanted it all with her, wanted to keep the vows he’d memorized and still felt running through his heart every time he caught her eye.


It was all or nothing, and Allie had chosen nothing.

The car had to go.

He couldn’t keep stale reminders of the past in his garage forever. Couldn’t keep stale memories of Allie in his heart forever, either.

Marcus studied the Mustang, ignoring the ache in his chest, and tried to evaluate how much he could sell it for. He wasn’t after profit, but maybe he could break even.

He absently rubbed at a dust smudge on the side-view mirror. After the wedding festivities were over, he’d leave. Take that job opportunity in east Texas and head out. There was no reason to stay. But there might be plenty of reasons to go.

He knocked lightly on the hood of the Mustang, the slight sound echoing through the garage. First he had to rid himself of the car. Then he had to let go.

Completely.
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Maybe she didn’t have to completely let go of Marcus after all. 

Allie ran her favorite blue feather duster over the tableful of ancient vases in her store, careful not to knock over the antique birdcage set up on the end. The more she thought about that picture Hannah had shown her, the more she wondered if she and Marcus could find a new normal. Maybe not the future they’d imagined, but a friendship, at the least. A way to be around each other, perhaps even enjoy each other’s company, for the sake of her connection with Hannah.


And okay, a little bit for her own sake as well. Because if she and Marcus could figure out how to redefine their former relationship into a current friendship, everyone won. She could stop being the bad guy for ditching him, he would finally see that he was better off without her as a wife, his family would feel like her own again, and she and Hannah could stay friends—everything would be as it should.

Or close to it. If she couldn’t have it all with Marcus, something would be better than nothing.

Because right now, having gotten a taste of his presence again, having seen his interactions with family and his smile up close and the way his eyes crinkled in the corners when he laughed . . . it’d be worse torture letting him go again.

She moved away from the table of vases and began to dust an old china cabinet and the collection of porcelain bunnies perched on the bottom shelf. He didn’t hate her, at least. The picture revealed that much, even if it was blurry on everything else. And if he didn’t hate her, then there was a chance for her plan to work. They’d find a way to be friends, stay in each other’s lives.

She missed him.

But it was going to take a gesture. Something to show him that while he might not understand why she did what she did—and he couldn’t, because if she ever told him, he’d surely try to talk her out of it—it wasn’t because she didn’t care about him.

The chime of the bell and a whiff of floral perfume announced Mrs. Hawkins’s presence before the top of her  gray bun appeared over the dresser. Allie peered around the piece of dusty furniture and grinned. “Did you bring me a treasure today?”


Her elderly friend smiled back. “It’s a good one too. Seemed perfect for you.”

Allie came out from behind the dresser. Mrs. Hawkins’s great-nephews, teenagers who had served as her musclemen many times over the years, stood in jeans and slightly rumpled T-shirts beside a long, almost dilapidated piece of wood with back shelves that might have been a workbench at one point. Allie squinted as she set down her duster and moved closer.

Mrs. Hawkins stood back, her hands in the pockets of her elastic-waist plaid skirt, and rocked slightly on her therapeutic shoes. She knew not to interrupt an evaluation, and so did her boys.

Allie ran her hands lightly over the piece. The backing had partially torn away from the bench seat and needed some screws. The wood itself was scuffed and faded, needed sanding at the least, definitely a stain.

She rocked the piece slightly with her hand a few times. The legs still seemed sturdy, which meant at one point it’d been quality craftsmanship. She could fix it up, probably turn a profit without too much effort. Though she was starting to run out of places on the floor to display these bigger pieces.

Unless . . .

She looked harder. It was exactly the style bench Marcus used to compliment, and had always needed in his home garage. She had no idea if he’d ever gotten one, but maybe . . . maybe this was the answer to her dilemma. If she restored the bench and gave it to him as a gift, he’d know they were on  good terms and had a future as friends. That she hadn’t iced him out, that she still cared about him—probably more than she should.


But the bench wouldn’t say all that.

“I’ll take it.” Allie held out her hand to Mrs. Hawkins, and they shook before Allie excitedly turned back to her treasure.

She’d make sure it said just enough.
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Allie was everywhere.




It was like as soon as Marcus decided he couldn’t handle being around her and he should pull back, there she was. They’d managed to go for four months in the same small town without running into each other—he avoided her shop, she avoided his garage and his family’s house, he started attending a different church.


Now she was suddenly at the bank when he stopped to make a business deposit, at the post office when he went with Hannah to buy stamps for Zach’s tool shower invitation mail-out, at the grocery store when he pushed the cart for his mom to buy a ridiculous amount of beef jerky to use as centerpieces for the shower.


He was almost starting to hate tools.


Then one afternoon there she was sitting in his mom’s kitchen assisting Hannah with thank-you notes, surrounded by fresh-baked cookies and smiling at him sweeter than the chocolate chips themselves.


It didn’t help that February had also invaded Beaux Creek, ushering in a plethora of cut-out hearts and lace in store windows and dangling off end-cap displays like nothing he’d ever seen. It almost put Hannah’s party decorations to shame. The entire town had been bitten by the Valentine bug. The reminders of what could have been—should have been—were enough to drive a man insane.


He got in his truck after leaving the grocery store, the radio set to his favorite country station, and flinched at the lyrics to a popular song referencing how mid-February shouldn’t be so scary. He couldn’t agree more—as he quickly changed the dial. To hard rock. Since he hated the genre, at least Allie couldn’t linger there.


If he hadn’t seen Allie so much in town the past few weeks, he’d have been surprised to see her strolling into his garage at work that morning, looking cute in a turquoise sweater and jeans tucked into boots—too cute, in fact, to be parading around in front of his grease-stained, male-minded employees.


“Outside.” His voice was harsher than he meant it to be as he took her arm in his gloved hands and steered her back out the way she had come, careful to stay close behind her to shield her from view. He loved his team of workers but didn’t love the way they were eyeballing and elbowing.


Especially now that they knew Allie was single.


She protested and tried to look at him as he propelled her back toward her car in the nearly empty lot.


They finally stopped near her driver’s side, and he pulled off his work gloves and shoved them into the pockets of his coveralls. He’d been working on engines today in the bay, so  he’d traded the jeans and company polo in for the working gear. Not that he cared how Allie thought he looked.


Though his biceps were definitely more defined in the polo.

“What’s wrong?” She shaded her eyes against the setting sun as she peered up at him.

“Nothing’s wrong.”

“Then what was all that about?” She shifted, attempting to gain her footing in her boots on the gravel ground. He automatically reached to steady her, and the electricity from his touch against her shoulder sparked his hand—and it only had a little to do with winter static. He dropped his grip and stepped back a bit. That was all he needed—a chemistry fire at his garage.

“It was nothing.” He shifted his weight slightly to help block the glare of sunshine for her. “Just . . . nothing.” Yeah, he wasn’t going to explain his desire to protect her still. Not even.

He cleared his throat. “What’s up with you?” In other words, Why are you here?—but he couldn’t be that rude. Not while looking down into those green eyes, almost the same color as her sweater. He suddenly appreciated her turquoise obsession in a new way.

“I wanted your opinion on a gift for Zach.” The chilly February wind lifted her hair as she played with the flower petal charm on her necklace, zipping it around the chain. A nervous habit she’d always had.

“Didn’t he make a registry?” He and Allie had certainly made enough when they were going through the process last year.


“Well, yeah, but with tools I still don’t know the right thing to get, and I want it to be nice.” Allie let go of her necklace and grinned. “I know what tools to use to restore furniture, but not to repair a toilet or any other random household issue.”


Marcus loved his soon-to-be brother-in-law, but Zach wouldn’t have a clue either. The poor guy would have to call a plumber regardless of how many tools sat in his barn.


“Just get something in your price range. If it’s on his list, it’s something he’ll appreciate.”


How many showers were these guys going to have, anyway? He didn’t remember having that many with Allie; then again, he’d been distracted during that entire season. He’d been more invested in the marriage coming afterward than in registering for silverware and oven mitts.


He’d trade all his tools for Allie in a heartbeat. That is, he would have—he needed to remember to keep that sentiment in the past tense.


“Maybe you could come with me.” Her tone pitched slightly higher. With nerves? Hope? “Or we could go in together and get something really nice, if you haven’t bought anything yet.”


He hadn’t, but that wasn’t the point.


He crossed his arms, using the excuse of a motorcycle roaring down the side street to turn slightly away from her as he tried to steel himself against her request. She left him. She bailed.


And now she was asking him to be her hero with a toolbox? 


No. He couldn’t do it.


He understood playing nice for the sake of his sister’s  wedding, but if he kept giving in to Allie’s requests for help, he’d be back to square one on the misery scale. The flat tire he couldn’t avoid, not without being a jerk. He’d have helped anyone in that situation.


But this he could avoid.

He couldn’t let her do that to his heart again.

“I’m really busy here at the garage.” He gestured behind him to the car business that ran like a well-oiled machine itself.

Allie followed his gaze, confusion and doubt highlighting her eyes. “Lunch break?”

“I’m on a special project.” He kept his jaw tight, gaze averted. If he looked her in the eyes now, he’d cave. Take her to the hardware store in a dang limousine and probably buy flowers along the way.

Not happening.

She pulled open her car door, and the key chime dinged. “I see.”

He risked a glance and regretted it. Hurt had replaced the confusion in her eyes, and he struggled to stand his ground. She didn’t really see at all, but she needed to.

Because after this whole shindig was over, he was going to find out how fast his car could go from zero to sixty across the Texas border.
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Maybe she shouldn’t have gone.

Allie strolled the main aisle of the hardware store, staring at hammers and screwdrivers and various pouches of nails as  if they might hold the answer to Marcus’s sudden attitude change. What had shifted? It was probably a little gutsy of her to show up at his work, especially considering that the last time she’d done so, she’d been bringing him lunch the week before their wedding.


But still. She’d been sure after the coed party and that picture of him looking at her that way that he’d be on board with the attempt at friendship. Didn’t he feel the same way she did, wanting to make things civil? Why else would he be so lighthearted during the faux-wedding-dress game, enough for it to have been captured on camera? Why else would he have been so sweet about changing her tire and so friendly every time he ran into her in town these past few weeks? She’d thought they were on the same page, but now he was acting really distant. Almost rude.

They had to figure this out.

Allie glanced again at the registry list she’d printed out, absently scanning through the price column until she found a number she could handle. She was going to finish the workbench for Marcus regardless. He deserved it. She’d already sanded and stained the piece, and secured the back to the bench. Now she was just waiting to give it a second coat of stain, and it’d be ready to give to him. Maybe after that he’d see how she felt, understand what she meant.

Or maybe she’d misread the entire thing. And was now going to have to try to sell a restored workbench.

She picked up an electric drill, then put it down again. The bench still didn’t feel quite finished. It needed a message, a signature or a quote or a picture engraved. Something that  meant something to Marcus specifically and would remind him of her—in a positive way.


So what positively said, I still love you, even though I left you at the altar, and trust me, you’re better off avoiding my curse, but I do care about you regardless?

She groaned and flipped to the next page of the printout. Maybe this was a bad idea. One of many, the first being the antennae headband. Or no, the first being agreeing to wear her mother’s stupid dress in the first place. She didn’t believe in curses, not really—not in the New Orleans voodoo sense or anything. But she believed what the Bible said about generational sins, and she knew that her baggage weighed heavily on her shoulders. She didn’t want to transfer that to Marcus, not when he’d come from such perfection. How could he carry that and not resent her later? Not regret the entire marriage? It was too much, even for someone as good as gold like Marcus.

He deserved better than what she and her family had to offer. Better than a cursed future and a cursed dress and a wife destined to repeat history.

The figures on the page before her blurred as her eyelids welled with tears, and she blinked rapidly to clear them, swiping one finger under her eye and taking a deep breath.

“Hey, no crying on the registry.” A familiar voice broke through the noise in her head, and Marcus’s hands tugged the stapled papers from her grasp.

Allie sniffed and wiped her eyes again before forcing a smile, taking in his jeans and company polo shirt, and the way the fit hugged his muscles. Great, now not only was she  a lovesick Martian, she was an emotional one with raccoon eyes from smeared mascara.


But he’d come.

And that just made her want to cry all over again.

She drew a ragged breath, trying to push back the emotion. It was just a hardware store. None of that changed the way he’d acted at his garage. “What are you—” 

“Doing here?” Marcus tapped the page she’d just been looking at, and his gaze said a whole lot more than his words. Her breath caught in her throat at the apology in his eyes. “Shopping for a tool shower. You?”

“Same, ironically.” She snorted back a laugh. He’d always been able to diffuse a tense situation.

Too bad he hadn’t been in the bridal room with her last September.

“Then why don’t we go in together on the drill?” His eyes softened. “Sound good?”

Yes. Too good. This team thing was going to mess with her head. But she managed a nod and a real smile, and he tugged the drill box off the shelf, tucking it under one arm as he handed her back the list.

She followed him to the checkout line, hovering near his elbow and trying to drink in his citrus cologne without his noticing. As long as this new “same team” effort only messed with her head, and not his.

He’d hurt enough already, but her pain quota would, rightly so, never be full.
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Marcus sat on the couch and eyed the blue-striped gift box that held a card touting his and Allie’s names. Together.


As it should have been, except nothing was as it should have been. He sat on one end of the sofa in Zach’s mother’s living room, while Allie sat in an armchair too many feet to his left. She should have been perched on his knee so he could run his fingers through the ends of her hair while she laughed at the small talk and awkward ice-breaker games everyone played when blending families tried to get to know each other. She should have been offering him the last bite of that artichoke-and-cheese quiche thing she’d eaten half of and hadn’t finished, should have been using him as her cup holder while she touched up her lipstick. All those couple things he’d taken for granted when they were together.


Now, watching her swing one jean-clad crossed leg absently in that chair, her high-heeled shoe dangling from her toes,  sitting much too far away, he just wanted to ask if he could hold something for her. Hand her her purse. Refill her soda. 


If any of his employees ever talked like that, he’d smack them. Yet here he was, moony over the woman he should be closer to despising than loving.

He knew he shouldn’t have gone in on that gift with her. But when he’d shown up at the store on an errand for work, half hoping she’d already be gone and half hoping he’d run into her, he’d caved. Melted, like that tear that he saw dripping down her cheek as she stared hopelessly at the registry list.

She hadn’t been crying over the list. He knew Allie well enough to know that much. She’d been upset over something else, and he couldn’t shake the thought it might have been over the way he’d acted at the garage. She might have ditched him at the altar, but for whatever reason, she was now trying to be nice. Not flirty, but sweet. Sincere. Genuine.

Just Allie.

Which was almost worse.

Flirty he could fend off. He could guard against that, could see through it and know it was a game or an angle he didn’t want anything to do with.

But when she was just herself, her old self, the Allie he could recognize a mile away, well . . . his wall crumbled faster than those darn cookies she’d made the other day with Hannah. And he started doing ridiculous things without his wall, like offering to pay for half of electric drills and picking out gift wrap at the hardware store counter.

“Time for a game!” Zach’s mom suddenly stood up from the fireplace hearth, the same manic gleam in her eye that  his own mother had displayed before announcing the toilet-paper dress competition.


Marcus stood as well and made a beeline for the kitchen with his trash. He’d be sure to take his time throwing it all away so he’d miss whatever crazy concoction they’d come up with next. And if anyone said anything about a Valentine, well, he might have to find a hammer from the gift basket on the table and put himself out of his misery. At least the wedding was in a few days, and all of this madness would finally end.

He dumped his plate and cup in the trash, then turned and nearly collided with Allie.

“Sorry.” They both spoke at the same time.

“My fault.” He took the plate from her hand, noting the still unfinished quiche, and tossed everything into the garbage.

“What, you’re not in a hurry to play the game?” Her eyes twinkled as she pulled her cell from her pocket and laid it on the counter. “Sounds like they’re having fun.” Behind her, loud laughter rang from the swinging doors that led to the living room, where, judging by the instructions he’d heard on his way out, the guests were playing some kind of purse scavenger hunt.

He leaned back against the kitchen counter, scooting her cell to the side to brace his hands on the tile. “Don’t have a purse. I’m safe.”

“The men are the ones having to find the items in their dates’ purses.”

Ah. Well, that wasn’t awkward. Especially since, by the looks of the room earlier, he and Allie were the only ones  older than sixteen who had come without an official significant other.


Some days the knife just kept twisting.

Allie shifted closer, leaning one hip against the counter beside him. The low light above the kitchen sink shone against her hair, pulled halfway up with a clip the way he’d always loved. She wore the same dark dress she’d worn a few weeks ago at the engagement party, the night they’d first seen each other again. She wore it well.

Talk about knives.

“I’m sorry if I shouldn’t have come by your garage.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, but the hum of the refrigerator and the rush of the heater in the vents above them would have kept the conversation private, even if the noise from the party room didn’t.

They were alone. Too alone.

His arm drew nearer to hers on the counter, as if pulled by a magnet, and he shifted toward her to answer. “It wasn’t a problem.” Well, a little bit of one. But that wasn’t her fault. She didn’t know what he’d resolved.

Same resolve that was currently slipping away like oil through a filter.

“Felt like a problem.” Now she was whispering and edging closer to him too.

His heart thundered against his button-down, and somehow his fingers grazed hers on the countertop. Like moths to a flame. “I’m sorry if I was rude. You’re not ever a problem, Allie.” He was the problem, clearly, if she’d left him for no reason.

A reason she might have currently forgotten, as now her  eyes were dipping from his own to his lips.


No. He couldn’t. He pulled in a tight breath and she mirrored the action, her gaze still darting back and forth, a dozen questions mingling inside. The same questions that his heart shouted, had shouted for months now, demanding answers.

Demanding action.

He cupped her face in his palm and kissed her.
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Allie returned Marcus’s kiss, her lips mingling with his in a dance they’d performed countless times, yet somehow it felt brand-new. She rose slightly on tiptoe and pressed in closer, his hand warm against her face. His free arm came around her waist and fit snugly as ever.

A knot of hope and dread tangled in her stomach. Hope that they had a chance, dread that they didn’t. Hope that she’d been wrong about Marcus’s feelings toward her, dread that now she’d ruined any chance of friendship they could have had after all.

Yet even with the tug-of-war in her heart, she couldn’t bear to pull away.

Marcus’s hand against her face slid into her hair, and her fingers found the collar of his shirt as he deepened the kiss. A rush of old and not-so-old memories poured over her, triggering a tidal wave of regret. But it was quickly drowned out by reality.

And the sound of the kitchen door squeaking open.

Allie pulled away at the same time that Marcus slammed  back against the counter, his hands thumping against the sides. The sound startled Allie, but her surprise was nothing compared to the shocked expression on Hannah’s face.


“Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” The grin that spread across her cheeks made her seem a whole lot less than sorry. “I just noticed you guys had disappeared, and we’re about to start opening gifts.”

“Of course. We’re coming.” Allie coughed, reaching up to wipe her lips, then catching herself just in time. “I mean, I’m coming.” She didn’t know what Marcus was doing. Or what she was doing, for that matter.

She really just wanted to do it again.

“Be right there.” Marcus shot his sister a pointed look, and her smug-kitty grin only deepened before she slipped back into the party. Allie’s heart stuttered. She’d so be hearing about this later.

The door swung shut behind her, once again engulfing them in the solitude of the kitchen. She turned to Marcus, wishing she could read inside his head before having to speak. 

“Allie, I—”

“Marcus, we—”

They both stopped, and tried again.

“We can’t—” 

“I really—” 

“Wait.” Allie held up both hands. “We can’t what? Your turn.”

He hesitated, bracing both arms against the tiled countertop. “We can’t . . . this. That.” He gestured between them. “That was . . . well, it was. And it can’t be.”

Sort of how she felt, except . . . no, it was the opposite. Oh, she knew better, her head agreed tenfold, but her heart . . . it had somehow missed the logic memo and was still wrapped up in the warmth of Marcus’s arms.


She started to fan her face, then caught herself. “I agree.” How could she not? In the face of rejection. Rejection she deserved, sure, but he’d just kissed her and then told her he couldn’t do it again. She swallowed, hoping her expression didn’t betray her thundering nerves. “It’s not a good idea.”


“Right. A bad idea.” Marcus’s eyes searched hers, as if seeking a different response, but that wasn’t fair. What was she supposed to do, beg him to change his mind? He hadn’t begged her after she left the church or in the days to follow. He was the one making the call this time. Not her.


But the rush of familiarity between them and the built-up emotion of the past few weeks loosened her tongue and her resolve. “But maybe . . .”


No, he was right. It was a bad idea. She’d been trying to find a way for them to be friends, and somehow they’d ended up making out in Zach’s kitchen. Clearly their physical connection was alive and well—no surprise there—but the curse was still the curse.


“Maybe what?” His breath hitched visibly in his chest, and she fought the urge to press her hand against his heart. She’d loved doing that when they were together, feeling the beat of it beneath her palm, listening to his whispered promises about whom it beat for.


“Maybe . . .” No, she couldn’t think straight. Nothing had changed.


But maybe it had. Maybe she’d been wrong about it all. What if she and Marcus really could create their own life and  leave all her curses behind? Leave the dress behind, her family behind, and start over on their own, as they’d always wanted.


What if—what if—it was possible?

Her cell lit up in a silent ring on the countertop. Her mother’s number.

“You take it.” Marcus squeezed her hand before he eased away, the unspoken understanding that they weren’t finished yet lingering in his wake. “I’ll see you in there.”

Yes. Yes he would.

Allie scooped up her cell. Impeccable timing on her mother’s part, as always.

“Hi, Mom.” She turned away from the kitchen light and pinched the bridge of her nose, fighting the headache that always seemed to spring up right along with her mom’s voice. “What’s up? I’m at Hannah and Zach’s party.” Kissing my exfiancé. Her face heated, and she cast a glance over her shoulder to make sure Marcus had left.

Gone.

Not that she really blamed him. She didn’t want to be around her mother, even via cell phone, either.

“Another party we weren’t invited to?” Her mother’s voice barreled through the reception, and Allie yanked the phone an inch away from her ear. “That’s what, three now?” Confusion filled her voice more than shock, which wasn’t at all surprising. For all her mother’s coldhearted calculations, she never was big on getting a hint.

“Mom, just because you know Hannah as my friend doesn’t mean you’re invited to every event they have.”

She’d explained this once before, a week ago, actually, when her grandmother had started griping about all the things  she’d done for Hannah over the course of their friendship. Eventually Allie figured she’d stop being shocked over her family’s naïveté. Did they really have no idea how people perceived them? How obnoxious they were at social events? How offensive they were by throwing around their opinions, and how obvious they were about scouting for a new man at every public outing?


“Well, being invited to one of them might have been nice.” Her mom sniffed, and Allie fought the urge to roll her eyes.

“What do you need, Mom? I’m supposed to be writing down the gifts Hannah and Zach open.” She assumed so, anyway, since she’d done it at the previous showers, but even so she just wanted to get off the phone. Wanted to figure out what she’d tell Marcus. Wanted to process his kiss.

Or had she kissed him first?

Now she couldn’t even remember.

“I just wanted to ask you about the dress.” Her mom’s tone turned borderline cajoling, a surefire sign Allie wouldn’t like what was coming next.

She braced one arm against her stomach. “What about it?” She couldn’t turn off the warning in her voice, not that her mother would heed it.

“I need to borrow it for a while.”

Oh no. “What do you mean?”

There was an expectant pause. “I’m getting married.”

Of course. Allie’s stomach clenched. “Congratulations.” The word came out more monotone than she meant. Or maybe not monotone enough. “So you want to use the dress again.”

“Well, it’s not like you need it right now.”


That one sank in deep. Allie briefly closed her eyes. “They’re opening the gifts now. I’ve got to go.”


“Just get the dress to me in two weeks or sooner. I’ll make sure you get an invitation, dear.”


Yes, because she definitely couldn’t miss this one.


Allie mumbled good-bye and clicked the power button on her phone, squeezing the small contraption until her hand ached as much as her heart. They’d never learn. Not any of them. They were living, generational proof that some curses couldn’t be broken. That some destinies were meant to happen, and all you could control was who you took down with you.


She straightened with a sigh and marched determinedly toward the living room, her previously soaring heart now as heavy as that workbench she’d spent days restoring.


She refused to take Marcus down with her.
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He’d kissed her.
 

And he’d do it again, given the chance. 


Marcus couldn’t contain his whistle as he climbed out of his truck in the dimly lit church parking lot, ignoring the uncomfortable pinch of his dress shoes, not even minding that tomorrow evening during the actual wedding he’d be stuck in a full suit for hours on end as an usher. None of that mattered.


He’d kissed Allie.


And she’d kissed him back.


The purple twilight around him only heightened the expectant pulse in the chilly February air. Tonight would be good, maybe life-changing good. He could feel it.


“Hey, Marcus! Wait up!”


He slowed to a stop outside the sanctuary doors, turning as Zach jogged toward him in a pair of dress pants and a button-down—not his usual look. He shoved his glasses  further up on his nose, out of breath as Hannah hurried up behind him.


Zach slowed to a stop. “I just heard from one of my groomsmen, my buddy from college. He isn’t going to be able to make it to the wedding.”

Marcus frowned, though the news didn’t do much to dampen his elation. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

Hannah pointed at him from behind Zach with a grin. “In other words, brother, you just got promoted.”

“Me? What?” He looked from Hannah to Zach and back again, his elation slowly leaking out. Uh oh. This wasn’t what he’d meant by expectant pulse. “Which guy is it, exactly?” But he already knew. The only one coming from out of town was—

“The best man.” The words rolled matter-of-factly off Hannah’s tongue, and Marcus did a classic double take.

“The best what?” If that were true, he’d be walking down the aisle with Allie—the maid of honor.

Which should have been matron of honor by now.

His stomach pitched a little, sort of like the time he’d been in a rear-end collision. He could see it coming, could feel the panic squeezing his chest, but the brakes just weren’t working quickly enough.

Hannah clapped his shoulder and squeezed. “Best man, silly. You’ll be great—you’ve had practice.”

“Thanks for the reminder, little sis.” He shot her a warning glare, and she brushed him off with a flippant wave of her hand.

“You’ll be fine.” She grabbed his arm and tugged him toward the sanctuary doors. He paused, shrugging out of her grip as reality sucker-punched him in the gut.


This was the first time he’d entered this church since that fateful day last September. Now he’d be standing there in a wedding not his own—with Allie ironically on his arm.


They’d never been able to finish the conversation they’d left hanging at the tool shower a few days ago. When Allie finished her phone call, she’d gone straight to the notebook Hannah had set aside for her and begun scribbling down names and gifts as the presents were methodically opened. After the party, she’d stayed to help with the cleanup. There was no reason for him to stay without looking suspicious, since his offer to help around the house was quickly dismissed by Zach’s mother.


Thanks to Hannah and their mom, who always had one more errand for him to run, the next forty-eight hours had been a blur of work and wedding prep. He’d been hoping for a repeat of that kiss, despite their mutual agreement that it couldn’t happen. But more than that, he just hoped Allie didn’t think he was avoiding her.


Though come to think of it, he hadn’t run into her again out and about, and she hadn’t texted him. Or called.


Speaking of . . . her car pulled into the lot behind them, and Allie got out, the hem of her long dress fluttering against her legs. She looked beautiful, but when did she not?


“I’ll meet you inside.” He nudged his sister along, determined to tell Allie the news about the change in the wedding lineup himself. She deserved to be warned, because he had a feeling walking back into that same church might be even weirder for her than for him.


He started toward her, and she offered a half smile that didn’t meet her eyes as she shoved her keys into her purse. “Hi.”
 
Something was definitely wrong. She probably thought he’d been avoiding discussing that kiss. He ran his hand over his jaw, eager to use the right words to put her mind at ease. “Allie, I didn’t—” 


The spinning of gravel drowned out his apology. A blue four-door sedan pulled into the spot near Allie, and her face drained of color as the driver’s door popped open.

“No.” The word escaped and lingered on her lips, morphing into a half groan. He turned just as the backseat doors flew open. Several pairs of legs in panty hose slid out of the car, and he winced at the panic crossing Allie’s face.

Her family.

Then a look of horror replaced the panic as a tall, thin man slid out of the passenger side.
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Allie marched slowly beside Marcus down the carpeted aisle to the front of the church, her shaking hand tucked inside his elbow. Hearing about his upgrade to best man hadn’t exactly done much to calm the nerves that had been shot at the sight of her family cruising into the parking lot like invited guests—including her mother’s new fiancé. How dare they?
  


Nor did it help the quiver in her legs as the reality of entering the church she’d once sprinted out of hit her full force.

Couldn’t Hannah have chosen a different venue?

Not to mention that this church aisle was clearly about three football fields long. Her palm grew slick against Marcus’s sleeve, and she briefly clenched her hand into a fist. They’d  been walking this aisle forever, and each step just intensified how awkward the entire ordeal was. The former bride and groom, strolling casually toward the altar as maid of honor and substitute best man. Who would have thought?


God definitely had a sense of humor.

Her shoe caught in the thick carpet and she pitched forward, straightening as Marcus’s strong hand gripped her tighter.

Marcus deposited her on the top step with a brief squeeze of her arm, and she listened as the wedding coordinator stopped to instruct the sound man in the balcony when to press play for the unity candle song.

But all she could really hear was the not-so-whispered conversation going on between her mom, her aunt Shelly, and her grandmother, who all perched on the first pew of the bride’s section like it was already tomorrow evening and time for the wedding—which they also weren’t invited to.

Allie shifted the pretend bouquet Hannah had made them out of rolled-up newspapers, wishing she could hide her face behind it, and shot a glance at Marcus. If he hadn’t changed his mind about her already since their kiss, he surely would now. Who crashed a rehearsal? Her family’s true colors were bleeding all over the place.

His gaze appeared riveted to her family, all three women sitting there with legs crossed, feet bouncing, ashy blond or gray hair piled on top of their heads, smug smiles highlighting their intent—they were going to hit up the rehearsal dinner. If free food was involved, her aunt was all over it. And they were just tacky enough to do it, not caring about decorum or embarrassing Allie in the least.


“Allie! Don’t forget my dress.” Her mom pointed at her as if they were the only ones in the room, not concerned that she was interrupting a ceremony taking place. “Two weeks, remember?” She patted the arm of the man at her side, who smiled and waved as if he had no idea he’d just joined the circus.


Mrs. Hall shot a concerned look between the two of them as the pastor began instructing Hannah and Zach on where they’d stand during the ceremony. She focused on Allie once again and mouthed, “Are you okay?”


Okay was pretty relative at the moment. Maybe even rhetorical. Allie forced a nod, her face burning, as mortification, razor sharp, swelled inside her. First the confusing back-and-forth with Marcus and his roller-coaster reactions, then her inner debate over the workbench. Then the phone call and wedding announcement from her mom, the kiss with Marcus that was completely left hanging in midair, and now her family crashing her best friend’s rehearsal—inside the same church where she and Marcus had nearly wed.


She eyed him across the steps from her, and he caught her eye and winked.


Her stomach flipped. He still thought she meant what she’d started to say before her mom’s phone call interrupted them in the kitchen. He had his hopes up again, just as she’d feared. Dreaded. Wished for.


She squeezed her newspaper bouquet with clammy fingers. She’d wanted Marcus to hope. Wanted to plant that seed of expectation and possibility in his heart after the kiss. Why? Why would she do that when she knew deep down it couldn’t happen?


That nothing had changed, and never would.


Because clearly, she was just like her mom. And her aunt. Taking advantage of men, using them for her own purposes, her own pleasure, her own means of beefing up her self-esteem. It would only be a matter of time before she tossed them—tossed Marcus—aside in the same way they did, moving on to the next victim when the last didn’t fully satisfy.


She looked back at Marcus, who seemed transfixed on the ceremony before him, and her heart cracked.


Some things couldn’t be restored.


Not Marcus. Not her engagement or her family.


Definitely not her heart.


She couldn’t breathe.


Allie pressed her hand against her stomach as the church closed in on her, until all she could hear was the snort of laughter from Husband #27 coming from the front row near her mom and the stage-whispered criticisms from her aunt and grandmother over every carefully handcrafted decoration in the church. This was her life. She didn’t belong with Marcus and Mrs. Hall. With Hannah and Zach and the purity and love shining in their eyes.


She was part of the circus too. Bound to it by chains of blood and DNA and whispers of memories that never fully left her alone. She was crazy to think she had a chance of escape.


Marcus caught her eye, and the suffocating feeling intensified. Losing him again after their glimpse of reconciliation would be a hundred times worse than the first time. He’d never understand, and this time he’d hate her. How could she have been so selfish, giving him hope with that kiss?


His brow furrowed in concern as her face heated, and she swayed on the stairs. The ceiling dipped and panic gripped her in a vise. She had to get out of there or risk fainting in front of everyone.


Marcus took a step toward her, but the pastor’s microphone squealed a protest. He tapped it with a grin. “And then at this point in the ceremony I’ll say, ‘Zach, you may kiss your bride.’ ”


The wedding party raised their arms and cheered as Zach blew a kiss to Hannah. Allie’s mom planted a smack on her soon-to-be husband’s cheek. Mr. Hall dipped Mrs. Hall into a backward kiss.


And Allie hitched up her dress and bolted down the aisle. 




[image: 8.jpg] 



Funny how history had a way of repeating itself.


Once again Marcus stood in front of Beaux Creek’s only pawn shop, his and Allie’s wedding rings clenched in his hand—except this time he was determined to actually go inside.


Because this time he’d actually seen Allie run away from him in full Technicolor instead of only imagining it. This time was different.


This time he was done.


The morning sun screamed a contradiction to his mood as he pushed open the door, the dusty scent of unmoved merchandise and cheap cologne slapping him in the face. He nodded a curt greeting to the owner behind the counter. Bert nodded back as he paged through a fishing magazine. “Have a look around,” he said in a monotone. “Let me know if I can help.”


Marcus thanked him, though help from anyone at this point seemed impossible. He hesitated at the counter, taking in the selection of jewelry beneath the smudged glass. Could he really add his and Allie’s rings to that random collection of gold, white gold, and sterling silver?


Yes. Because he couldn’t get the image of Allie dashing down the aisle last night out of his head. Why did she think running away was the answer to everything? So what if her family embarrassed her? Yeah, they were pretty bad, he wouldn’t lie. And being surrounded by a crowd of people kissing, in the very church they were supposed to have gotten married in, had to be emotionally draining for her. He knew, because he’d felt it too.


But they could have been one of those kissing couples. They were one of them, just days before in Zach’s kitchen. What had happened?


She’d reappeared, like a ghost from Christmas past, at the rehearsal dinner, face stoic and eyes averted, dutifully serving his sister as maid of honor yet clearly a thousand miles away in her head. She didn’t want to be there.


All he’d ever wanted was to be by Allie’s side—and she kept running away.


From him.


He might still be in love, but he wasn’t stupid.


“Here.” He slapped the rings on the counter with a clink, trying to ignore the ache deep in his chest. “How much for these?”


Bert grunted and squinted over the top of his magazine, eyed Marcus with suspicion, then went for his magnifying glass.


He looked up in surprise.


Marcus nodded. “I know, man. They’re real.” All too real. And too useless. He swallowed and gripped the edge of the counter with his fingers. “How much?”


Bert named a figure well under what the rings had cost, but Marcus nodded without argument. “Sold.”


No more looking back.


Allie had chosen.
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Red eyeliner was never appropriate for a wedding.


Unfortunately, Allie’s makeup-free face boasted exactly that very look.


She rubbed at the bags under her eyes and stared dejectedly into the bathroom mirror, adjusting the tie on her fuzzy turquoise robe. Accusations screamed back at her teary, rumpled morning reflection. Heartbreaker. User. Hypocrite. 


She could only imagine what Marcus must think of her right now, bolting from the church—again—and ignoring his panicked texts and phone calls the rest of the evening. She wasn’t sure what was worse—the incessant phone calls and message chimes, or the silence that hovered when they stopped.


She was more than a little ashamed of herself.


Maybe she’d taken the coward’s way out by running.


But in running, she’d saved Marcus from another near-mistake. She wouldn’t have been able to reject him to his face. Not after that kiss, not after the connection they’d resurrected.
 
Not after feeling those few moments of hope.


At least she’d left one final message, something she’d never gotten the chance to do last time. Maybe it would help—or make things incredibly worse.


Guess she’d find out.

The doorbell rang, and her heart jerked in a violent twist. If it was Marcus, she wouldn’t open the door. Not only because of her disheveled appearance, but because if he looked at her with anything other than pure anger in his eyes, she’d melt like a cherry Popsicle.

She peered through the peephole, her heart sinking in an odd mixture of relief and disappointment. Not Marcus.

It was his mother.

What was Mrs. Hall doing here when Hannah’s wedding was that very night? She should be getting ready or puttering around the church with last-minute preparations. Allie would be doing the same, as soon as she figured out how to get her makeup to cover the consequences of crying all night long.

She took a deep breath and pulled open the door. “Julie—I mean, Mrs. Hall.”

“It’s still Julie.” Marcus’s mom bustled inside, as if she knew Allie might close the door at any minute. A garment bag was draped over one arm. “I’ve brought your dress.”

An even stronger wave of shame and embarrassment washed over Allie. “I didn’t want Hannah to ask you to do that. It didn’t seem right. But . . . thank you.” She reached for the bag, but Julie held it out of reach.

“First things first.” She pointed toward the living room, and Allie followed willingly, like a child desperately needing instruction. Something about Julie’s take-charge yet kind demeanor was like chicken soup to her sick heart. “Sit.”

Allie sat.


Julie perched on the edge of the couch, two cushions away, close enough to talk intimately but not so close that Allie felt pressured to run again. “Now I’m going to talk, and I want you to listen. Not apologize. Not explain yourself. Just listen.”


She began to unzip the garment bag, and Allie braced herself to see the dress that always tore up her insides. At least the rip would be fixed now, and she could give the dress to her mother as expected and avoid that pending headache.


But the dress Julie pulled from the bag wasn’t the Andrews’ family wedding dress.


“What is that?” Allie leaned closer, then drew back as reality sank in. It was her dress. Completely remade.


Horror began a slow creep up her chest. Her mother was going to kill her. Actually, there’d be a line to kill her, starting with her grandmother, who treated that gown like some sort of ancient family heirloom. It was an ancient family heirloom.


Ancient family curse, too, but she was clearly the only one who cared.


“I took some liberties.”


Julie held her hand to stop the words she probably assumed were about to flow out of Allie, but there was no danger of that. Allie couldn’t speak if she tried. Her tongue felt glued to the roof of her mouth.


“But I felt like it had to be done.” She paused, as if gathering her thoughts, and Allie couldn’t tear her eyes away from the material that used to be what she considered one of the ugliest dresses in the history of wedding dresses.


This gown, this shorter, stylish, tailored gown, was nothing short of a masterpiece.


It looked exactly like her. Right down to the thin straps and the turquoise sash knotted around the waist.


“Allie, I’ve been a mother a long time.” Julie reached across the couch and took Allie’s hand in hers, her manicured fingers cool, yet her touch warm all at once. Exactly like a mom’s should be. Allie squeezed back as if clutching a lifeline. “And I’ve watched you around my son. You love him. You never stopped.”


Tears—how could she possibly have any left?—pressed behind Allie’s eyes, setting off another headache pounding in her temples. She fought to draw a ragged breath as she nodded her confirmation.


“So I’ve been trying to figure out what went wrong last fall, since clearly you still have the same feelings for Marcus you’ve always had.” Julie hesitated, the silence illuminated only by the ticking of the antique wall clock.


Twin tears dripped into Allie’s lap as she waited for the slice of the guillotine.


“You’re believing lies, Allie.” Julie took her chin and demanded her gaze. “And it’s time to stop.”


“What lies?” Silly question. If she could plug in her brain, she could hit Print and let Julie and the rest of the world just see for themselves. Except the thoughts didn’t feel like lies. They looked a lot like truth. Like a bunch of unnecessary baggage for someone like Marcus to carry.


“You are not defined by your family, sweet girl. You’re not destined to repeat their mistakes.” Julie leaned closer, her gaze serious. “But you’re making your own because of trying so hard to avoid theirs.”


Now that sounded like truth, and pricked like it too. Was she guilty of that? Had Allie somehow, in trying so desperately to avoid being like her family, done the exact same thing? Pushed men away in order to avoid getting hurt? In this case, she’d pushed Marcus away to prevent hurting him. 


Same premise. Same consequences. Same end result.


Heartache.


Before Allie could fully process the possibility, Julie picked up the dress and draped it over the back of the couch between them. “You and Marcus have always had something special in common. You both like to restore things.”


Allie thought of the message she’d left on Marcus’s porch, and grief knotted in her stomach. She nodded through the tears. He’d been the one to convince her to believe in her gift and open her own shop, while she’d been the one always propped beside him and an open hood, fascinated by his ability to turn uselessness into value.


“Instead of furniture and cars, why not make your next project something more worthwhile?” Julie fingered the short hem of the remade dress, then smoothed the silky sash. “There’s beauty in everything, Allie. There’s a time to tear and a time to mend.”


Allie risked a glance fully into her almost mother-in-law’s eyes, and read for herself the love and acceptance inside. If Julie could forgive and forget the hurt Allie had caused their entire family—twice—was there a chance Marcus could do the same?


Was it even fair to ask?


Doubts tickled her conscience, and her hope wavered. She ran her hands lightly over the dress, then stood up, pulling it off the couch and holding it up against her body. It would  fit perfectly, she could already tell. The hem fell just to her knees, though it dipped longer in the back. The once-lacy sleeves had been cut into thin straps that would highlight her collarbone and narrow shoulders, while the waist tapered into the low-slung turquoise sash. Modern, with a classic flare.


Exactly the kind of dress she would have chosen for herself.

Exactly the kind of dress she would love for Marcus to see her in.

And exactly the kind of dress that could allow her to be a new creation, once and for all. Maybe she could do it—redeem the dress. Redeem her relationship with Marcus.

Redeem herself.

“Don’t be afraid to mend, Allie. Don’t be afraid to heal.” Julie smiled, as if sensing the direction of her thoughts. “I think it’s time. Don’t you?”

Allie began to tug the dress off the hanger in response, a faint image of hope urging her on.

And a brief vision of the look on Marcus’s face when he realized that this time she wasn’t running anywhere.
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Marcus should have felt lighter without the weight of those two gold bands in his pocket, but an anvil sat on his chest and refused to budge. He turned off his truck, shot a glance at the garage hiding the car he’d labored over so painstakingly, and trudged toward the porch.

A tall, polished wooden workbench sat in front of his door.


He blinked, then ran his hand over the sturdy shelves. The entire piece was beautiful, down to the carved details on the back and the sleekness of the legs. Where had it come from? He needed one, for sure, but this wasn’t the kind of bench to stick in a garage. This was more like a keepsake.


A closer look revealed deep scuffing under the stain, hinting at a long history of prior use. The screws on the back of the bench attaching the shelves were new. A lot of effort had gone into this restoration.


And he only knew one person with a touch like that.


The same person whose handwriting adorned the front of a white envelope resting under a rock on the shiny restored seat.


Anticipation and dread warring for placement in his heart, Marcus sank slowly to the bench and opened the envelope, pulling out several pieces of paper lined with Allie’s familiar scrawl.

	




Marcus,


Hannah said you were considering moving to Texas. I wouldn’t really blame you, because some days I’d escape me too, if I could. Like last night. I know what my running out of the church must have done to you, but I couldn’t seem to get my heart and my feet on the same page. I’m sorry I hurt you. Again. 


But in hurting you, I’m only trying to save you. Save you from ending up worse, later, with me. You know my family, you know where I come from. Who I am. You’re better off, Marcus. Please believe me. It has nothing to do with you, and everything to do with me.


I wanted you to have this bench, this reminder that there’s a lot of good that can come from old. A lot of use that can come from worn. That’s what Mrs. Hawkins told me when she brought this bench into the store, nearly falling apart in her nephews’ hands.


I wish restoring the past were as simple as restoring this bench. If it were, I’d buy stock in stain and sandpaper and give it all I had. But I’m afraid some things weren’t meant to be mended.


Sort of like my family’s wedding dress, the one I’m so grateful you never saw me in. It was awful, for so many reasons, most of them having nothing to do with vanity at all, but rather, with what that ridiculous gown represented. Decades of failed marriages. Broken promises.


When I found a rip in the sleeve in the bridal room before our ceremony started, it was like a sign, a symbol urging me to tear myself away for your own good.


I’ve never been good at mending lace.


And all I can do now is ask for your forgiveness and wish you the best. Because you’re a treasure, Marcus.


And you deserve the same.


Love always,


Allie 






Marcus folded the papers, then turned them over and over in his hand. A treasure. Did Allie have no idea how he saw her? Had he failed that miserably as a friend, a boyfriend, a fiancé, over the past several years, that she was clueless to her own value? A value that had nothing to do with family trees and genealogy and cursed dresses.


Rather, a value that shone because of who she was. Her experiences and family, crazy as they were, had shaped her into the woman she was.


The woman he loved.


A swell of hope shoved the anvil off his heart, and he  stood, pocketing the letter and grabbing for his keys. Allie might have burned him twice, but it’d take three times before he’d learn his lesson. Maybe four. It didn’t matter.


He checked his watch, then quickened his pace toward his truck. He had about six hours until the wedding—four, really, until he needed to be at the church for pictures.

He’d have to hurry. He shot a glance at the garage and made a quick detour. First to the garage.

Then to the pawn shop.
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Allie adjusted the turquoise tie on her dress for the tenth time as she paced outside the bridal suite, waiting for Hannah to finish talking to her father in private. She’d called her friend on the way to the church several hours prior for pictures and received permission to execute her crazy plan. She hadn’t wanted to steal the show on her friend’s big day, but Hannah was so excited that she didn’t mind in the least.

Allie wore her bridesmaid gown for the group pictures, then donned her new wedding dress with shaky hands, determined to be proactive for once in her life.

At least if she ran this time, she wouldn’t have to hike up the hem.

No, no running. For the first time in a long time, peace flooded her heart. She had to try. Marcus deserved her best, and while the flutters in her stomach had yet to be convinced that her plan had even a chance of working, she remained determined to stick it out.


“It’s time.” Hannah and her father walked out of the bridal suite, and a chorus of nerves burst into anthem in Allie’s heart. It was time. Now or never.


She really, really didn’t want it to be never.


She gripped her friend’s hand. “You look amazing.”


“So do you.” Hannah leaned in close as she adjusted her bouquet and grinned. “You ready?”


“Let’s do this.” They slapped a high five, and Allie went to join the processional line in front of Hannah and her dad.


Julie, who had been keeping Marcus at bay all afternoon with bogus tasks, darted around the corner of the long hallway and shot a thumbs-up sign to Allie.


Go time.


Her stomach flipped. She was crazy. What if this didn’t even work? What if he couldn’t forgive her?


What if he ran?


She joined the end of the line in the foyer outside the double doors of the church and waited for Marcus to file in beside her, looking heart-stoppingly amazing in his tuxedo. He slipped into place as the music started inside and the elderly family members began to be escorted into the church.


“Finally. I’ve been trying to talk to you all afternoon. I wanted to tell you thank you—” He stopped and did a double take. “Did you change your dress after the pictures?”


“Yes.” Her voice came out barely above a whisper, so not what she had practiced. But it was hard to concentrate with that white collar setting off his brown eyes, and the way his hair curled slightly over the sides of it.


“It’s beautiful.” His gaze flickered over her dress, then back to her eyes.


Suddenly the hallway felt much too crowded.


She pulled Marcus a few feet away, ignoring the look she could feel Hannah shooting her from the far side of the processional line. The music changed to Pachelbel’s Canon in D. She only had a few minutes to get Marcus’s answer.


“Thank you for the bench. And the letter.” Marcus reached out and cupped her arm, grazing his fingers from her elbow to her hand. His touch sent shock waves of electricity up her arm, but did he mean to? Or was he just being friendly?


“You’re welcome, but you deserve a better explanation than that.” She swallowed and gathered her nerve. She could do this, had to do this. Marcus was worth it. And she wasn’t the old Allie anymore. She wasn’t a victim. She wasn’t trapped in an old life.


She was a new creation. Just like her dress.


Just like she and Marcus could be, if she could just get the words out without crying.


The music surged onward, and her heart rate tripled. The speech she’d planned, all the careful words she’d written that afternoon, fled her memory, and all she could blurt out was the deepest desire of her heart. “Marry me, Marcus.” 


His eyes widened. With shock? Grief? Regret? Hope? She couldn’t tell.


But it was almost their turn down the aisle, and she didn’t know if her February wedding had a groom.


“I’m a mess, and so is my family. I don’t know what’s going to change, or if I’ll ever really get over everything I’ve believed  all my life.” Allie hesitated, wringing her fingers together, wishing she had more eloquent words to express her heart. “But I want to try. You make me want to try.” She reached for him, then stopped, as she still had no idea what was going on behind his piercing gaze. “I just know that when I saw what your mom did to this dress, saw how it could be restored and made new, I had hope—real hope—that maybe we could be too.” She tugged at her sash, self-conscious. “So . . . will you? Marry me?”


Marcus shook his head, and her heart fell into her high-heeled shoes.

“I understand.”

Who had she been kidding? Of course it couldn’t be that easy. After all she’d put him through . . . yet now they had to walk down the aisle together as if nothing was wrong. As if her bleeding heart wasn’t leaving a trail right down her dress. As if her future hadn’t just been knocked away by a wrecking ball once again.

“I can’t say yes, because I have my own question.” Marcus took her hands and knelt before her. “Will you marry me?” 

Gladness bubbled from deep inside, seeping out through the edges and bursting free in a joyous laugh like she hadn’t experienced in years. “Yes. Yes!”

Canon in D swelled as Marcus stood, and she pressed her lips against his to seal the promise. His arms locked against her waist, and her head spun as he lifted her slightly off the ground. She was home.

She was with family.

“There’s just one more detail to that question I asked you.” She nudged him in the side with her elbow, giddiness  filling her spirit. He was going to freak out. “It’s only good for today. A double wedding.”


They didn’t have a marriage license, of course, but the ceremony would seal their commitment, and they could take care of the legalities as soon as the courthouse opened back up.

“What? Today?” Marcus feigned what was clearly pretend shock before he grinned. “Let me show you something.” He pulled her a few more feet toward the outside doors, and bumped one open with his hip. Then he tugged her to his side and wrapped his arms around her from behind. “See anything familiar?”

No. She looked away, confused about why he wasn’t more surprised, and why she was staring at a parking lot.

Then, yes. A Mustang. A 1973 Mach 1, if she wasn’t mistaken, parked under the awning at the side of the reception hall. Was that—

She blinked, then swallowed, then blinked again, pulling slowly out of Marcus’s arms to get a closer view. “Is that my car? I thought you sold it.” She couldn’t believe it—though yes, on second thought, she could. Typical Marcus.

And the turquoise racing stripe down the front was all her. 

“Anything can be restored, Allie.” Marcus brushed escaped tendrils of hair back from her cheeks, leaning in close to steal another kiss. His voice drifted to a lazy whisper. “A time to tear . . .”

“And a time to mend.”

She wasn’t afraid of mending anymore. Or tearing. Because a little bit of both just made her that much stronger. 

Made love that much stronger.


They kissed again as the music inside the sanctuary changed to the traditional wedding march.


“I believe that’s our cue.” Marcus held out his arm, and she fit her hand neatly into his elbow. In front of them, Hannah shot a wink and a grin as she marched down the aisle beside her father.


Then it was their turn.


Allie’s stomach twisted as rows and rows of heads turned to stare at the second bride walking down the aisle. But her feet remained firmly in place, routed forward to the altar, and her arm remained tucked safely into Marcus’s. She wasn’t running anywhere.


Except straight into her very own February wedding.






[image: di.jpg]



1. Allie took a Biblical truth about generational cursing and applied it to her life in a defeated way, rather than seeking to use her faith in God to break the destructive cycle in her family. Have you ever misunderstood or misapplied a Biblical truth in your life? What was the result?


2. Marcus was torn about accepting the job offer in Texas after his breakup with Allie because he wasn’t ready for that official Next Step, that final nail in the coffin. Have you ever hesitated to move on after a life change for fear of the unknown? What did you decide and what was the consequence?


3. Allie and Marcus both loved each other unconditionally, yet in trying to do what was best for the other, ended up pushing each other away. Have you ever pushed away someone in your life whom you loved for good reason? Was the result beneficial or heartbreaking? What did you learn from the experience?


4. Hannah’s wedding plans and parties threw Allie and Marcus together many times. Do you think those painful reminders of their own wedding season helped bring Allie and Marcus back together or caused more drama between them? Why?


5. Restoring old things and making them new is something both Marcus and Allie are naturally drawn to. How was this symbolic to their love story?


6. Hannah and Allie’s friendship survived a significant road bump after Allie left Hannah’s brother at the altar. Have you ever had a friend forgive you or show you grace after a hard decision or mistake? What did that teach you about the friendship? Have you ever had to show grace to a friend in a similar manner?


7. Allie and Marcus both desired to give the other a significant gift to remind them of their feelings for each other. Have you ever used a gift to show someone your love or care for them? What did you give and what was their response?




AN EXCERPT FROM A December Bride 


Layla O’Reilly squeezed into a corner of the bustling kitchen of Cappy’s Pizzeria and leaned into the receiver.


“No, no, no. You cannot cancel on me now. The wedding’s in five hours. Five hours, Cooper.” She wound the spiral cord around her fist, a sweat breaking out on her forehead.


“Layla, I—”


“Don’t even tell me you have to work. I asked you over a month ago. You said you got the night off.”


“If you’d just let me talk. I have strep, Layla. I’m contagious. I have to be on an antibiotic for at least twenty-four hours before—” 



“I’ll risk it.” She didn’t care if he had malaria. She was going to this wedding, and she was going with a date. Nothing said, See, I’ve moved on, like an attractive man draped on your arm.


“I feel like trash. I have a 102-degree fever and barbed wire in my throat.”


Layla took a deep breath, the familiar aromas of garlic  and oregano filling her nose. She couldn’t believe this was happening. “Now that you mention it, you don’t sound so good.”


“I’m sorry,” he said. “I know tonight’s a big deal.”

She closed her eyes. “It’s not your fault. The strep or the wedding.” She banged the receiver against her temple once, twice, three times. “I’ll bring you chicken soup tomorrow.”

“My sister’s already on it; don’t worry about it. What are you going to do about tonight?”

“I don’t know.”

“Just don’t go. You don’t need them.”

“My whole family will be there.”

“This isn’t about your family, and you know it,” he said. “This is about you having something to prove.”

She knotted her fist around the cord. Nothing stung as long and hard as betrayal. “Shut it, Cooper.”

“You know I’m right.”

Olivia passed with a tray, nodding her head toward the back. Layla followed the direction of her nod. Cappy’s bald head gleamed under the kitchen lights. He gave Layla a pointed look.

“I have to go. I’m in the middle of lunch rush.”

She took two orders, working on automatic as her mind filtered through the possibilities. She had to find someone and quick. On her break she made a few calls. No luck.

Think, Layla.

She tidied her long brown ponytail before exiting the break room. She had two-and-a-half more hours of work, one hour to get ready, and a half-hour drive to Louisville. Feeling desperate, she scanned Cappy’s. The new busboy,  David, wasn’t bad looking, and he was always smiling at her. She hadn’t encouraged him because he was four years younger, but no one would know. Besides, desperate times and all that.


A few minutes later she walked away from David even more depressed. He was scheduled till closing. Worse, her invitation had encouraged him.

“You okay?” Olivia asked as she passed.

“Yeah, fine.”

“Well, order’s up for table four, and a family was just seated at five.”

“Thanks.” Layla grabbed the order from the heat lamp—a personal Whole Shebang—and headed toward four, her mind in overdrive.

She was tableside before she saw him. Seth Murphy recognized her at the same time. He pocketed his iPhone without taking his blue eyes off her.

“Layla,” he said in that deep voice of his.

She tipped her chin up, set the pizza down, and didn’t bother serving the first slice. “Murphy.”

What was he doing here? At her station? Not that he had any way of knowing that. “Don’t you have a wedding to be at?” She clamped her lips shut before anything else leaked out.

He checked his watch, a casual number with a big face and lots of dials. “Few hours.” He opened his mouth again, then wisely shut it.

She spun around to table five before he could ask her the same. She felt Murphy’s eyes on her back as she took the order, making heat flood the back of her neck. She didn’t  run into him much—didn’t exactly travel in the same circles. But when she did, it was awkward. No one knew better than Murphy how badly Jack had hurt her. And no one, save Jack and Jessica, was more responsible.


She brought table five their drinks and delivered the bill to a couple squeezed into one side of a two-seater booth. She briefly considered ignoring Murphy’s empty glass, but her conscience kicked in.

A minute later she set down a fresh Mountain Dew and ripped the bill from the tab. Normally she didn’t leave it this early, but Murphy wasn’t her normal customer. It was hard to be close to him again. To stay angry at him.

“Can I get you anything else?”

He leaned back against the red vinyl booth. The light from the overhead pendant washed over his features in a flattering way. He’d always reminded her of Ryan Gosling, especially when he wasn’t wearing that infernal Murphy’s Hardware cap.

He opened his mouth and shut it again. She was so tired of being tiptoed around. By him. By everyone.

She pulled herself to her full five-feet-six and tossed her ponytail over her shoulder. “Go ahead.”

He blinked. “What?”

“Go ahead and ask.”

His gaze dropped to the half-eaten slice on his plate. He hadn’t shaved yet. The five o’clock shadow only made him more handsome. “Layla . . .”

“Yes, I’m going to the wedding. Yes, I’m over him. And yes, I’m happy for my cousin. That about cover it?”

His eyes drifted to hers again. It was all she could do to  hold his gaze. He had a way of looking at her that made her feel like he was seeing all the way inside. She hadn’t seen that gaze since the summer they painted sets at the community theater. She’d liked it then. Now, not so much.


“I’m glad,” he said. “You deserve . . .” He struggled to fill in the blank.

She didn’t need his take on that anyway. She slapped the bill facedown. “Have a nice afternoon, Murphy.”

Her heart was beating too fast as she spun away. Her legs trembled as she made her way to the kitchen. If seeing Murphy had this effect, what would tonight be like? Seeing Jack and Jessica exchanging vows, kissing, dancing?

She didn’t have time to worry about her feelings. She still needed a date, and the clock was ticking. She’d exhausted her contact list. She scanned the restaurant again as she carried out an order. A group of guys she didn’t know had gathered around the pool table in the back room. Married couples and families filled the restaurant. She scanned the kitchen again. Three males. David, Cappy, and a man old enough to be her grandfather.

Come on, God, a little help here.

Her eyes fell on Murphy as she set down a medium pepperoni at the next table and began serving slices.

No. Absolutely not. For reasons too numerous to mention. 

She gave a mechanical smile to the couple and went for more refills. Maybe he was single. And yes, attractive. But he was also a friend of Jack’s. She was surprised he wasn’t in the wedding, but then Jessica had probably insisted that Jack choose her brothers.

She looked out the tinted window to the snowy landscape. Fat snowflakes drifted to the white carpet. It was beautiful, she had to admit. Perfect day for a winter wedding. If things had gone differently, it might have been her day.


A loud slurp drew her eyes to Murphy’s table. He set his empty cup down and took another bite of his pizza.


Fine. One more refill.


A minute later she set the drink on Murphy’s table and turned to go.


“Layla . . .” He touched her arm. “Wait.”


His touch sent a jolt of something through her. His fingers still rested lightly there. She turned, raising her brows. 


“Do you . . . need a ride? To the wedding? The roads are getting bad.”


She stared into his eyes. He had a way of catching her completely off guard. Always had. Even back when they’d been friends, back before she and Jack had gotten together. 


“I mean—you probably have a date . . .”


“I did. Two hours ago. Cooper came down with strep.”


He scratched his neck. “I’m going alone, so . . .”


“Oh.”


Was this the answer? Was God sending her the most unlikely of lifelines?


And the real question: was she really that desperate?


Sadly, she knew the answer to that one.


“So,” he said.


She shifted her weight. “Yeah, thanks. A ride would be great.”


Something flickered in his eyes, but it was gone before she could guess what it was.


“Pick you up at five-thirty?”


“Sure.” Layla turned away before she could reconsider. Before she could wonder why her knees were knocking too hard to hold her upright.


Showing up at her ex-fiancé’s wedding with Murphy was infinitely better than showing up alone. Wasn’t it?
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The story continues in A December Bride by Denise Hunter . . . 
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