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To the friends who won’t let me shatter

 






One

 


“Zip me up?” Gina asked, coming out of the dressing
room in her maid-of-honor dress.

Roger dropped his cell phone beside her
purse and stepped up behind her. “Can you believe Sabella’s
getting married, and we don’t even have dates to the wedding?”

She shot him a chiding look over her
shoulder. “Sabella deserves her happily ever after.” And being
date-free suited Gina just fine.

Roger tugged the zipper up then resettled
her hair. “I know! She does. But, seriously. Us? Stag at her
wedding?” He plopped back onto the plush cream bench across from
the angled trio of mirrors. “Unacceptable!”

“Ever the drama queen.” Gina stepped onto
the raised ivory platform to assess the alterations, trying not to
look too hard at her reflection.

Roger actually stuck his tongue out at
her.

“Weddings are supposed to be great for
meeting people,” she reminded, turning toward him.

“Easy for you to say, Miss ‘I can pick up
any man I want without even crooking a finger.’”

Gina shrugged the sudden tension from her
shoulders. The last thing she wanted was to be tied to another man.
“There are worse fates than a trip to Sonoma for a wedding, Rodge.
Even without a date.”

His lips found the impeccable pout that
always made Sabella jealous. “You’re grouchy today.”

“That’s ’cause you’re extra whiny today,”
she shot back lightly, trying to sound normal.

He sighed, twisting open the cap to his diet
iced tea. The salads they’d picked up for lunch on their way to the
boutique waited patiently beside him. Gina swept her hands out,
silently asking about the dress. Roger’s nod of approval ended with
a head tilt.

“Look,” she said, checking the hemline in
the mirror one more time before stepping down, “you’re the one who
broke up with his hottie boyfriend because he got bored.”

His shoulders and eyebrows lifted with
choreographed innocence. “What can I say? I’m hard to keep
satisfied.”

“Well, then. Good thing you work for me and
not the other way around.” She softened the comment with a smile.
Roger’s mouth still dropped into a nearly perfect “o.” Rolling her
eyes at his dramatics, Gina turned away and swept her hair to the
side so he could undo the zipper. He obliged silently, and she
walked back to the dressing room to change.

“Speaking of work,” he called from the other
side of the heavy brocade curtains. “You leave Saturday,
right?”

“You just can’t wait to get me out of the
office.” She paused, smoothing her palm over the dark-purple
chiffon. Sabella and Kane’s wedding was something good. And
Gina couldn’t wait to see her best friend outside of a computer
screen again.

“I like being in charge,” Roger admitted,
drawing her back to the present.

“Good thing we’re wrapping up the layout
today,” she said, slipping the dress off to change back into her
knotted skirt and Rebecca Taylor top. “So you’ll only be in charge
of brainstorming ideas for the next issue.” She was mostly kidding.
Roger was a fantastic assistant, and he was really developing a
good eye.

“And what have I ever done to you?” She
would have bet he was pouting again. “Anyway, I was going to
say that you could use the break.”

“Well that’s true.” Gina tucked back a
flyaway strand of hair before taking the dress and rejoining him in
the main room. “But since I don’t particularly want to lose this
job, we better get back to work.”

“Yeah, yeah. It would be nice though,
snagging a hunky millionaire at the wedding. Just think of all the
clothes we could buy… Oh, and fashion week!” He fixed her with a
solemn stare. “Promise me, if you ever marry rich and go to fashion
week in Paris or New York, you’ll take me with you.”

A chuckle bubbled from between her lips.
Roger might be fickle with men, but he was undeniably devoted to
fashion. “I’ll think about it,” she said. Not that she would ever
date a wealthy man again.

“You’re cruel,” he accused, holding out her
purse.

“Have to keep you motivated. The department
gets strong enough, we won’t need some benefactor to pay our way to
fashion week.”

“And meanwhile”—he sighed—“we settle for
Sonoma.”

“Wait ’til you see this place, Rodge. It
definitely beats New York.”

 


 






Two

 


“Okay, I am officially stealing you away,” Gina
declared, steering Sabella away from the bevy of cars that had
somehow managed to arrive all together. Gina had driven up with the
bride-to-be’s sister, Trisha. They’d beaten the rest of the bridal
party by a half hour, but then Gina had learned to drive in
Boston.

Sabella craned her neck toward all the
activity behind her. “What about my dress?”

Sighing, Gina stopped, pulled her sunglasses
from her nose and into her hair, and scanned the milling crowd
until her eyes landed on a curvy blonde in paint-splattered jeans.
“Hey, Trisha?”

She spun toward them while everyone else
continued unloading.

“Would you please make sure that no disaster
befalls Sab’s dress between here and our suite?”

Trisha nodded vigorously, rolling her eyes
for good measure, and shooed them away.

Sabella laughed and looped her arm through
Gina’s. “Okay, what about your dresses?”

“We already hung them up. And anyway, you
shouldn’t be worrying about that.” Gina led them to the terrace
where various employees were setting up round tables and chairs.
They skirted the bustling activity, keeping close to the
wrought-iron fence that blocked off the overhang. Gently rolling
vineyards splayed out beneath them in a blend of greens.

Sabella’s shoulders dropped as she exhaled,
leaning over the railing. “It’s almost quiet here.”

Gina chuckled. They’d spent five days
surrounded by Sabella’s and Kane’s families, and Kane’s bandmates,
all in a lovely four-bedroom home in Mountain View. “Cramped”
didn’t quite cover it. The craziness of last-minute planning hadn’t
helped, adding to the chaos. The drive up had been the most
relaxing time Gina’d had all week, until now.

She inhaled the crisp air, letting the peace
envelop her. “It’s so beautiful.”

Ignoring the bustle behind them, they gazed
out at the neatly organized rows below, glinting under the sun.
Sabella’d fallen in love the second they saw a virtual tour of
Cavaliere Vineyards. “Chivalry vineyards” she had
not-quite-translated when they’d found it online. With the large
yet secluded terrace opening onto this breathtaking view, it was an
undeniably gorgeous setting for a wedding.

“You know?” Sabella turned toward her,
smiling. “I’m kind of excited.”

“Kind of? You’re kind of excited for
your wedding? Maybe we should call it off.”

Sabella’s head tilted slightly to the side,
her lips pursing. “You know what I mean. Everything has been so
hectic lately, but now that we’re actually here… This is really
going to happen.”

“I can’t believe we pulled this thing off in
less than a year.”

Sabella hummed her agreement.

A breeze wound its way around their
shoulders, and Gina straightened, exhaling. “All right, I’d say
it’s time for a welcome to Sonoma drink. Unless there’s something
you need to tell me?” she half-teased.

“A glass of wine sounds lovely,” Sabella
answered, trying to keep a straight face at the suggestion.

Elbows linked, they strode up to the
secluded balcony bar with its own magnificent view. A few of the
winery’s patrons surrounded them, seated at wrought-iron tables
with partially filled glasses and tiny cubes of cheese.

“Riesling okay?” Sabella asked. “Or a white
Zin? They have this really interesting one with a bit of a
raspberry flavor.”

“Shouldn’t I be the one buying?” Gina
offered, picking up the tasting menu.

“I think the least I owe you is a glass of
wine, Gi, with all your help, and putting up with everyone.”

If anything, Gina owed Sabella—everything.
“Your family’s a piece of cake compared to mine, as you well know,”
she brushed off. “Or have you blocked any memory of the
trauma?”

“Oh, shush you. Your family’s
wonderful.”

“Loud. Overbearing. Completely nuts.”

Sabella crooked an eyebrow.

“And, yes, wonderful,” Gina agreed. “But you
didn’t have to invite them, you know.”

“Of course I did. And anyway, it’ll save you
at least one of your mother’s guilt trips about visiting home.”

She had a point. Maybe.

As the bartender set out a couple of
glasses, efficiently filling them with Riesling, Sabella added,
“You know she’s cooking brunch tomorrow?”

“You’re kidding.” Not that Gina was all that
surprised. Her mother was physically incapable of not feeding
everyone around her. “How did she bully you into it?”

“Bully me into accepting her free labor and
delicious food?” They moved toward a lonely table in the shade,
resettling a pair of chairs to face the view before lowering into
them. “Maybe we’ll get lucky, and she’ll even make truffles,”
Sabella said after tasting the wine.

Gina took a long sip rather than answer,
letting the pleasantly crisp white flow over her taste buds before
swallowing.

“I tried to talk her out of it, since she’s
our guest, and Kane offered to help out, of course, but she
wouldn’t have it.” Sabella smirked. “She said it’d be good
practice.”

“Oh? Is Donny getting married?” Gina asked,
deadpan.

Sabella chuckled. “It’s too bad your
brothers couldn’t make it.”

Gina hummed noncommittally. Annoying as he
was at fifteen, Donny always made them laugh. Her older brother,
Gerardo, wasn’t half bad either. She did love and miss her family.
She just usually loved them most in small doses or when they were
on the other side of the country. But her best friend wanted them
here, and the least Gina could do was ensure this weekend was all
about Sabella.

 


~*~

 


“Gina, you’ve barely eaten. Are you sick?”

She’d had two servings of everything. “Ma, I
ate plenty, I promise. And it was delicious. I’ve really missed
your cooking.” She squeezed her mom’s familiar hand. “Sabella’s
lucky you made brunch.”

“We all are,” Bobby, Kane’s bass guitarist,
chimed in from across the table, picking up an empty bowl. “Thanks,
Mrs. Sabatino.”

Her mother’s cheeks rounded as a blush
spread over them. This wasn’t that big a group by her mom’s
standards, but brunch really had been amazing. Gina would have bet
everyone ate too much, unable to resist the tantalizing assortment.
Their tables were still covered in nearly emptied dishes, which the
groomsmen were slowly clearing.

Trisha broke away from the bride’s and
groom’s families and swished over. “So everything’s set for
tonight, right?” She popped a lingering truffle into her mouth.

“I think so. Could you just confirm the limo
one more time?” Gina asked.

“Oh, yeah. No problem.”

“Beatrice, are you coming?” Sabella’s mother
called. She never seemed to shout, though her voice always carried
as far as it needed to. It was as impressive as it was
intimidating. Nothing at all like Gina’s mom, who preferred to rely
on guilt trips.

Trisha forced a smile. “Family bonding
time.” The families were heading up to Calistoga for the afternoon,
though Trisha had promised to ensure they’d be back before
Sabella’s surprise bachelorette party. “You sure you’re all set
with treats and the cards and everything?” she asked.

“Treats? What treats?” Gina’s mom
interrupted, stacking empty plates for Kane’s bandmates to take
away.

“For the bachelorette party, Ma. I need to
run out and pick some stuff up, but it’ll be taken care of,” she
assured Trisha.

“Okay. Thanks again, Mrs. Sabatino. Brunch
was unbelievable,” Trisha said before hurrying off.

“I will come help you, with the treats,
Gina,” her mom declared.

“You didn’t come here to work, Ma. You
should take Dad, and go explore. It’s beautiful out here.”

“I can spend some time with you, and help
you, and your papi and I can explore tonight, when you girls
are out. Or do you not want to spend any time with your mother,
even though you never come out and visit.”

Gina didn’t even pretend that was a
question. “You know I’d love your help. I just don’t want you to
miss out on seeing Sonoma. But I bet everyone would love it if you
have some more of those truffles stashed away somewhere.”

“I have extra chocolate, I’ll make more for
you girls, but I need sugar. We finish here, and we go to the
store, okay?”

“You’re leaving me?” Gina’s dad chimed in
with a smile, coming back to their table, drink in hand.

Gina threw her arm around his sturdy
shoulders. “I’m stealing her away, just for a bit.”

He chuckled, returning her embrace. “Mi
passerotta. Why haven’t you been home? Ci manchi.”

“I know, papi, I miss you guys, too.”
She’d spent the December holidays with Sabella’s family, to help
plan the wedding. And because after last summer, she’d needed more
time before facing her family’s overly perceptive gazes. “I’ll come
visit soon, I promise.”

“Ai.” Her mom’s hand landed on her
shoulder, squeezing gently. “She was busy, planning all this. And
now, I’m here to help. So, let’s go.”

The groomsmen had already insisted on taking
care of the dishes, and there wasn’t a point in arguing anyway.
Gina kissed her dad’s cheek then looped her arm through her mom’s.
Sometimes, it was more than nice having them around.

 


 






Three

 


Two hours later, Gina had changed her mind.
Logically, she knew her mom meant well, but the poking and prodding
questions about her life, and settling down, or moving home were
enough to drive her up a wall. And then she’d been kicked out of
the borrowed kitchen! Not that she didn’t have plenty to do before
tonight, and it was undeniably sweet of her mom to make all those
chocolate-dipped snacks for them, but still.

Gina stalled in the vaulted entryway and
debated—hallway one would take her back to the guest rooms, all
filled this weekend with the bridal party, plus Gina’s parents and
Kane’s manager; hallway two opened onto the main tasting room. It
wasn’t like having a glass of wine in the afternoon in the middle
of wine country would be particularly notable. And she could use
some time to wind down, so she didn’t destroy tonight’s goodies
when putting them together. Tasting room it is.

The room was empty, but with the gorgeous
weather, most visitors probably preferred the outdoor terrace. Gina
chose a stool by the bar, absently tapping her fingers on the wood
as she waited. Various wine-themed knickknacks covered display
tables and shelves around the room. The faintest smell of wood
somehow still lingered, though the construction was lacquered and
far from new. Maybe they pumped it in for atmosphere.

She flattened her palm on the bar and
sighed. Maybe the emptiness was a sign that a drink was a bad
idea.

Before she could make her mind up to leave,
a barman came out of the back room, carrying a fresh case, which he
set down with a clunk. His eyes raked over her torso before his
lips pulled into a crooked smile. “You look like you could use a
drink.”

“How extraordinarily perceptive.”

His smile grew, crinkling around his eyes.
“Maybe if you’re nice to me, I’ll pour you one.”

Gina exhaled, focusing on the man before
her. This was a game she’d mastered long ago, even if she was a bit
out of practice. “Maybe if you’re nice to me, I’ll let you.”

He strode closer. “What’ll it be?”

“What are you offering?”

He picked up a towel and wiped off his hands
before running his fingers over the bottlenecks arrayed between
them. His faded tee shirt stretched slightly across his chest and
shoulders as he moved. Deftly, he spun a glass from its spot out of
sight and placed it silently on the bar. He uncorked a fresh bottle
with a pop. A deep red gurgled into the glass.

Gina lifted it and took a long sip.

The barman’s eyebrow crooked. “Glad I didn’t
pour you the good stuff.”

She set the glass back down, half-drained,
and shrugged. “I’ll be paying you for it, regardless.”

“Wine isn’t about the money. It’s about the
experience.” He fitted the bottle with one of those tops that
control how much is poured at a time.

“Or the goal.”

Friendly eyes caught her in their gaze.
“There are better ways to de-stress, you know.”

“Are you saying I seem stressed?”

“You’re part of the bridal party, aren’t
you?” Another smile tugged at his lips. “Stress comes with the
territory.”

She leaned slightly over the bar. “And
you’re offering to make it all better?”

He sobered as his eyes trailed over all the
skin exposed by her summery top. “How could I deny you?”

Gina traced the stem of her wineglass with
her fingers, knowing exactly where his mind would go. “Is this a
service you frequently provide, then?”

“Maybe I should start.” He leaned onto his
elbows on the bar, so their faces were almost even.

Gina’s lips parted as she considered the man
before her. Dark hair lay tousled, with stray locks drifting over
his forehead. Symmetrical eyes demanded attention, easily holding
their own with the strong line of his pronounced nose that drew her
gaze to gently curving lips, set in a wash of stubble that flowed
over a crisply defined jaw. De-stressing definitely didn’t sound
like a bad idea, if they played on her terms.

His eyebrows lifted in challenge.

She stood, picking up her wine, and scooped
her purse off the stool beside her without breaking eye contact. He
straightened and gestured to the far end of the bar. Her heels
clicked on the stone floor as they moved toward it. The door he’d
entered through was still open.

“After you,” his voice sounded next to
her.

“Aren’t you going to get in trouble for
this?”

Amusement or something like it flashed in
his eyes. “I’ll risk it.”

Anticipation tingled through her. A short
staircase led into a cellar of sorts, brightly lit by sunlight
streaming through the high windows. Ignoring the footsteps that
followed hers, Gina laid her purse on a stack of boxes. Glass in
hand, she strode to the nearest wine rack, examining the wooden
vees that separated the various vintages without really seeing
them. She could handle the bartender, she reminded herself.

He came up behind her, and she casually took
another sip. He brushed her hair away from her upper back, exposing
the ties of her halter top and skin. His lips came to the curve of
her shoulder, and the wine glass drifted down to her side. Warm
fingers worked it from hers, and he stepped away to set it
aside.

Gina turned to watch him as he moved back to
her with an effortlessly comfortable gait. When he reached her,
Gina tilted her chin up, and he obediently joined their lips. Heat
from his body combined with the velvety touch, but slow surrender
wasn’t what she wanted. Palms splayed on his upper chest, she
deepened the kiss, angling against his mouth. He followed swiftly,
one hand cupping her head as the other landed over her ribs.

His tongue tangled with hers, easily finding
the right balance between timid and overbearing, underscored by the
light scrape of stubble. Good kisser. He led her backward as
their tongues danced, and Gina’s palms explored the muscles covered
by his shirt.

His hand left her ribs, and he stopped the
backward motion. A soft impact went through his shoulder as she
looped her hands at his back. His lips broke from hers to tease a
pattern down her neck, bristle scraping delightfully against her
skin, sending shocks of sensation to replace the stress. Her head
fell gently to the wall behind her, cushioned by his hand. Air
chilled her skin as his mouth lifted away.

Gina opened her eyes. Had he changed his
mind? He tugged her away from the wall, still bracing against it,
and she lowered her arms, waiting for the explanation that didn’t
actually matter.

“Can’t have you all scratched up for the
wedding,” he murmured above her.

Curving her lips with a confidence she
didn’t quite feel, she pressed her palm into his chest and pushed
him in an arc until he bumped into the uneven wall. He smiled,
settling his hands over her hips as she stepped nearer. Their
mouths met again, melding together, and his fingers dipped under
her top. He hesitated for the briefest moment before sliding one
hand up. Her barely B-cup breasts meant she could forego bras, so
his palm met skin, and his thumb brushed her nipple, sending a
shiver through her.

Steeped in missed sensations, she broke
their kiss to catch her breath. He brought both hands back to her
ribs and lifted, pushing away from the wall so she could wrap her
legs around him. Bumps in his pockets and a larger, much more
intriguing lump pressed against her through the thin fabric of her
skirt. He kissed the base of her neck, and she arched her back to
encourage him lower. His tongue trailed circles down until he met
the draped fabric of her top.

Bracing on his shoulders, she shifted her
hips over him, and he groaned, the sound vibrating through her. His
hands moved down to cup the back of her thighs, but he lifted his
head. Gina ground her hips against him again.

“Dammit,” he muttered, leaning away though
his thumbs still slowly traced over her thighs.

She blew her breath out, unwrapping her
legs. So much for stress relief. These little pauses were
making her even more antsy.

Darkened brown eyes met her gaze. “No
condom.”

“Not a very well-thought-out plan, then, was
it?”

“Guess not.”

Silently, she turned away from him and
walked over to her purse. Voices from the bar echoed down to them.
He strode to the mini staircase and shut the door, pulling keys
from his pocket. She plucked a condom from a hidden compartment,
watching him. He left the keys in the lock. Mentally shaking off
the intruding anxiety, she held up the tiny packet between two
fingers.

He closed the distance between them, then
snatched the condom and recaptured her mouth. She focused on the
pleasant slip of their lips, the friction of their tongues, the
delicious scrape of his stubble, the scent of him she couldn’t
quite place. Despite the interruptions, there was still a
chance.

No strings. No commitments. No lasting
connection.

Just some hopefully decent sex.

His hand played at the back of her neck, and
suddenly the fabric of her top drooped, sliding to reveal her to
the air and to him. He lifted her again, holding her slightly
suspended as his lips closed over her breast. Gina’s fingers dug
into his biceps, her starved body drinking the sensation. She’d
only been with a couple guys since last summer, and other than
Kane’s drummer, they had been utterly disappointing, further
damping her faltering desire.

But the barman’s gentle sucking stoked a
buried blaze. He found another wall, leaning back as he wrapped an
arm around her waist and slipped the other hand between her thighs,
pulling the fabric of her skirt out of the way. The teasing licking
shifted smoothly to her other breast. His fingers barely brushed
against her as he fumbled between her legs, and then he pushed
aside the wisp of almost-there fabric that was her thong and thrust
inside.

Gina gasped as he stretched her, the sudden
pressure bucking her against him. He recaptured her lips for a deep
kiss that mimicked the rhythm of his hips. The fabric of his tee
shirt rubbed her breasts as their bodies slipped together. Fingers
still between her thighs flicked over her, tightening her around
him. She braced one hand against the rough stone behind him,
lengthening the timing of her movement, but soon his fingers threw
it off in a shiver of pleasure, and his hips took over. He lessened
their kiss, brushing their lips together as their breath mingled
and their eyes met.

Pressure built between her thighs, but he
maintained the relentless rhythm, stroking and circling until she
broke their bare kiss to duck her head into the crook of his
shoulder. His arm tightened around her waist, and she clenched her
muscles in response, prompting a deeper groan. His rhythm faltered,
and she smiled, until another flick of his fingers stole her breath
and her control. He lasted through the first waves of her pleasure
then stilled, spilling inside the thin barrier separating them.

She waited ’til their breath slowed and his
arm slackened, then lifted away from him. His lips brushed her
temple before he let her go, and Gina turned away as they both
resettled their clothes. She shifted her shoulders as she retied
her top, luxuriating in the electrified warmth that suffused her.
It had been way too long since she’d had good sex, and almost as
long since she’d wanted to, but the barman had surpassed
expectations in the end, like a delightful palate cleanser. With
one more deep breath, Gina gathered her purse.

He brought her wine glass over, watching her
with the knowledge he’d gained and assuredness he hadn’t earned.
Gina took the glass and sipped the remaining wine with regained
composure.

He smirked, unfazed, gesturing toward the
wine with his chin. “What do you think?”

“It grows on you.”

His chuckle followed her to the door.

 


 






Four

 


“You look beautiful,” Gina murmured the following
morning, pulling back from a careful hug. “Kane’s the luckiest
cowboy in the world.”

Sabella smiled, shrugging delicately. It had
taken many hours of poring over magazines and visiting bridal
boutiques, but she now wore the perfect dress, with a sweetheart
neckline topping a structured bodice that spilled into a loosely
flowing skirt. An unobtrusive veil floated over her classic French
twist and down her back, held in place by a jeweled comb they’d
found last winter. She was flawless.

“Thank you so much, for everything,” Sabella
said.

It was Gina’s turn to shrug.

“You know none of this would have happened
without you.” Even on her wedding day, Sabella was incapable of
having everything be about her.

“It’s what I’m here for.” Gina stepped away
so they wouldn’t cross the line into horribly girly and cry.
“Forcing you to enjoy bachelorette parties and push boundaries with
your nail polish.”

Sabella laughed, examining the lush purple
that now covered her nails. The color matched Gina’s dress and the
accent color of the wedding. Trisha and Gina had decided on a
deep-magenta polish instead.

“Last night surprised me, I admit,” Sabella
said. “It was unforgettable.” She picked up the digital frame that
had already been loaded with photos of last night’s antics, smiling
at a group shot in their custom tees, everyone playing with their
violet feather boas. The shot changed to one of Sabella, laughing
behind her hand as three guys they’d met at the wine bar knelt
before her, proposing with outstretched bottles, then to one with
Trisha, giggling as she read risqué trivia questions. “I still
can’t believe you two pulled all of this together.”

“We were highly motivated.”

Gina’s coconspirator flounced back into the
dressing room. She joined them before the antique standalone mirror
and lightly stroked Sabella’s shoulder. “They’re almost ready for
you, sweetie.”

Sabella took a deep breath, blowing it out
between perfectly glossed lips, and set down the frame. “Okay. This
is actually happening, right? We’re really doing this.”

“The sixty or so people out there certainly
hope so,” Gina joked, bringing over their bouquets.

The three of them stood for a moment,
holding hands and exchanging smiles with a faint sheen of tears in
their eyes. Someone knocked on the door, and Sabella squeezed for a
second before letting go to take her bouquet.

Gina met Steve—Kane’s drummer and best
man—in the hallway. The slight awkwardness of seeing each other
again after their little fling had all been worked out earlier in
the week, and he smiled at her easily, offering her his arm, then
led her outside.

The crowd was still murmuring as they waited
in the sunshine. Two gorgeous paintings with abstract, swirled
bodies, one reminiscent of Sabella and one of Kane, stood on easels
on either side of the opening between the chairs—Trisha’s gift to
the bride and groom. A third painting of them joined stood on the
slightly raised dais where they would soon vow undying love and
devotion.

A melodic string-and-sax combo accompanied
the procession. Gina and Steve made it down the aisle without
incident, splitting to their respective spots. Kane smiled at her
somewhat nervously, a touch out of his element in the gray tux, and
Gina smiled back with a nod. At least she could be certain Sabella
would be in great hands. Trisha and Bobby soon joined them, and
more grins were exchanged. In the front row, Kane’s mom pulled a
handkerchief from her purse as her husband spoke quietly to
Sabella’s mother.

Gina briefly caught a bittersweet smile on
her own mom’s face before rustles and shushing sounded as the
guests stood, and Sabella took her rightful place in the
spotlight.

 


~*~

 


“Just as I suspected,” Roger complained, lowering
into a chair beside Gina now that the structured part of the
reception had ended. “Plenty of eye candy, and no one to bite
into.”

Gina sipped a glass of the winery’s
sparkling Muscat. “You do remember that that’s not why we’re here,
right?” Though, really, she was one to talk.

“I know, but, believe it or not, I want
this.” His hand fluttered, gesturing vaguely around them.

“A wedding at a vineyard?”

“Well, no, though this is definitely
fabulous.”

The outdoor reception had come together
exceptionally, with a decently sized dance floor and plenty of
space for the jazz quintet. Both the sunset earlier and the
unobtrusively placed lighting that was gradually taking over as the
sky dimmed only added to the romance of the setting. It couldn’t
have gone better, and Sabella deserved no less.

“A vineyard wedding is so not me. But look
at them.” Roger nodded to Kane and Sabella who were turning and
rocking around the dance floor, watching each other with quiet
contentment. “I want that.”

Gina drained her glass. Once upon a time,
she’d hoped to find that solid, supportive love too, even if she
wasn’t quite as idealistically romantic as her best friend. Now,
she knew better. Independent solitude with the occasional fling to
scratch any itch suited her well enough. Fun, and flirty, and
casual, and brief, like she’d kept it before, especially if the
guys scratching those itches were as yummy and unassuming as that
bartender. “Maybe you should stop breaking up with perfectly nice
guys, then,” she told Roger, refocusing on their conversation.

He sighed dramatically. “I should. But, can
you really blame me for being picky? I want ‘just right,’ not ‘good
enough.’”

“Well patience is a virtue, Rodge. If you
want ‘just right,’ you have to be willing to wait for it, and to
fight for it.” And to ignore the fact that not everyone could find
a good match, much less a perfect one.

He scrunched his nose at her. “I’m thinking
about hitting some bars when we get back.”

“Yeah, that sounds like a good way to find
someone for a meaningful relationship.”

“Well, what do you suggest? Trolling through
our building? I don’t look as cute as you do accidentally tripping
into a businessman.”

“I have never done that!”

His eyes narrowed.

“Okay, maybe once, but that was a very long
time ago.” Years back, when she’d first started at the magazine and
hadn’t known better. “And anyway, I don’t think you should date
anyone from our building.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He mock saluted.

Gina rolled her eyes, trying not to react to
the memories. This weekend wasn’t about the past.

“Anyway, you should come with me,” Roger
rerouted. “It could be fun.”

“I don’t know, Rodge.” She could no longer
fend off overconfident, often drunk men as lightheartedly as she
once had, and as Roger would expect her to. “Where would we even
go?”

His lips twisted to the side as he thought.
“How about Alan’s bar?”

Gina’s eyebrows shot up. “You want to get
back together with your ex?”

He grimaced. “No, absolutely not. But it’s a
great bar, with guys more likely to drool over me than you.”

She would probably be the only woman in the
room, but then, she wasn’t the one looking for a man.

“We should go,” he needled, his knee
bouncing.

“Okay, okay. We can go find you a new friend
when we’re back in Portland.”

Roger grinned, straightening in his chair.
Gina would have rolled her eyes again, but her papi came up,
hand extended, and she laughed instead, standing to follow him onto
the dance floor.

 


~*~

 


Hunter paused in his inventory count. The wedding
party was pretty on track with his expectations so far. A few
guests had probably trickled on home, but the celebration was still
going strong. The couple seemed sweet, and the revelry genuine.
There had yet to be any drunken confessions leading to destructive
fights, so it was a win in his book. Less cleanup.

Yesterday’s gorgeous brunette flitted among
various partners on the dance floor, sporadically stopping to chat
or pull new people into the mix. Something about her made him want
to smile, though the memories of yesterday stirred entirely
different desires.

But occasionally, out of sight of the other
guests, tinges of sadness snuck through her smile.

 


~*~

 


“Oh my gosh, you won’t believe this!” Trisha
exclaimed, plopping down in an empty seat at the main table. Her
face scrunched apologetically. “Sorry for interrupting.”

“How dare you,” Gina teased.

Sabella laughed and twisted slightly toward
her sister. A few wisps had escaped her previously impeccable
coiffure, but the warmth or the excitement blushed her cheeks and
lit her eyes. “What’s going on, ’Treace?”

“Well, don’t be mad,” Trisha started.

Sabella’s eyes grew wide.

“So, you know those paintings?” Trisha
asked.

“The fabulous ones?” Gina chimed in.

Trisha ducked her head self-consciously.
“Thanks. But, so, a local gallery owner was here, talking to the
owner about an event or something when I was putting them up, and
she saw them. So I gave her my card, with a link to my portfolio.
And…” She whipped out her phone. “Well, see for yourself.”

“You were checking email at my wedding?”
Sabella teased. Only about half the guests remained at this point,
and Sabella was far too laid-back to be offended.

She and Gina leaned curiously to see the
screen, but before they could read the message, Trisha blurted,
“She wants me to do a show at her gallery!”

“Oh my gosh!” Sabella echoed, putting a hand
on Trisha’s shoulder but continuing to read the message for
herself.

“That’s fantastic! Is it going to be your
first show?” Gina asked.

“Well, my first one outside of my loft.” She
shook her head. “But it’d mean flying back out here, and shipping
my paintings, all in the next couple weeks.”

“But we’re still going to be on our
honeymoon!” Sabella exclaimed, obviously dismayed.

“Well, we know it’ll be the first of many.”
Gina raised her glass in a toast.

The sisters eagerly bumped their glasses
against hers, and everyone took a sip.

“I’m just not sure about doing it,” Trisha
confessed after swallowing. “What if no one shows up? I mean all of
my friends will be in New York, and I know Mom and Dad will make
the drive, but how pathetic would that be, if they were the only
ones there?”

“Oh, stop it. Your work is amazing,” Sabella
said. “It’s about time you got some recognition. It’s so
unfortunate we’re going to miss it.”

“Miss what?” Kane put his hands on his new
wife’s shoulders, and she beamed at his presence. He looked much
more comfortable now that he’d discarded his bowtie and jacket.

“Trisha’s going to have an art show,”
Sabella told him.

As the sisters filled Kane in, a glimpse of
yesterday’s barman drew Gina’s attention. He didn’t look half bad
in obviously tailored slacks and a button-down shirt open at the
collar. Since there was no chance she’d see him again after this
weekend, there was no risk of things getting complicated. Maybe a
repeat would be in order.

“She’s worried the room is going to be
empty,” Sabella was saying when Gina tuned back in.

“I doubt that’d happen,” Kane answered
automatically, wholly supportive though he probably hadn’t seen any
of Trisha’s art other than today’s trio. Then again, those
paintings would be enough to sell anyone on her talent.

“Well, so, I was thinking, maybe you’d be
able to come down?” Trisha asked cautiously, looking at Gina. “I
know, it’s a horrible imposition, but the show would open Saturday
night, so it wouldn’t even have to be a long weekend. And I would
totally treat you to a spa day or something on Sunday,” she added
with a falsely angelic smile.

Sabella and Kane silently exchanged glances
Gina couldn’t quite read.

“Of course, I’d love to see more of your
work,” Gina agreed. Sabella would feel better about missing the
show, and coming back to Sonoma wasn’t actually that big of an
imposition. “Then I can say ‘I knew you when.’”

“Oh, thank you!” Trisha sagged in her chair
and downed the rest of her wine. “I owe you.”

Sabella mouthed a silent thank you
before adding, “You’ll have to tell us all about it when we
return.”

“We’ll save the newspaper clippings,” Gina
assured.

“Oh, stop!” Trisha giggled. “I’m already
nervous enough.”

“Wait, am I going to see you when you’re
back from your salacious adventure?” Gina asked.

Sabella scrunched her nose. “Salacious?
Really?”

Kane chuckled.

“And yes, I mean, that’s the plan,” Sabella
confirmed. “I’m going to spend at least a portion of the summer in
Portland, while they’re on tour.”

“Spending endless hours trapped on a tour
bus just not tempting enough for you?” Gina asked.

“You can’t get rid of me that easily,”
Sabella answered, not rising to the bait.

Gina didn’t bother to hide her relief.
Sabella moving to Nashville full-time would be horrible, no matter
how happy Gina was for her. Portland would feel less like home
without her best friend. “Oh, admit it,” she said. “Kane just isn’t
exciting enough for you.”

Both newlyweds’ lips twisted at the
teasing.

“No one’s as exciting as you, Gi,” Sabella
said wryly.

“But I’m better in bed,” Kane added.

“How do you know?” all three girls asked at
once, and everyone burst out laughing.

“Well I hate to break up this party,” Roger
said, sidling up to them, “but you, Miss Beautiful Bride, promised
me another dance.” He paused, tilting his head toward Kane. “Unless
the cowboy wants to take your place.”

Kane actually took a step back, palms out.
“Suppose I could let you borrow her for one dance. But you better
bring her back in one piece.”

Sabella pulled Roger away before he could
respond. For whatever reason, he got a kick out of baiting Kane,
even though Kane had never seemed bothered by the blatantly
inappropriate flirting.

“So, which one of you lovely ladies could I
convince to distract me from the absence of my bride, er, my wife?”
He flashed them a somewhat cheesy grin that rounded his cheeks and
crinkled around his green eyes.

Trisha laughed, the pink in her cheeks
darkening. Kane was quite the charmer when he wanted to be.

“I’ve done my fair share of babysitting,”
Gina said, “so I hate to break it to you, Trish, but it’s your
turn.”

“Oh, well, if you insist. Guess I can take
one for the team.” She placed her hand in Kane’s smoothly offered
one.

Kane winked at Gina as he led Trisha away.
She smiled back then also stood. Sitting alone at the bridal table
wasn’t particularly appealing. She skirted the mostly emptied
reception, watching the circular sway of the remaining couples on
the dance floor.

“How’s that stress level?” a voice asked
behind her.

 


 




Five

 


The echo of a shiver ran through her insides, and
Gina twisted to the barman. “Wedding’s over. So’s the stress.”

His eyes trailed over her with yesterday’s
knowledge. “Guess I should be happy for you.”

She angled her body toward his, settling
onto one hip. “Why wouldn’t you be?”

“Figure I should get some more practice
before deciding whether to start offering those services we
discussed.”

“Might have to find someone else to practice
on.” She fingered the draped chiffon at her waist. “This dress
isn’t particularly well suited for a quickie.”

“You could try out the premium package.”

She mimicked his earlier assessment,
stalling in the vicinity of his crotch, and crooked an eyebrow
before reclaiming eye contact.

“You’re right.” His full lips curved. “The
basic package is pretty premium. Maybe I should call it the
‘extended package.’ The ‘Slow Simmer.’”

“Thinking about branding already?”

“What do you think? Effective?”

Extremely, judging by the heat of remembered
touches building in her body. “You have some work ahead of
you.”

“Might have to focus on my strengths,
then.”

“And what would those be?”

He didn’t miss a beat. “Guess I’ll have to
remind you.”

Gina glanced back to the reception happening
beside and around them. Sabella and Kane rocked on the dance floor,
murmuring to each other. All the parents had retired a little while
ago. She wouldn’t be missed, and she had never before been the type
to turn
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