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Chapter One

 


Stephanie stood before the mirror and her
reflection smiled back at her. Her imagination inserted a figure
from her past beside her reflection. Strong hands, broad shoulders,
and a chest so muscular it would not be out of place naked in a
commercial. She peered at his face—he was even more handsome as a
man than he had been as a seventeen-year-old guy from her past. Her
eyes turned back to her own reflection as the man’s faded from
sight, lost to the longing fantasies that her imagination had
brought forth.

The plum-colored satin gown hugged every
curve, revealing her shapely figure, the swell of her breasts, and
plump, rounded butt. Her best friend and co-worker, Clarissa,
approached from behind and embraced her in a sisterly hug.
Stephanie grinned at the reflection of the bride behind her. She
couldn’t believe Clarissa was finally marrying her twin brother,
Stuart.

“Looking good, Steph. You’re a beautiful
maid of honor.”

Steph spun away from the mirror and perused
Clarissa in her wedding dress. The lady was gorgeous “I pale beside
you. Stuart’s one lucky boy. No one will come close to outshining
you on your big day.”

Clarissa twirled, her arms outstretched, as
she showed off the beautiful floor-length wedding gown. The skirt
flared around her ankles as she turned. Steph laughed at her friend
before lifting the bridal veil from the bed and securing it to her
carefully styled hair. The other bridesmaids readied themselves,
while soft conversation mixed with the sipping of champagne filled
the room.

Stephanie reflected as she watched Clarissa,
She’d always been there for both Stuart and her since they’d met.
She was thrilled with the fact that she was about to have her best
friend also become her sister-in-law. She was also secretly a
little jealous. Stu and Clarissa were so much in love.

“Did you guys find an emergency best man
yet?” Steph sat on the bed to slip on her shoes. Stu’s best man had
been in a motorbike accident and as such couldn’t stand with Stu.
They’d been scrambling to find a replacement

Clarissa sighed. “One of my cousins.” She
checked the set of the veil in the mirror. “He flew in last night.
You and Stu know him”

“Who?” Steph asked, her curiosity piqued.
Clarissa checked her hair and make-up in the mirror one last time
before her hand darted out to pick up a glass of champagne. She
brought it to her lips and sipped. A perfect red lipstick mark
remained behind on the clear champagne flute when she lowered the
glass from her lips. Clarissa fanned herself with her hands. “Oh,
that went right to my head.” She either forgot what Steph had said
or was ignoring the question.

Steph noted Clarissa’s slightly flushed
appearance. “That’s enough bubbly for you, my girl.” She extricated
the glass from her friend’s hand. “You don’t want to stagger up the
aisle and puke on the minister.”

“Oh, my God, that would be so embarrassing.”
She giggled and reached for the glass in Steph’s hand. “One more
sip?”

Steph held the glass high, out of Clarissa’s
reach, and shook her head. “Nope, not one more drop. You’ve already
downed half a bottle. You need to eat something to soak up the
booze and help you sober up a little. Or, I can get coffee, and we
all know how that will turn out.”

Jen, one of the other bridesmaids moved
closer, placed a hand on Clarissa’s shoulder and fixed Steph with
her gaze. “Hell, no. No coffee for Clarissa. It’s bad enough she’s
tipsy, we don’t want her carrying on like a hyperactive monkey,
too!”

Steph chuckled and shook her head before
downing Clarissa’s prized bubbly with one almighty gulp. Very
ladylike. Not.

Clarissa pouted at the sight of the
vanishing champagne. “Hey! My bubbly.”

“My bubbly.” Steph grinned, as the
tingle of the champagne washed through her. “The car and your
parents can’t be too far off, we need to finish getting
ready.”

A loud knock interrupted the girls’
chattering. Jen opened the door and Clarissa’s father entered. He
was indeed a handsome sight suited up in his tuxedo.

“Baby girl.” He smiled as he leaned in and
kissed his daughter’s cheek. “You look beautiful, my darling.”

Steph watched as Clarissa hugged and kissed
her father. Inside her chest, her heart hammered painfully as her
thoughts drifted. This was something she would never experience—her
father walking her down the aisle to be married. He had been killed
in a trucking accident a few years before. Through the ordeal,
Steph and Stuart had found Clarissa’s shoulder there to cry on and
Clarissa and Stuart’s friendship had deepened to love, and now,
they were ready to become husband and wife. Steph’s smile wavered
as she watched with tear-filled eyes while her best friend and her
father embraced.

Beside her, Jen noticed and wrapped a
comforting arm around her shoulder. “You okay?” She squeezed tight
before relenting.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine. Thinking about my dad.
I need to stop tearing up or I’ll ruin Dani’s awesome hard work,
she’s actually made me look passable. Mascara tracks and panda eyes
will not be a good look.”

Jen shoved at Steph’s shoulder. “Shut up,
you look beautiful even without makeup.”

“I wish.” Steph laughed. “You have no idea
how long it takes me to even look remotely human!”

Jen winked. “Not long at all. I wish I could
look as inhuman without spending hours in front of the mirror,
plucking and primping.”

“Bitch.” Steph chuckled.

“Lucky cow.” Jen countered with a smirk.

Clarissa’s mother burst into the room like a
tornado of organization. She clapped her hands as she scanned the
room, checking everyone was ready. “Okay, girls, the cars are
here.” She was stunning in her dress with a slipper orchid pinned
to the front of it. Most of what made up the girls’ bouquets was
from the bride’s parents’ greenhouses and gardens. Beautiful
orchids and roses melded perfectly together. Steph suspected
Clarissa’s father had lovingly hand-picked each and every flower
and her mother had spent most of the night before arranging
them.

They were all hustled from the hotel room
and downstairs to the cars. The photographer snapped pictures of
the parents of the bride, the bride, and some of the bride with her
maid of honor and bridesmaids. They then piled into one of the
vintage Ford Model Ts in a flurry of skirts and a cloud of
hairspray and perfume.

The first car containing
the bridesmaids pulled into traffic and started the journey to the
church. Clarissa and her father would be following shortly in
another car. The girls chatted animatedly, but Steph, deep in
thought, stared out of the window as the world sped by. She
wondered if she would ever find Mr.
Right, instead of Mr. Do me right now in the nightclub bathroom and I’ll
drunkenly promise to call you tomorrow, but you’ll never hear from
me again. She was no longer interested in
someone like that. Too many times in the past, she’d been literally
and figuratively screwed and woken up in some cheap and sleazy
motel room to do the walk of shame back home the next morning. She
was fed up.

She wanted something like her brother and
Clarissa had found. Although she knew a relationship like theirs
wasn’t out of reach, she had no idea who in her life she could
reach for in order to have it.

The cars turned the corner and she noted the
crowd outside the church waiting for the bride to arrive. The
driver pulled up behind the first car and assisted the girls out.
Steph hurried to Clarissa and helped settle her dress for her walk
down the aisle to the man of her dreams.

She gazed at her best friend. “Ready?”

Clarissa smiled and nodded as she finished
fluffing her dress.

“You still haven’t told me who you guys got
to replace Joey yet,” Steph said with a smirk.

Clarissa’s father took his place at her
side. He smiled back at her, lifting her hand to his lips to give
her a sweet, fatherly kiss.

Clarissa and her father started toward the
door of the church. As they moved away, Clarissa turned her head
and threw over her shoulder. “The best man, my cousin? It’s
Kyle.”

“Kyle? As in Stu and my childhood friend,
Kyle?”

“Yep.”

“You’re kidding me.”

“Nope.” Clarissa smirked.

Steph’s belly flip flopped
and her legs threatened to fail her. Kyle, her dearest, most
beloved friend whom she’d become estranged from because, well, life
got in the way, plus he’d all but disappeared from her life when he
was seventeen. How was she going to make it through the day with
him so close yet so out of reach? Her mind swept back through the
years that Kyle had been gone from her life. Empty, lonely years
that had left her yearning for a chance to tell him exactly how she
felt about him. His departure from their town had been sudden. No
goodbye, no explanation and no contact details so she could chase
him up to ask that burning question—why?

Clarissa never mentioned the fact that
Steph’s childhood best friend, and secret love, was a relative. In
fact, there were hardly any of Clarissa’s relatives, apart from her
immediate family, that Steph knew of.

She felt clammy, faint, and nervous as all
hell. Her heart pounded as her nerves sparked like electricity. She
felt a sudden need for another glass of champagne—or something
stronger—as the church doors opened. The bridal party readied to
walk down the aisle.
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