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  Chapter One - Emma


My feet are killing me. 
I broke in these heels weeks ago, walking all over the house and even vacuuming in them. But after eight hours of standing, my feet are aching.
The pain is worth it though, as I watch Nolan spin Lila around on the dance floor. The new Mr. and Mrs. Parker giggle as they move through their first dance as husband and wife.
A fresh pain emerges, thrust through my ribcage and into my heart. Tears spring to my eyes and I quickly look away from the happy couple.
Not that it helps. I can still hear the song they chose. With a frustrated groan, I drop my head on the table and cover my ears with my hands. It does nothing to block the sweet melody from penetrating my brain.
You know every high and every low,
My love for you can only grow.
You are my hope, my strength, my life.
On this day I become your wife.
Our future is blessed by the One above,
Abounding in peace and perfect love.
When will that be me? Is it wrong to wish to be a woman in love? All I want is my own happily ever after. Don't get me wrong, Lila's my best friend and I'm thrilled for her. Nolan makes her happy. He's a good man, and he's perfect for her. But sitting here, in a cornflower blue bridesmaid dress and a topknot that's starting to give me a headache, I can't stop the jealousy bubbling to the surface.
As I bemoan my pathetic love life, Jenna Braden plunks down in the vacant seat beside me. "What's wrong?" she asks, adjusting the straps of her own bridesmaid dress.
"Nothing's wrong," I say as I hastily take a sip of my wine.
Jenna purses her lips. "How long have I known you, Emma? I can tell when something's bothering you, so spill."
Sometimes good friends are the worst. They know you too well. Still, I'm immensely grateful that God brought Jenna into my life. And Lila and Cora and Tara and Kayla. We're more than friends – we're sisters in everything but blood.
Which is why I prefer to protect them from my negativity.
"I don't want to bring down the mood," I say.
"Your wistful face already did that," Jenna says honestly. Her eyes flit to the dance floor as Nolan dips Lila in a choreographed finale. "If you don't want Lila coming over here and worrying, you better tell me what's going on."
The room bursts into applause. Lila blushes and Nolan grins as he leads her back to their sweetheart table. Just before they resume their seats, she wraps a hand around his wrist and pulls him down for a quick kiss.
My heart clenches. I take a deep breath and slowly exhale out the bitterness rising inside me. When will I have what Lila has?
Jenna watches me patiently as I compose myself. While I appreciate her patience, I know we have little time before our friends swarm the table for dinner. One downside to being maid-of-honor is that I'm assigned to a table with some of the other bridesmaids, who just so happen to be my best friends and who just so happen to be dating some of the groomsmen.
Thankfully, the bridal party's size allows us to be spread out over two tables. As Tara Coulson and Kieran Harper canoodle at the other table, Jenna and I have the opportunity to be alone for the time being.
(It also means that I'm not assigned to the same table as the best man. Between the rehearsal last night and the ceremony this afternoon, I've seen enough of Ethan Carter lately. The universe played a sick joke when it made my ex-boyfriend Nolan's best friend.)
"Seeing you with Colton, and Kayla with Martin, and Cora with Hayden, and Tara with Kieran, everyone paired up and celebrating at Lila's wedding, it just has me feeling a little left out," I admit.
"Have we made you feel like a third wheel?" Jenna asks, concern etched on her face. "We didn't mean to."
"No, no, no, nothing like that," I say quickly. My issues are my issues, and I never want my friends to feel guilty for being happy. "It's not you guys. It's me. I'm jealous. You all found love, and I'm starting to doubt it will ever happen to me."
Jenna reaches over and pats my arm, her numerous bracelets jangling. "Of course it will happen to you. You're amazing! Any man would be lucky to love you."
"I appreciate the pep talk, but I think I missed my shot back in high school," I say forlornly.
"There are more fish in the sea than Ethan Carter," Jenna says.
And we're back to Ethan. Great. Just great.
Colton Miller chooses this moment to take his seat beside Jenna, passing her a glass of wine he snagged at the bar. Jenna's brother, Martin Braden, and his girlfriend Kayla Ziegler, also join us, leaving open the chair across from me.
"Where's Agnes?" Kayla asks, craning her neck to look around the ballroom for Lila's beloved aunt and the remaining assignee at our table.
Lila isn't the only one who loves Agnes. Agnes is practically family to all of us, especially me. I spend my summers helping her around The Barn, the bed-and-breakfast she runs here in Hollow Bridge. We grew close after Lila left for Chicago immediately following high school graduation. Lila was all the family Agnes had left, and Agnes doted on her niece. We both took Lila's leaving pretty hard. It brought us closer together, not in the same way they are bonded, but as close friends.
I would go so far as to say that I consider Agnes family and she views me as a pseudo-niece. Not that I filled in the Lila-shaped hole in her heart (nor did I want to) but I claimed a little piece of Agnes's love. Even after Lila returned to Hollow Bridge, I continued working at The Barn whenever I wasn't teaching, and Agnes continued providing me with love and wisdom.
"Last I saw, she was practically beating Mr. Henderson away with a stick," Colton says.
We all turn to Colton in disbelief.
"What is Mr. Henderson doing here?" Jenna practically screeches.
"And why is he flirting with poor Agnes?" I demand.
Colton frowns, glancing at each of us. "I know he doesn't have the best reputation, but he's actually not an evil man."
"We never said he was evil," Jenna corrects. "We have only ever said he is rude. The rudest. No one is as horribly rude as Mr. Henderson. Didn't you hear the tone he used with me at the café last week?"
"Well, you did get his order wrong," Colton says.
Martin wisely chooses that moment to busy himself with his napkin and avoid eye contact with his sister. Kayla gasps and I grab Jenna by the shoulder to keep her in her chair.
Jenna narrows her eyes. "Whose side are you on?"
"Your side, always," Colton says as he leans over and kisses her cheek. "I just think you should give Mr. Henderson a chance to prove he's not a horrible human being. And give Agnes a chance to decide for herself if she wants anything to do with him, instead of flying off the handle in her defense when she doesn't actually need defending."
Okay, fair point. Agnes can absolutely take care of herself. But that's not going to stop any of us from being overprotective. Agnes isn't just a mother-figure to me and Lila. All of us look to her for maternal love of some sort.
Speaking of, I should call my mother tomorrow. We haven't talked this week. Finding time to connect has been challenging since she and Dad retired to Florida. They're busier now than they ever were in Indiana. I suppose sunny days at the beach or mornings on the golf course will do that to one's schedule.
The waiter brings our salads, putting an end to conversations about Agnes and Mr. Henderson, at least for now. We don't even bring it up when Agnes finally joins us. Jenna raises an eyebrow as Agnes hurriedly slips into her seat, eyes bright and a satisfied smile on her lips.
Dinner passes uneventfully, though it takes a while for everyone to be served. That happens when you invite basically the entire town to your wedding. Thank goodness Lila and Nolan had us give speeches at the rehearsal dinner instead of the reception. I'll take talking in front of a room of twenty hyperactive third graders over talking in front of a room of two hundred tipsy adults any day. 
As we finish our entrées, the room begins buzzing with anticipation. Soon enough, Lila and Nolan return to the dancefloor, opening it up to everyone. Kayla and Martin join them, and even Agnes takes to the floor with Mr. Henderson.
Before Colton can ask Jenna to dance, her eyes bulge at something behind me. I start to twist around in my chair, but she hauls me forward, her iron-grip immobilizing me.
"Get me another glass of wine, would you, babe?" she asks Colton.
He nods and leaves us alone at the table.
Jenna rounds on me. "Ethan has been staring at you all evening."
He has? Why? Is something wrong with my dress? Or my hair? Is he realizing what a mistake he made dumping me all those years ago? What if he has realized it? Does he want to get back together with me? Do I want to get back together with him?
"Emma, are you with me?" Jenna asks as she gives me a little shake.
Right, focus, Jenna is talking to me. About Ethan. And how he apparently can't take his eyes off me.
"I don't care about Ethan Carter," I say, attempting to be nonchalant.
Jenna snorts. "You're a terrible liar. Look, I wasn't here when you two dated and broke up. But I do know that in all the years I've known you, and from what I've heard from Agnes and Lila, you haven't dated much in the past fifteen years. I'm guessing that's because of Ethan."
Talk about a callout post. I simply came to this wedding to have a good time and I'm now feeling attacked. Not that Jenna hasn't hit the nail on the head. Yes, I haven't dated much. I tell everyone it's because Hollow Bridge is a small town and there aren't a lot of options, but the truth is…
The truth is, Ethan Carter messed me up.
I put on a smile every day, and I'm naturally a pretty positive person, but when it comes to my love life, I'm as pessimistic as they come. And it's all Ethan's fault.
"So, the way I see it is this," Jenna continues, oblivious to my inner monologue. "Either he did such a number on you that you're terrified of getting your heart broken again and you avoid dating so you don't take that risk, or you're still in love with him. Which is it?"
Your Honor, I plead the fifth. I don't want to answer this question, let alone think about it.
That's when the universe decides to drop the boom.
A shadow falls across the table as someone walks up beside me and Jenna. I glance up and nearly fall out of my chair.
Ethan Carter stands mere inches away from me, hand outstretched. "May I have this dance?"
My palms start sweating and my heart beats like a jackrabbit. What do I do? Gulping, I look at Jenna, but she merely smirks and rises from the table, mumbling something about finding Colton and a glass of wine.
Traitor.
I'm left alone with Ethan, who looks far too handsome in his black suit. What is it about a man in a suit that makes me weak in
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