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CHAPTER ONE

 


I downed the last of my wine, then snatched
up my Samsung Galaxy smart phone from my dining room table. My
decision was made. “I’m gonna call her.”

“Oh, no no no.” Holly
Krebs, one of my two best friends, reached for my hand, trying to
pry the phone from my fingers.

“What are you doing?” I
asked. I jerked my arm upward, but Holly held on, successfully
wrestling my phone from my hand. “Stop it!”

“You’re not going to call
her,” Holly said, fixing me with a determined stare.

“Ow.” I rubbed my wrist,
which stung—but not as much as my ego. Then I said, “Yes, I am.” I
reached for Holly’s hand, but she pulled it back. “Come on, Holly.
Gimme back my phone.”

Holly tossed the phone to Vivica James, my
other best friend, who was sitting across the table from us. Vivica
caught it, and stuffed the phone into her purse.

“Seriously, guys,” I said,
annoyed. “Cut it out.”

“You can’t do this,” Holly
said. Her tone was no-nonsense, which matched her look. Her
light-brown face was thin, her cheekbones high, and her short black
hair was slicked back with gel. People often looked at her and
judged her as uptight.

“We won’t let you,” Vivica
added. She was the prettiest of us three, at least I thought so.
With her flawless dark skin, shoulder-length curly hair, and a big,
bright smile, she came across as warm and bubbly to everyone who
met her. But even she was giving me a stern look that said she
meant business.

“She deserves to know,” I
insisted. “Someone has to tell her.”

“And she will find out,” Vivica stressed. “Trust
me. How do you think I learned about Craig? He slipped up. And
Steven will, too.”

I whimpered. I wanted to call
Steven’s fiancée—now.
The fiancée he was apparently going to marry tomorrow. Thanks to
the fact that she had linked her cell phone to her Facebook
account, I’d been able to find her number. And now, after polishing
off half a bottle of wine, I had enough liquid courage to call and
tell her just how big of an asshole Steven was.

If only my friends would let me do it.

“You two are supposed to be
in my
corner.” I frowned
at each of them in turn. “You should want me to expose the
bastard.”

“And ruin a woman’s
wedding day?” Holly asked. “No, you’re better than
that.”

“Like hell I am.” Right
now, I wanted to blow up Steven’s game. I mean, how dare he date me
for five months, only to tell me that I was the other
woman?

I’d come home from a business
trip to Canada and had called him the moment my plane touched
down. Babe,
I need to see you, I had all but purred in my best bedroom
voice. Steven’s reply had been an abrupt, “I can’t.” Which had
made me raise my eyebrow. That wasn’t like Steven. There had been
no, “I’ll call you later.” Or, “I’ll come by when I’m free.”
Normally, he was ready to pounce on me when I came home from my
business trips.

Naturally, I pressed him as to what was
going on—which was when he’d told me in an almost impatient tone
that it was over between us and that he was getting married on
Saturday.

“M-married?” I’d
sputtered, my head starting to spin as I tried to process what he’d
just said.

“You knew it was never
going to work between us,” Steven had replied, not a trace of guilt
or contrition in his tone. “You’re hardly ever in town.”

Those words had been like a stab in my
heart. I’d even gasped, garnering the attention of those around me
on the plane, but I’d just been so shocked. Steven had told me
often that he liked my independence…and suddenly I knew why.

The very fact that I had a job that required
a lot of travel meant I wasn’t around to keep tabs on a man. Which
was fine with me. I didn’t want to have to monitor a guy’s every
movement to ensure that he wasn’t cheating on me.

But that reality had also made it super easy
for Steven to have a whole other life I didn’t know about. One I
found after clicking on friends of his friends via Facebook for
hours, and finally discovering Dominique Kissinger. The woman who
had been boasting for months that she was getting married to “the
best man in the world” in May.

“He’s been living a lie,
with me and with her,” I said, thinking again of his wretched
betrayal. “It’s not like I was away and he decided to cheat one me.
I went back a year on Dominique’s Facebook page and saw that that’s
when they got engaged! He started seeing me five months ago. I’d
want someone to tell me if I were about to marry a pig.”

“Maybe if she was a good
friend of yours, you could tell her,” Vivica said. “But if you call
Dominique and ruin her wedding day, you’re going to look like the
bad guy. Like some bitch with a vendetta. He’ll explain away your
story real easily, trust me. Like I said, Steven will screw things
up for himself soon enough. And when he does, your conscience will
be clear.”

As much as I hated to admit it,
Vivica had a point. Steven would likely smooth things over with
Dominique and she’d marry him anyway. But damn, I wanted Steven to
feel as much pain as he had caused me. I wanted to show up at the
wedding and be that person who stood up when the minister
asked, If
there is anyone here who has a reason why these two should not be
wed…

I wanted to claw his eyes out for what he
had done to me. Take a golf club to his head. Burn all his
belongings on my front lawn.

You get the idea.

But at the end of the day, I knew I would do
none of those things. And I wouldn’t allow myself to be the bitch
who destroyed a woman’s happiness on the most important day of her
life.

However, I was still devastated. Devastated
that I’d believed Steven loved me, when in fact he had been
screwing me over. How had I been so wrong about him?

“Married?” I croaked. “I’m
the other woman, and he tells me two days before the
wedding?”

“Oh, hon.” Holly wrapped
an arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. “Don’t cry. You’re
gonna be okay. I promise you that.”

I didn’t even realize that I’d been about to
cry until Holly said that, and that’s when the tears started to
spill from my eyes. I brushed them away angrily, not wanting to cry
over Steven. Not after what he’d done to me. But how could I not?
He’d hurt me. Trampled on my dreams. Broken my trusting heart.

“Guess my mother’s right
about me,” I said, sniffling and wiping at my tears.

“No, Bella,” Vivica said.
“She’s not. You’re going to find love. Look at you. You’re
gorgeous. How can you not?”

My mother liked to say that I was unlucky in
love. My long-term relationship in my twenties had ended when Chad
decided that he wanted a woman who was ready to start having
babies. In my early thirties, I’d gotten married—only to separate
six weeks later. (I met the guy on a trip to Vegas, don’t ask). And
ever since that breakup, my mother had started talking about how
some people were just plain old unlucky in love, and that I was one
of them.

I’d started to feel like I was going to be
alone for the rest of my life. Until Steven.

Steven made me believe that I’d found a man
who could accept me for me. One who could accept the long hours I
had to dedicate to my job. Unlike other guys, he’d embraced my
career as an internal corporate auditor, and didn’t mind that I
pulled in a higher salary than he did. The bastard had made me
believe in love again.

“When Dominique learns his
true colors,” Vivian began gently, “you can sit back and say that
your hands are clean. If you tell her now, she’ll likely write you
off as a jealous stalker, one who is upset that Steven is getting
married. But when she starts to piece together the facts for
herself, she’ll realize for herself that he’s a lying
asshole.”

Brushing away my tears, I nodded at Vivian.
I knew that she was speaking the truth. And sadly, she was doing so
from experience. She had learned her husband of thirteen years was
cheating on her, and she’d handled the situation with strength.
She’d dumped his lying ass, no looking back.

“I never did like Steven,”
Holly commented.

Looking at her, I narrowed my eyes. “Since
when?”

“Since the first time I
met him. He seemed…I dunno…like he was putting on an
act.”

“An act?” Now I was even
more stunned.

“Not an act about liking
you. I guess it just seemed he was trying too hard to seem
perfect.” Holly shrugged. “I don’t know. I just know that I didn’t
completely trust him.”

My gaze went to Vivian, I guess seeking her
opinion as well. I couldn’t have been more surprised when she said,
“I didn’t like him, either.”

“Why the hell
not?”

“I agree with Holly. He
came off as a little too perfect. Doted on you as though you were
the only woman in the world. Maybe I’m just suspicious of that kind
of public display of affection.”

And I had loved it. Craved it, after so long
a dry spell. “That’s silly,” I said. “Craig was never the
touchy-feely type, but that doesn’t mean that you have to be
suspicious of a guy who is.”

“Call it a feeling, then,”
Vivian said. “I can’t explain it.”

What had they seen that I hadn’t? “You could
have shared your feelings with me.”

“It wasn’t our place to
say,” Holly said. “Our not liking someone isn’t a reason you
shouldn’t date him.”

“So friggin’ reasonable,
both of you. Next time, tell me when you think I’m getting involved
with an idiot. Maybe if you both had told me you didn’t have a good
feeling about Steven, I would have kicked him to the curb and saved
myself this heartbreak.”

Vivian and Holly exchanged a doubtful look.
And I couldn’t blame them. I likely would have dated Steven
anyway.

Pushing my chair back, I got to my feet and
started for the nearby kitchen. “I need more wine.”

“I think you’ve had
enough,” Vivian said.

I turned to stare at her. “My boyfriend just
dumped me—and now it’s the night before his wedding to a fiancée I
didn’t know about. I haven’t had enough. Not hardly.”

*****

I didn’t sleep well that night. My mind was
plagued with the grief of being dumped—and the reality that I’d
been wooed by an ass who’d had a fiancée. I very seriously wanted
to go to the church the next day to stop the wedding, because I was
still pissed off. And I just might have—if I hadn’t been suffering
the worst hangover in the history of the world. My head hurt when I
opened my eyes. Getting out of bed and getting dressed wasn’t even
a possible option. I was glad that I’d had my friends come to my
place last night, that we hadn’t had this catch up session at one
of their homes, which would have required me to crash in a bed
other than my own. It was the kind of day where I wanted to stay my
bed with the covers pulled over my head…and I did exactly that.

Despite my heartbreak, I vowed to move
on—even though I was livid that Steven had had the gall to treat me
with such little respect. I wouldn’t text him, no matter how much I
wanted to send him one good long message giving him a piece of my
mind. I would let him be.

Lesson learned the excruciatingly hard
way.

In the days that followed, I became Angry
Bella. Gone was the sweet and trusting and hopeful Bella. The Bella
who believed that true love existed beyond the pages of fairy
tales. Two bottles of wine and a wicked hangover, I’d emerged from
my awful breakup with a new outlook on love.

Men sucked.

I was going to harden my heart and not let
anyone penetrate it. I’d buy some toys. Satisfy myself. Lots of
women got through the lonely, horny moments that way.

My anger was evident everywhere. If a man
looked my way, I practically snarled when I met his gaze. About
three weeks later in the grocery store, one man dared to wink at me
and got my venomous stare in return. It startled him so badly that
he turned and bumped into a rack of peanut butter, knocking over
several jars. I’d smiled, as though that had been a bit of payback
on men in general.

Given my sour attitude—which I couldn’t even
quite hide at the office—men would assume that I had issues.

I didn’t care. Because I did have issues. I
had issues with all men.

And I wanted nothing to do with any of them,
except my father and brother. And my adorable two-year old nephew,
Josiah—who had not yet been corrupted by the rest of his
species.

In the six weeks following my
breakup, I didn’t think about men. I didn’t even miss the sex. I
was certain that I’d accomplished the task of becoming a non-sexual
being as I had during previous dry spells—but this time for good.

So I couldn’t have been more surprised when
my body betrayed me. It happened during my run along the trail that
led through the forest in my D.C. neighborhood. When I saw him
jogging toward me. Shirtless. That perfect upper body with its hard
planes and grooves covered in a sheen of perspiration. Good Lord,
what a body! It looked as though it had been
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