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      She was jilted on her wedding day. He’s the best friend waiting in the wings.

      

      Lexie Gallagher is starting to think she’s better off alone. Her family fell apart years ago. Her relationships all end in disaster. Is she the common denominator who causes everyone to leave? Everyone but her best friend, Gabe, who whisks her away from the scene of the latest breakup.

      

      As the Human Resources VP for North Brothers Sports, Gabe North understands people and how to meet their needs. What Lexie’s always needed is a true-blue friend, doubly so when she’s left at the altar. Of course he’ll be her shoulder to cry on—even though he’s wanted to be more than friends for years.

      

      As Lexie heals from her recent rejection, Gabe is everything she needs…and then he becomes even more. But when life gets tricky, will Lexie find herself eternally alone or can she finally believe that true blue is forever? 
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      It would be a crying shame if Lexie Gallagher threw up on her pretty white wedding dress.

      Then again, the dress hardly mattered now.

      She was sure her jaw actually gaped as she watched her fiancé—former fiancé—all slim and clean-cut in his charcoal tux, walk away after calling off the ceremony, then turn the corner and disappear from her sight. Her chest felt heavy and tight as the situation sank in.

      Now what?

      She was standing in a nondescript hallway in the basement of a church she’d been in exactly three times in her life, with close to a hundred and fifty people due to show up in twenty-ish minutes. Alone, stunned, and nauseated as all get out.

      She found the wall with her back, leaned into it, suddenly needing its support as her mind went from numb to whirling like a tornado in a matter of seconds.

      “Lex?”

      The deep, so-familiar male voice resonated through her as Gabe North, her best friend, strode around the corner from the direction Raleigh had gone.

      “What did he say?” Gabe said in a low, controlled voice as he hurried toward her. With some measure of relief, she drank in the sight of him, every golden-brown hair uncharacteristically in place, his tuxedo fitting him impeccably.

      Lexie reached out and wrapped her fingers around his forearm, maybe subconsciously hoping to prevent him from going after Raleigh when she filled him in.

      “We’re not…” She cleared her throat to get her voice to work. “The wedding’s off,” she croaked out.

      Gabe swore as his blue eyes, filled with compassion and concern, held hers. He pulled her into his chest and wrapped his arms around her as she came away from the wall and inhaled his comforting scent, let herself wilt a little into his strength.

      “I’m sorry, Lexie,” he said into her hair. “What the hell?”

      She blew a shaky breath into his lapel, where, she realized, she was crushing his boutonnière, the single bloom that signified his role as her honor attendant. Man maid, his brothers had teasingly called him.

      Instead of answering his question, she said, “Good thing you don’t need your flower. I killed it.”

      “I’d like to kill that son of a⁠—”

      “Gabe.” She shook her head adamantly, unable to handle thinking too hard about Raleigh at this moment. She angled her chin to look up at him, one persistent thought jabbing at her with spikes of anxiety. “What do I do about all the people?” She could hear a note of hysteria in her own voice.

      He seemed to consider that as her own brain ground to a halt.

      “He’s the one who called it off?”

      She lowered her gaze and nodded.

      “Then you don’t do anything,” Gabe said, pulling his phone out of his pocket. “He caused the problem. He can deal with it. I’ll let Sierra and Mackenzie know what’s going on, and they can talk to anyone you need them to.”

      He had a point. This was Raleigh’s doing. Raleigh’s church. Raleigh’s family, since she didn’t have one. The Norths were her surrogate family and Gabe would tell them. The vast majority of guests were on Raleigh’s side, with the exception of a small group from her department, the entire North clan, and a few others.

      A wave of light-headedness came over her, and she grasped Gabe’s upper arms for balance, grateful he was here for her, like he had been since the first day of kindergarten. “Okay, so…what now?”

      He looked both ways, spotted the exit sign at the far end of the hall, took her hand, and pulled her along. “I’m getting you out of here.”

      She opened her mouth to argue and then closed it.

      Escape.

      Yes.

      “Please,” she said, hurrying in her stupid white satin shoes alongside him as he took giant strides toward what appeared to be a back door. “Could you ask Sierra to get my stuff?”

      “I’ll text her and I’m sure she’ll take care of everything.”

      When they got to the heavy exterior door, he opened it, keeping her behind him. “You might be tiny, but you’re hard to hide in the white. Stay here until I come back. I’ll get the car.”

      “Hurry.” She was still mostly holding off coherent thoughts, but the need to get the heck out of Dodge before anyone asked her, face-to-face, what was going on pressed in on her as if the hallway was shrinking.

      Once the door closed, her forgotten lower-level corner of the church was silent, insulated from above, where she couldn’t help but wonder what was happening. Was Raleigh telling the groomsmen? Or had they known before she did? Had he broken it to his parents? What would he tell everyone?

      Not the truth—or what Raleigh saw as the truth.

      No one but her and him needed to know what had made Raleigh call their wedding off less than an hour before she was to walk down the aisle.

      It wasn’t true anyway, but as her friend and bridesmaid Kara liked to say, perception was ninety percent of a person’s reality, and Lexie hadn’t been able to convince Raleigh his was faulty.

      Another wave of nausea washed over her and she shoved aside the thoughts. Maybe later she would be able to pick apart the five-minute conversation with her no-longer groom. She squeezed her eyes shut against everything, trying to get through the next few minutes until Gabe got her out of here.

      His light knock finally came, and she pushed the heavy door open, squinting against the sudden onslaught of early-afternoon June sunlight.

      Weather-wise, it had spruced up to be a perfect Nashville day—low eighties, scattered clouds, slight breeze. She’d worried for weeks whether Mother Nature would pull through for their outdoor reception. Obviously she’d been worried about the wrong thing.

      Gabe’s white Tesla Model S was right there, pulled up on the double-wide walkway that went from the parking lot to the door, and was shielded by part of the building that jutted out. She glanced around like a criminal afraid of getting caught and exhaled when she realized no one could see her. He walked her to the passenger side, opened the door, helped her get her dress tucked in before closing her in. The simple trainless gown she’d chosen was a plus in clandestine getaways, she thought with another surge of hysteria bubbling up inside.

      As Gabe eased into the driver’s seat, he was tapping out a text message to someone. “Sierra’s going to bring your bag to the main door⁠—”

      “I can’t go to the main door!” she said in a panic.

      “I’m going,” he said with a hand on her bare forearm. “I’ll get the AC cranked up and leave you here in the car. While I’m gone”—he eyed her hair, which was done up to masterpiece proportions and had a delicate floral headpiece with a short veil in back—“as beautiful as your hair looks, do you think you can get the veil off so you’re less conspicuous?”

      “I’ll see what I can do. Gabe…” She put her other hand over his, still on her arm, stopping him. He looked down at her with his brows raised. “Thank you.” Emotion crawled up her throat, and she couldn’t say more, could not even begin to pick apart the hornets’ nest of emotions.

      “No need to thank me. Let’s get you out of here.”

      She nodded as he started the car, realizing, as the cool air blew over her, how stinking hot a wedding dress was, even one that bared two-thirds of her back and had lacy cap sleeves.

      As soon as he shut her in and jogged off toward the front side of the building, she flipped the visor down and tried to see how to dismantle her hair. The headpiece wasn’t complex, was secured with a built-in comb, but there were pins galore and half a gallon of hairspray holding it and the partial updo in place.

      Thankful for something concrete to focus on, she opened the glove compartment and went to work plucking out the bobby pins one by one and tossing them in. By the time Gabe returned, she had her hair clear of everything but hairspray and held the handmade headpiece, staring at the beautiful wisteria flowers in the lightest blush color, entwined with tiny silver leaves and crystals. What a waste of an exquisite piece.

      Gabe handed her the small bag with her hair and makeup touch-up tools, her phone, her wallet, and her white reception sneakers. “Sierra and Mackenzie send their love and said to text them soon. They wanted to come back with me and hug you, but I told them we have to go. The sooner the better.”

      Those two… If she didn’t have Gabe, Sierra and Mackenzie were the people she would’ve turned to. She’d only gotten to know them in the past few months, after she’d asked her college roommate, Kara, and Raleigh’s sister, Lauryn, to be her bridesmaids. Sierra was engaged to Cole, Gabe’s middle brother, and Mackenzie was the fiancée of Drake, Gabe’s youngest brother. Lexie had met them at the North family’s weekly Sunday dinners. Once Lexie had gotten close to them, she’d asked them to be her personal assistants for the wedding. While she and Kara had been close in college and she and Lauryn got along well enough, the bonds with Sierra and Mackenzie were stronger. They’d become almost soul-sister tight in a short time. For a girl who’d never had a slew of close friends, it was new and different and awesome.

      “So here’s the plan,” Gabe said, his voice calm, reassuring. “Most of the cars are coming in the main entrance to the lot. I’m going to take you out the back route. I want you to put your seat back all the way and lie down so, on the off chance we pass someone on their way in, you won’t be seen.”

      Lexie did what he said with no argument, relieved to avoid people she might know. She’d worry about facing the world later. “Where are you taking me?” she asked from a nearly horizontal position as Gabe reversed down the long walkway and then whipped the car around and took off.

      “Haven’t gotten that far yet. Where do you want to go?”

      Returning to her downtown apartment, where she’d thought she’d spent her last night ever, was unthinkable. She’d left it with so much excitement and hope and joy this morning, and to walk back in now, still single, devastated, feeling like a failure… She couldn’t handle that. Besides, Raleigh lived in the same building, six floors up, and he was the last person she wanted to run into.

      “Not to my apartment. Not to Europe.” She wasn’t one of those girls who’d be taking her planned honeymoon trip alone.

      “I’m on it.” When the car was stopped at a traffic light, he punched in a message to someone on his phone, then set it back on the console.

      “Is it safe to sit up now?” she asked. Without being able to see where they were going, all she had to focus on were her thoughts, and those were a combo plate of confusion and ugliness.

      “Go ahead.”

      Lexie raised her seat, then busied herself kicking off the uncomfortable pumps and searching through her bag for her no-show socks and sneakers. When she pulled out the shoes, she smiled and then frowned at the sparkly silver laces Kara had put in, insisting that even though they were practical shoes, they needed bling for her wedding day.

      Well, looked like she was going to have bling for her non-wedding day.

      To distract herself, she flipped the radio on and searched the satellite streaming service for eighties music. Gabe wasn’t a fan, she knew, but she also knew he would indulge her right now. She needed some comfort music, upbeat music, and the second a love song came on, she would punch in something different. Like maybe the heaviest heavy metal.

      As Tears for Fears filled the car, Lexie finally took stock of their whereabouts. “You’re taking me to your place?”

      “I figured you could change your clothes there.”

      “And then what?”

      “I’m still working on it. Trust me?”

      “Of course.”

      She closed her eyes, rested her head back, and focused on the music, only the music, singing every lyric in her mind as Duran Duran and then Bruce Springsteen played. When Queen’s “Another One Bites the Dust” started up, she went to jab the control, unable to embrace that lyric, and when she realized Gabe had turned down his street, she clicked the sound system off altogether.

      Stupid eighties music.

      Gabe pulled into the garage of his sprawling traditional-style home. He turned off the car and pushed the button to close the door behind them, ensuring none of the neighbors would spot Lexie in her wedding dress. Typical thoughtful Gabe, and she loved him for it.

      “Let me go in and let Saint out first so he doesn’t shed or worse on your dress. Your suitcase is in the trunk, or I’m pretty sure you have some clothes in the spare bedroom.”

      “I’ll see what I left in the house.” She knew there were several options, as she sometimes used his pool and left extra swimsuits and clothes there for convenience.

      “I’ll open the door as soon as Saint’s out of the way.”

      “Hurry,” she said as he shut the driver’s door, leaving her alone in the cool, quiet three-car garage.

      With only the faint light from the garage door opener above, her eyes needed time to adjust again. She closed them, breathed deeply for maybe the first time since Raleigh had left her standing in the church basement, and she couldn’t help noticing the shakiness of the breath.

      Left at the altar—or close enough.

      What a flipping cliché. A humiliating, heartbreaking cliché.

      Raleigh was good-looking, successful, two years younger than her thirty-seven, and on his way up the ladder at the large firm where they were both employed, he as an architect and she as a landscape architect. Nearly two years ago, they’d worked on a large shopping center project together, and he’d started pursuing her. Though she’d been reluctant to date someone from work, he’d swept her away with his attention and his determination and his enthusiasm.

      Now here they were. Their relationship hadn’t been perfect, but whose was? She’d never thought in a million years he would break up on their wedding day.

      When the light from the opener clicked off, total darkness descended, and she quickly popped the car door open, which lit up the interior. With a sad sigh, she pivoted on the seat to swing her legs out, struggling because of the formfitting cut of the dress.

      The dress that no longer mattered, she remembered, taking less care as she stood.

      If she ripped it, so what?

      If Saint, Gabe’s oversized, overzealous St. Bernard mix, got mud or hair on it, who cared?

      There might be a market for used wedding dresses, but who would ever want one from a failed wedding? She wouldn’t feel right even giving it away for fear it would curse someone.

      She grabbed her bag from the floor of the car, dug out her phone, ignored the gazillions of message notifications, and turned on the flashlight to make her way to the door. As she entered the open kitchen and living area, Gabe was coming inside from the French doors in the back of the house. She caught a glimpse out the window of Saint nosing around the expansive backyard.

      “Hey,” he said in a gentle tone as he strode over to her. His gaze was assessing, questioning. “You holding up?”

      The emotions that she’d held off so far were coming in waves now, and she longed for the numbness of fifteen minutes ago. She merely nodded, battling internally against the storm. “What are our plans?”

      “I’ve got Jalisa working on the details,” he said of his executive assistant, “but I’m taking you away. Dress for a flight. Not Europe.” He said the last bit with a hint of a grin.

      When she didn’t even attempt a smile, he sobered and trailed his palm from her upper arm down to her hand, which he held on to. She relished the heat of it, the safety, the caring, and didn’t pull away. Just exhaled a slow, semi-controlled breath.

      “I don’t understand what happened, Lex. Did you guys fight or something?”

      She shook her head. She and Raleigh rarely argued. Not even today, as he’d broken up with her. Today they’d debated. She’d tried to make him see his reasons were unfounded. But she wouldn’t call it a fight.

      “Did he get cold feet?”

      “No,” Lexie said, recalling numerous times over their ten-month engagement when Raleigh had said how he couldn’t wait to be married. “I don’t think that had anything to do with it.”

      “I don’t get it,” Gabe said. “Is he involved with someone else?” He tipped her chin up with his finger, forcing her to look up at him. “Lex, you know you can tell me anything.”

      She swallowed and took in those warm, compassionate eyes, knowing he spoke the truth, and yet, half an hour ago, she’d sworn she would never tell a soul.

      The truth, though… It weighed her down. And if she was honest, it made her mad, and that anger was bubbling up, starting to boil. The need to let it out burned in her, to have Gabe mirror her outrage, to have him say, You’re right, he’s wrong.

      Lexie sucked in an unsteady breath.

      “The reason Raleigh called off our wedding is…you.”
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      Gabe scowled as he wrapped his mind around what Lexie had just said. “What?”

      She took a step back, broke eye contact, covered her face with both hands momentarily. Then she threw her arms down to her sides and let out a frustrated grunt. “I’ve told you in the past he felt threatened by my friendship with you.”

      Gabe let out a harsh, unamused laugh. “What does he expect? We’ve been friends for three decades. You practically grew up in my house.”

      She nodded and expelled a shaky breath. “We’ve been over it dozens of times, and I thought he was finally okay with it. He said he thought he was okay with everything, but then apparently, when I had my mini freak-out this morning and you and I were sitting on the stairs, he saw us. He said that moment made him face up to reality.”

      “What moment?” Gabe tried to stay calm, because Lexie needed calm. “What reality? I was giving you a pep talk about marrying him.” Doing what a best friend should do—because it seemed wiser than begging her not to go through with it.

      She’d been edgy all morning, ever since he and the rest of her attendants had shown up at her apartment bright and early. Throughout the hours-long getting-ready process, she’d denied anything was wrong, but then, as the ceremony had crept closer, she’d been close to panicking, and Gabe had whisked her away on a private walk through the bowels of the church and ultimately to a deserted back stairwell.

      She’d admitted she was battling a pit in her gut ever since she’d woken up, and he’d talked her through it. He’d pointed out it was just last-minute jitters.

      It was less than ten minutes after they’d returned to the bridesmaids that Raleigh had insisted on talking to Lexie in private.

      “He walked onto the landing above us and saw us sitting there, and something supposedly became crystal clear to him.”

      “And what is that?”

      “He said he and I have never had the strong connection that you and I have. He thinks there’s more than friendship between you and me, whether we admit it to ourselves or not. He decided he couldn’t live with that for the rest of his life.” She closed her eyes and pressed her lips together.

      Gabe narrowed his eyes and tried to blank his expression and his thoughts, tried to tamp down the first hint of respect he’d ever felt toward Raleigh Clarke. He tried to bury the thought that the guy wasn’t as dense as Gabe had always believed.

      Gabe had never let on how deep his feelings for Lexie went—he wouldn’t, couldn’t risk screwing up their friendship with that confession—but if Raleigh had somehow discerned them, well, points for him. If the bastard had backed off Lexie months ago, never asked her to marry him, never gotten her hopes up for a future he ended up unable to provide, then Gabe would be more forgiving.

      None of that mattered at this moment. What mattered was helping Lexie get through the day, the next week, the next however long it took.

      “I imagine you told him he was wrong,” he said.

      “Of course I did. In every way I could think of. I couldn’t convince him. I don’t know if he really believes that or if there’s another reason… I guess it doesn’t matter in the end. I’m not getting married.” Her gaze lowered as if she was ashamed, when she had nothing to be ashamed of.

      He gathered her into his arms and muttered, “Damn him,” into her hair. Gabe wasn’t a big proponent of fighting, not like his brother Cole, but for once, he had the urge to track down that skinny pencil dick and mess up his pretty face.

      “It’s a good thing, after all, that my mom didn’t make it.” She buried her face in his chest again, grasping on to his jacket like it was her lifeline.

      “Yeah. Good thing.”

      Good and Mom didn’t go in the same sentence when it came to Jean Gallagher, as far as Gabe was concerned. Her damn piece-of-work mom. He’d thought inviting her was a terrible idea. The woman had done nothing but fail as Lexie’s mom for years. She hadn’t bothered to respond to Lexie’s email invitation, not even to give regrets, and though he didn’t think Lexie had expected much, the woman’s silence had still been a major disappointment, he knew.

      “It would’ve been a really long trip for nothing,” Lexie continued.

      “South America is a long haul,” he agreed, fighting to keep his tone neutral. He wasn’t sure he could stomach seeing the woman who’d left her family thirty-some years ago to study endangered monkeys, and she sure as hell wouldn’t qualify as a reassuring or comforting presence for Lexie if she had shown up.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket.

      “I’m okay. You should check that,” Lexie said.

      He pulled his phone out and read the text from Jalisa. “She wants me to call her about our trip. Why don’t you go change your clothes so we can get out of town, maybe get you a cocktail.”

      “Yeah,” she said stoically. She sniffled once but her eyes were dry, and Gabe wondered when she would let it all out. Whenever it was, he’d be there. She nodded, inhaled deeply, and went toward the guest room.

      Once he heard the door shut, he pushed the number for Jalisa, who answered right away.

      “Whatcha got?” he asked.

      Three minutes later, he had an itinerary jotted on an envelope on the kitchen island, and he thanked his efficient assistant, then ended the call and went into his own room to pack a bag.

      “Gabe?”

      He looked up to find Lexie in the doorway of his bedroom, still in her wedding gown.

      “The back… The buttons… I need help.”

      Though he’d given the women privacy when they’d dressed this morning, he’d heard all about the line of tiny buttons that trailed from the middle her back down to her ass. “Come on in.” He gestured for her to turn around in front of him.

      He already knew what he would be faced with. Though it wasn’t right and he wasn’t proud of it, he’d stolen random opportunities to check her out in detail from all sides over the course of the day. He couldn’t help himself. Even so, when she presented her back to him, he took in a steadying breath and bit the inside of his mouth to keep his mind from going off task. She was beautiful on a normal day, but today, her feminine figure, with that exquisite white fabric hugging it, was breathtaking.

      Brushing her soft skin with his big, clumsy fingers was unavoidable as he struggled to unfasten each delicate button. Was this dress designed for a groom’s pleasure or his torture?

      Maybe for a groom, it would be a pleasure. For the bride’s honor attendant who had no right to touch her skin like a lover, no right to anticipate every inch of delicate flesh as it was unveiled to him, definitely torture.

      By the time he unfastened the last button, which hit right in the middle of her tantalizing ass and revealed the lace edge of satiny white panties, his fingers were shaking.

      “There you go,” he managed to get out in what nearly passed for a normal voice.

      “Thanks,” she said, oblivious to his state, thank God. Holding the dress to her front, she faced him. “What did Jalisa say?”

      “The company jet is taking us to Colorado. She booked a two-bedroom condo on the banks of a mountain stream just outside Caribou Creek. Beyond that, you’re in charge. We can binge-watch Netflix all day or hike hundreds of miles of trails through the mountains or drive up to the top of the range or whatever you’re in the mood for.”

      Her eyes fluttered shut and her features relaxed a degree. “That sounds perfect.”

      “Anything for my nature girl.” He inwardly cringed at the use of my and hoped she didn’t think anything of it.

      “Thanks again. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “You’d do just fine. You have a lot of good people in your life, Lex. Sierra, Kara, Mackenzie⁠—”

      “None of them have a corporate jet though.” Her half smile was the first hint of any such thing he’d seen since they’d left the church.

      “Or the best executive assistant on the planet.” He’d told his assistant they needed something low-key, scenic, and full of nature in Colorado, and the woman had accomplished that in less than half an hour. It was why he paid her so well.

      “Jalisa is amazing,” she agreed. “I’m going to get out of this. I’ll be ready in ten minutes.”

      “I need to call Connor to see if he can stay here with Saint while we’re gone.”

      Once she’d left, he blew out a breath, shook his head, and picked up his phone. His cousin Connor had been invited to the wedding, as had Gabe’s whole family, so he was aware of the situation and easily agreed to dog- and house-sit for the next week. During their brief conversation, Gabe took out a small suitcase and absently threw in clothes and toiletries, then packed up his laptop and other necessities in his work bag.

      Before he could take it all out to the kitchen, his phone rang again and he figured it was Connor with something they’d forgotten to discuss. Instead, the caller ID said Mason, and he debated answering. Avoiding his older brother, though, would only fuel the fire.

      “What’s up?” Gabe said when he connected the call.

      “That’s my question for you,” Mason said. “You’re taking Lexie away? Today? Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “She wants to get out of town.”

      “Why can’t Mackenzie or Sierra take her?”

      “I’ve got plenty of vacation time.” Gabe hadn’t bothered to check his schedule for the next week, just told Jalisa to reschedule everything. He’d told her to notify Mason, who was the CEO of North Brothers Sports and technically his boss, as well, but he’d hoped he could at least get out of town before his brother got the message.

      “Work isn’t the issue and you know it,” Mason said, and those words had Gabe veering from his path toward the main living area, turning back into his bedroom, and heading to the master bath, where he wouldn’t be overheard.

      “I’m her best friend. I’m going to be there for her.”

      Mason let out a breath and his tone was more tempered when he said, “She’s vulnerable right now, Gabe. Feeling the way you do, do you really think a getaway for two is wise?”

      Gabe ran his free hand through his hair, messing it up from its pre-wedding neatness. He could deny his feelings, but it would be a waste of time. Mason knew him better than most, and though this was the first time he’d spoken his suspicions aloud, there’d been signs he knew Gabe cared for Lexie beyond mere friendship. Gabe had simply ignored them. “I’m not stupid.”

      “You sure about that? Because this feels like a dumb move.”

      “What the hell do think I’m planning to do?”

      “It’s not the planned stuff I’m worried about. Shit can happen sometimes. Unplanned fuckups. I know you mean well, but don’t you dare hurt her.”

      “I’m done with this conversation,” Gabe snapped into the phone. “I’ll be back in the office a week from Monday. You know how to get ahold of me if business requires it.” He ended the call and muttered a stream of swear words directed at his nosy, smug-ass brother.

      He would never hurt Lexie. That meant keeping his hands off and his feelings in check. Same as always.

      Sharing a cabin with her, helping her work through one of the hardest moments of her life, being exactly what she needed and nothing more… Without a doubt, this next week was going to be the challenge of a lifetime, but dammit, he would do it. Even if it killed him.
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      The fresh mountain air, breathtaking scenery, and adorable quaintness of the tourist town tucked into the Rocky Mountains helped Lexie temporarily forget she’d been left at the altar today, or close enough to the altar that it counted.

      The two lemon drop martinis she’d had at dinner, though… Now that she and Gabe had left the mom-and-pop bar and grill, the alcohol was lowering her resistance to thoughts of the wild, traumatic day. She turned her attention outward, to the sights around her.

      Caribou Creek’s main street was bustling with people even though it was nearing nine p.m. Shops lined both sides, selling T-shirts, jewelry, souvenirs, chocolates, ice cream, outdoor and hiking gear, and more, staying open late to make the most of their short summer tourist season. The sun had just dropped below the horizon and the town was ablaze with lights. A din of general contentment mixed with the periodic cry of an overtired child. Past the downtown area, the majestic, towering mountains could be seen as dark silhouettes against the dusk sky, and Lexie was struck again with awe and anticipation. Though she’d never been to this specific town before, this part of the country was one of her favorite places in the world.

      Once they’d landed, they’d driven a rental car to the condo Jalisa had reserved, dropped their bags off, and gone into town to track down dinner. Since leaving the restaurant, they’d stopped into the outdoor store and bought basic supplies and shoes for a day hike tomorrow, and a T-shirt store, where Lexie had picked up two tees and some sunglasses. If she wasn’t so exhausted, there were countless other stores she’d want to go in. She’d hit them later in the week, she promised herself.

      As a family of six passed them, Lexie and Gabe moved closer to the storefronts, and she took hold of his forearm to keep her balance. “This is so much better than Europe,” she said. Somehow Gabe had known that.

      They walked several steps before Gabe acknowledged her comment. “I was wondering when you were going to talk about it.”

      “Talk about what?” she said flippantly. “There’s nothing to talk about. Nothing to see here, folks.” She grinned at herself, knowing full well that vodka was making it easier to joke, easier to breathe.

      “It’s okay if you’re not ready yet,” Gabe said.

      She leaned her head on his upper arm, which was where it hit naturally thanks to their height difference of just over a foot. “I’m not ready to talk about it yet.” She popped her head up straight, a spark of fury making its way to the surface. “Except…why in the blazing hell did he wait until today? Why not two weeks ago? Or even yesterday? Yesterday would’ve been better.”

      If Raleigh had dumped her yesterday, at least she wouldn’t have wasted hours of her life getting prettied up and stuffed into a gorgeous white gown. If he’d really been on top of things and called it off before the rehearsal dinner last night, well, who knew what the refund policies were for that—she’d never once thought she needed to ask—but maybe they could’ve saved a few dollars and a god’s share of embarrassment.

      “Last-minute doubts, I guess. And no, I’m not defending him. He should’ve come to you the second he had any misgivings, and you can’t tell me today was the first time for that.”

      Lexie shook her head, scowling. “He admitted he’s been talking himself out of his doubts for weeks. Fool.”

      Maligning him felt good, even if fool didn’t do him justice, but deep down, she knew…she was at least as big of a fool as Raleigh. Probably bigger. For sure bigger. Her mistake was in ever believing she would find someone to love her, to marry her, to settle down with her for a lifetime. Hadn’t her parents made her fully aware of how tough it was to love her from the earliest years of her life?

      “I hate that this happened to you,” Gabe said as they slowed in front of a bookstore window paying homage to local authors and touting a vast selection of journals and notebooks, “but I can’t help but think you’re lucky he flaked now instead of after the vows.”

      Though Lexie, on some level, suspected he was right, she couldn’t process that yet. Wasn’t to the point of thank God, dodged that bullet. Couldn’t fathom that she would be. She’d been ready to marry Raleigh Clarke, till death do us part. “Let’s go in,” she said instead, her itch to shop overpowering her fatigue now. Retail therapy, here she came. With a vengeance.

      The inside of the bookstore was vintage but homey and stuffed full of books, gifts, puzzles, and other treasures. As Gabe stopped at a table of paperbacks about the outdoors and the national park, Lexie made her way toward the section in the back corner marked art supplies. All she’d brought with her was what she’d packed for her honeymoon, and though she’d debated briefly when she packed, she’d left her beloved sketchpad at home. Sketching was a solo thing, and she hadn’t planned to be solo on her honeymoon. Here, though…

      She found the type she liked and picked up two, then located the fine-art colored pencils. They had the good kind here, and it wouldn’t be cheap, but she’d been needing to replace some of hers anyway. She discovered some brush pens she’d seen on social media and added those to her pile.

      By the time Gabe found her, she’d added two beautiful journals, three packs of colored pens, a trio of cute refrigerator magnets, and a set of moose measuring cups. Instead of giving her a hard time for how much she’d found in such a short time—he knew full well her shopping skills were expert level—he took the vast majority of it from her and carried it while she finished browsing.

      “I think that’s it for now,” Lexie said, avoiding her usual penchant for romance novels, because tonight she wasn’t sure she believed in happy endings. “What’d you find?”

      His lone book was on top of her tower of creativity tools that were making her fingers tingle with the need to use them.

      “A book about hiking in the park. It’s the one the guy at the outdoor shop recommended, with maps and trail descriptions, plus safety tips and survival info.”

      “Sounds like exactly what we need. Cram session tonight?”

      “We can pick out a trail tonight and throw the book in my backpack tomorrow morning. Got us covered.”

      A gentleman in his fifties with a long beard and a friendly smile rang up their purchases, with Gabe treating in spite of her protests, and then Lexie insisted on carrying the bag as they went back out on the sidewalk.

      She sidled close and said, “Thank you. For buying me all these pretties. And for agreeing to hike all day tomorrow when you’d probably prefer rafting or rappelling. You’re spoiling me.”

      “This trip is all about you, Lex. Whatever you need to get through the next few days.” He put his free arm around her and squeezed her to his side, then released her.

      Emotion surged up in her throat and she swallowed it down. “As long as I don’t have to bowl, we’re good.” There was more venom in her voice than she’d intended.

      Gabe slowed their pace, nearly stopping. “I thought you liked bowling. You’ve been on a bowling team with Raleigh for, what, more than a year?”

      “I hate bowling,” she said, softly but with so much feeling. She’d never told anyone how much she loathed the sport. Had tried so hard to like it.

      Raleigh wasn’t a sports guy, didn’t like football or baseball or hockey or any of the things she’d grown up watching at the Norths’ house. He’d never gone running with her or joined her gym, so when he’d had the idea for them to join a couples’ bowling team with some people from their company, saying it would give them a social and a physical outlet and something to do together, she’d agreed.

      “It hurts my hand. I’ll never be able to spin the stupid ball. And the shoes are ridiculous.”

      “Did he know you hated it?”

      She shook her head and shifted her bag to the opposite side. “He bought me my own ball for Christmas.”

      “Well,” Gabe said, sounding like he was amused but trying to hold it in, “we won’t go bowling then.”

      “Ever,” she said
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