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      Kyle

      

      “I fucking hate surprises, Livie!”

      My groomsman—woman?—knew that. When most kids loved opening gifts to find out what was inside, I was always the one oddball who spent an inordinate amount of time sneaking into closets and underneath beds to take a peek at my gifts before they were wrapped. Not out of a sense of real curiosity but because I honestly did not want to be surprised. I didn’t want my face to betray what I felt as I unwrapped them. So, I practiced my expression of delight for even those disappointing or just outright awful presents, because when it came down to it, I didn’t want to disappoint anyone kind enough to buy me a gift.

      When Livie spirited me out of the house that evening with the promise of a huge surprise, I cringed. I was sure it was some kind of bachelor party, but I was immediately horrified by the possibility I was going to hate it and thus crush my goofy but lovable best friend’s well-intentioned heart. Livie was my better half. Always had been. I often wondered what would happen if she moved away. Or if I moved away. Livie was my sounding board, my go-to for anything I couldn’t trust others with. We’d been through thick and thin and still stuck together in the end. I loved my freckled friend, and the last thing I wanted to do was hurt her feelings by hating whatever surprise she and my other misguided groomsmen had come up with.

      “Will you stop fretting and move a little faster?” Livie was practically pushing me in front of her as I dragged my feet toward the door of an old, nondescript building I had never seen. She had driven us there with her usual reckless enthusiasm and evaded all my questions almost as efficiently as she avoided crashing into the other unsuspecting drivers on the road.

      “You almost killed me on the way here.” Not far from the truth. My stomach was still a bit unsettled from her usual driving antics. “And now it seems you want to finish the job by murdering me in some abandoned warehouse.”

      My head shot forward as she swatted the back of my neck. “If I wanted to kill you, I’d have done it a long time ago.” She shoved me forward again. “Let’s go, Kyle. I promise you’ll like it.” I hated it when people said that.

      Livie had been acting strangely even for her. Ever since I had told her about my impending nuptials with her childhood enemy, her usual exuberant behaviour had been somewhat subdued. Which in itself was worrisome. I got it. At least, I thought I did. She and Mia were like two Betta fish sharing the same bowl—they took no prisoners. The fact I was marrying Mia could not have been easy to swallow and, to give her due credit, Livie had taken the news like a champ. But I knew that inside she was boiling. Livie had always been the kind to cover up pain with a smile, but I had long ago learned to see through those deceptive happy layers and sarcastic bite—she was not a happy camper.

      The front door was unlocked, and we walked into a dark corridor that led us to—nowhere, it seemed. “Are you sure we’re in the right place? There’s nothing here but dust.”

      With a giant push, she shoved me through the wall—well, it was really a door I hadn’t seen—into a bright room. I blinked for a second as I heard the yells and hoots from a small crowd of friends.

      “Welcome to the bachelor party to end all parties.” Livie’s declaration made me shiver in apprehension. Oh shit. What had she planned now?

      Once my eyes got used to the bright lights, I scanned the room around me. It was set up like an old British pub, with a dark wood bar that ran most of the front-facing wall, a few scattered wooden tables and chairs, and art nouveau lamps hanging from the ceiling and jutting out from the walls. Hell, I’d never guess from the looks of the outside that the inside was such a jewel of boozy architecture.

      “I knew you’d like the old-world feel of this place.” Livie knew me too well.

      “It’s fucking brilliant.” It was. The whole atmosphere made me believe I had just stepped out of time and place. “Where did you find this place?”

      She snorted. “I know people.”

      “Bullshit. You googled it, didn’t you?” She was a true black belt of the Google search. We sat down side by side on a couple of the bar stools while my other friends gathered around us. “I don’t care how you did it. I love it.”

      Livie jumped from the stool as soon as her butt hit the seat. “But this is just a small part of your surprise, my friend.” Opening her arms wide, she made a production of looking around her like an actor on stage. “The committee and I have carefully planned an evening of sensual delights for our poor friend who will soon be deprived of the world at large.” The small crowd whispered in fake awe.

      “You speak as if I’m about to face a firing squad.” Which was quite effective at rattling me just enough that my stomach filled with rocks.

      “You’re marrying the queen of the bitches.” Never one to mince words when it came to my fiancée, Livie opened her gorgeous blue eyes and wrinkled her freckled nose. “Of course you’re a dead man walking. So your friends decided to give you a night to remember. Are you ready?”

      I shook my head and chuckled. “Quit the theatricals, Olivia Marie,” I said, doing my best impression of her mom, the only woman capable of semi-controlling my best friend.

      A big bang echoed through the pub, and a door opened behind the counter. Liam and Ben came through it, dramatically carrying a huge tray over their heads. They stumbled to the counter and almost dropped their burden. The tray slammed a bit too hard on the counter in front of me, a spray of liquid splashing up in the air.

      “I present you your last meal.” Livie stretched on her tiptoes so she could better look over the tall counter. “Your favourite food in the whole wide world.”

      She was exaggerating a bit, but not by much. The tray was packed with piles of chips covered in an obscene amount of chicken salt right next to a collection of sausage sizzles, oozing sauce, and fried onions from every angle. My salivary glands went into overdrive.

      Livie stopped me from making a swipe at the tray. “But wait! What would be the perfect drink to go with all that wonderful food?” Another one of my friends emerged from the kitchen with a bucket full of beer.

      We all attacked the food and the drinks with great enthusiasm. The sausages were sinfully delicious, and the beer washed it all down in a wave of coolness and bitterness. I must have downed at least three beers before I decided I probably should stop, considering my ride, who didn’t drink often, was more drunk than the Drunken Scotsman. Surprised, but more than just a little amused, I watched as she stumbled all the way from the other side of the bar toward me, crashing into chairs and tables and spilling more than half of her beer on a couple unfortunate friends who were in her way.

      “The fucking stripper cancelled on us.” Her words spilled out of her mouth thick and slurred. I took the beer out of her hand and placed it on the counter behind me. She waved a hand above her head and licked her lips. “But no problem. Livie is here.”

      I chuckled and held her hands in mine. “What are you going to do? Strip for me?”

      She stopped moving for a moment and then let out a loud, reverberating burp. “Yes, that’s what I must do—I’ll strip.” She pulled her hands away from me and began unbuttoning her shirt.

      “Fuck. Are you crazy, Liv?” No, but she was totally wasted. I grabbed her hand and pulled it away from the buttons of her shirt. “You most definitely will not strip in front of all these guys.” I had lowered my voice to an almost whisper and waved the other guys away from us.

      She bent forward until her forehead was leaning against my chest. “But you’ll be disappointed that the sexy stripper didn’t show you her girls. And you’re marrying that bitch, and—” She went quiet and still, and for a moment I thought she had fallen asleep, but she lifted her face to me. “I hate that you’re marrying stupid Miss Perky.” She suddenly sounded like her old teenage self, crying on my shoulder about something horrible Mia had done to her.

      I brushed my hand over her head and kissed her forehead. “You knew I’d get married someday, Liv. What difference does it make that it’s to Mia?” It was a rhetorical question. I knew exactly what was bothering her but couldn’t do anything about it.

      A little sob made her hiccup. “But she’s a bitch. I hate her.” She lowered her face to my chest again and sobbed a few more times. “And what about me, Kyle? What about me?”

      I drew her closer to me, baffled by the pain in her voice. “What about you? You’re my best friend and always will be. That won’t change just because I’m marrying Mia.” I hoped.

      With her mascara running down her freckled cheeks, Livie looked up at me again. “But you’ll never love me like I love you.”

      She must have drunk more than I thought. “Of course I love you, fool. You’re my best friend.”

      “No, no, no….” She pounded on my chest softly and then slipped a hand behind my neck and pulled my face toward her. “You don’t understand. I love you. I’ve always loved you.” And she kissed me.

      The touch of her lips sent my mind spiralling out of control. We’d been friends for so long, and she picked that moment to tell me she felt that way? It was a sloppy kiss that tasted and smelled like stale beer. A kiss that filled me with guilt. I had crushed on her so hard when we were teenagers and never thought she felt the same. How had I missed it?

      Bad timing. Terrible timing.

      Livie went slack in my arms. A little snore told me she had fallen asleep, her nose smooched up against my chin as her lips slipped away from mine.

      What am I going to do about this?

      The only thing I could do—make sure I never mentioned this moment to her and hope she couldn’t remember it in the morning. As much as I loved Livie, we couldn’t happen. I was in love with her nemesis and getting married the next day. Livie had to move on.

      

      Livie

      

      There was a sickly smell of lilacs in the air as all the guests walked slowly but purposely to their seats. I sat in the back, avoiding the time I would have to stand by my best friend and watch him marry the queen of bitches. I hated weddings in general, but this one in particular. The simple thought of Mia walking down that aisle in her perfect, way-too-expensive white gown made me want to puke. Mia was not my favourite person in the world. In fact, there were so many people I would name ahead of her should I ever decide to make a list of my favourite people that she would need an airplane and a GPS to find number one. Truth be told, I hated her guts. It was nothing new either. We had been BEFs—best enemies forever—since we were in primary school.

      The fact that we had grown up side by side did not change or influence the way we felt about each other. Mia, however, had always been really good at making others believe we were friends. My mother, who was one of her mum’s friends, believed to this day we were like bread and butter, Vegemite and toast, mac and cheese… one didn’t go without the other. We both knew though that we were more like water and oil, or fire and TNT.

      Throughout our years in primary school and then high school, we brought the term frenemy to a whole new level. Miss Perky—as I decided to name her during the later school years, not so much because of her temperament but rather because her nipples always seem to stick out of every blouse she wore—thrived on conniving new and more creative ways to humiliate me in front of the whole school and I—in a much more subtle way but not any more saintly—did my worst to make her sound like a brainless idiot. We spent most of those incredibly useless years in a tug-of-war where neither she nor I ever really won. That was, until now.

      Sitting in that gloomy church with the nauseating smell of flowers hanging from every pew tickling my nose and my gag reflex, I had to admit she had me licked. Finally. Yes, she had won. Big time. In a few minutes, she would be walking down that pretentious red carpet into the arms of the guy I had loved since primary school. Kyle, the boy who had made a name for himself stuffing live worms down every girl’s shirt in grade three. I had been his first victim. When that squirmy, slimy, wiggly creature slid down my childish chest into the waist of my skirt, I nearly died. Not because I was scared of worms, but because I had no idea at the time what exactly was crawling inside my shirt. Instead of screaming like a banshee, I got Kyle in all kinds of trouble with the teacher and later the principal. Strangely enough, I took his mischief as a sign he liked me, and I was more than excited to join his bug-related trickery for the rest of our primary career.

      As we grew up, it didn’t take me long to realize I liked watching him, that slow burn in my gut sending little shivers up my legs and arms every time my eyes met his. The electrical shocks caused by a simple brush of the fingers or his knee against mine when we sat side by side eating ice cream at the Pink Parlour bar. Even though Kyle had never actually shown any interest in me outside the friends-forever arena, I was pretty certain he was just waiting for the right time. So imagine my surprise—and total and utter dismay—when I got a call from my BEF announcing her engagement to my boy. WTF?

      Fast forward to today and this horribly tacky church where my hope for ever-after happiness would be getting married to the one person I hated the most in the world. My heart was crushed and my dreams burnt to the ground. There was no tomorrow.

      My cell phone vibrated, and a quick glance at the screen told me it was Kyle. What did he want? Maybe he had seen the error of his ways and wanted to tell me the wedding was off.

      “What’s going on?” I asked him, my fingers crossed in desperate supplication to Lady Luck.

      “Can you come up here?” Here was the little sacristy room upstairs where he had been getting his shit together with his father and best man. Whatever the shit was that grooms had to do right before the wedding—possibly pray for mercy or for an earthquake to stop the ceremony.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, my heart filling with a new hope.

      “I need your help.” He needed my help. This was it. He wanted a way out of this freaky union, and I was just the woman for the job.

      Despite my stiletto heels, I flew up the stairs and knocked loudly on the wooden door to the sacristy. Kyle appeared behind the door, a frown on his face, dishevelled and half dressed, his shirt unbuttoned with the tails flapping around his pants.

      He grabbed my hands and pulled me inside, closing the door behind me. “I need help.”

      “Getting out of the church unnoticed?” I said, a little beam of madness touching my brain. “We could sneak you out the back, I guess.”

      “Stop messing with me,” he said, half laughing. “I need help with this freaking shirt and bow tie.”

      A little disappointed, I gave him the once-over. “You look like hell.”

      “Yeah, well nothing has gone right this morning,” he said, sweeping his fingers through his short black hair. “First, I get out of the shower, slip on a puddle, and end up in the ER being fitted for a boot,” he says, pulling up his pants leg to show me an orthopaedic boot. “Then my best man gets the flu and can’t leave his bathroom. Now this fucking shirt will not button and the bow tie is a mess.”

      I reached out for the bow tie hanging from his neck. “I don’t know what you did to this thing, but it’s hopeless,” I said, giving up on trying to tie the damaged accessory that looked like it had gone through a shredder.

      Kyle threw his hands up in the air. “Hell, what else is going to happen? My father is on his way to pick up the rings from my sick best man, and he might not make it back on time. What else can go wrong?”

      He really shouldn’t have asked me this. Because something came over me, and stepping closer to him, I grabbed him by the open collar of his shirt, pulled his face to mine, and said, “If you'll give me a minute, I think I can make this worse.”

      I never got the chance to show him exactly how I was going to make it a whole lot worse because someone knocked frantically at the door. Reluctantly, I let him go and opened the door. It was one of the bridesmaids, her headband askew and her strapless dress looking dangerously close to slipping off her impressive bosom.

      “What’s wrong?” Kyle asked, his face betraying the anxiety he felt.

      “It’s Mia,” she said, the words coming out of her mouth as little gasps while she tried to catch her breath from running up the steep stairs. “There was an accident.”

      Kyle crossed the short space between them, reaching for her shoulders but dropping his hands and clenching them into fists instead. He took a deep breath. Her headband flew off her head completely, falling right by my feet, and her once well-coiffed hair looked a lot like the dust bunnies I often found under my couch.

      “What accident?” Kyle screamed. “Is Mia okay? What happened?”

      The unfortunate messenger tried to free herself from Kyle’s insistent gaze in vain. “Sh-she’s f-fine,” she stuttered. “It was her dress.”

      Kyle stared at the dishevelled girl, his head cocked to the side in what I used to call his whatcha-talking-about look.

      I came to his rescue. “What do you mean, it’s her dress? What happened?”

      The bridesmaid, looking relieved that she was no longer the target of his killer glare, took a few more steps inside the room and sat on a nearby stool. “Little Malory, her niece, was walking around with a glass of fruit punch and tripped… all over Mia’s dress.”

      Restraining the fit of mad laughter begging to be released, I turned my back on her, covering my mouth with my hand.

      “So her dress is ruined,” Kyle said. “Somehow it doesn’t surprise me, what with the way things have been going today. Didn’t her mum say she had one in the closet that fit her perfectly?”

      Yeah, if I remembered correctly—and I was pretty sure I did—her mother had offered to let her wear this amazing vintage dress that fit her like a glove—why did all the bitches have amazingly fit bodies? But the bridezilla had opted for spending a few thousand dollars on a spanking-new ostentatious dress instead.

      “Mia won’t hear of it,” the bedraggled bridesmaid said, attempting to comb back her disaster hair with her hand. “She saw the accident as a signal that the vibes are not right today.”

      Kyle’s eyes had grown to the size and shape of small saucers—an amazing feat considering the almond shape of his Asian eyes. “Is she breaking off our engagement? Is that what you’re saying, Chloe?” Did I hear a tone of joyful expectation in his voice?

      The girl jumped to her feet, stepping on the edge of her dress. A loud ripping sound sliced through the air as she struggled to straighten. “No, no, no,” she said, looking forlornly at her now torn gown. “Just postponing it. She says she’s getting really bad vibes from this whole thing. She told her dad to cancel the wedding for now. When I left the house, he was making some calls.”

      “Is she crazy?” Kyle exclaimed, his arms shooting upwards. “Do you know how expensive that’s going to be?”

      “Her father said he would do whatever his baby wanted,” Chloe said, shrugging. “You know how he is.”

      Just as my heart was jumping for joy in my chest and I could feel my butt and my feet begging me for a little victory dance, I noticed my friend had dropped on the nearest chair, his forehead practically on his knees, his hands clasped behind his head.

      “It’s just a little setback, Kyle,” I said, forcing myself to be there to comfort him.

      His head popped up and his beautiful black eyes locked with mine. “Little? Setback?” he said, spitting out the words. “This is my wedding day too, you know. I had enough trouble working myself up to this, and now I have to do it all over again.”

      I was just about to ask him what he meant by that when he turned to Chloe, who was still fussing over the torn hem of her dress. “Why didn’t she talk to me before she made that decision?”

      In unison, Chloe and I both gave him the are-you-kidding-me look. Mia was entitled, spoiled, and all around the most self-centred person I had ever met, and everybody knew that. Surely, he knew that as well.

      He dropped his head back to his knees. “Tell her I will call her as soon as I no longer want to strangle her with my own two hands,” he said, his voice muffled by his pants.

      Chloe’s eyebrows shot up into deep arches. “Do you really want me to tell her that?”

      “Just tell her he will call,” I said, gently guiding her to the door, my hand on her shoulder blade. “Thank you for bringing the news. You may want to stop in the bathroom and fix your hair.” Unless you want birds to nest there.

      We were left alone, Kyle and I. I wasn’t sure what to do or say. Just a few minutes ago I had been ready to let it all out and confess my love for him in hopes of stopping the wedding. Somehow, now that the ceremony was a no-go after all, I was rethinking my insane decision. As much as I despised Mia, this man was my friend and I didn’t derive any joy from seeing him destroyed and hurting.

      I pulled up another chair and sat beside him, my hand drawing invisible circles on his back. “Sorry, Kyle,” I said. “This must be really upsetting to you, but look on the bright side….”

      Raising his head, he looked at me. “Bright side? There is a bright side to this mess?”

      There was a huge bright side for me at least. Obviously, this didn’t mean anything to him. “Well, you get some more time to reconsider marrying this crazy bitch.” It came out with absolutely no thought or hesitation. I bit my tongue. As true as that was, it was not the right thing to say.

      To my surprise, the corner of his lips lifted in a half smile. “Leave it to you to make me laugh,” he said, a little chuckle escaping him. “I guess it won’t hurt to wait a little longer. The wedding was her idea after all.”

      I perked up. “It was? You didn’t ask her?”

      “I did, but she was the one determined to have this big show of a wedding,” he said, his back now straight, my hand caught between him and the back of the chair. My fingers began tingling, and not because of the loss of circulation. I could feel his strong back muscles beneath my twitchy digits, a feeling that was quickly spreading through my body into inappropriate places—we were in a church, after all. “I was happy having a short, quick civil ceremony. You know I suck at anything formal.”

      It was true. He had always been the easy-going, whatever person in my life. My grounding force. The one who could always bring me down from my bouts of frantic anxiety and ridiculous excitement.

      “Why did you give in then?” I asked, certain areas of my body quickly catching on fire. Get a grip, woman! I managed to wiggle my hand from behind his back and hopefully stop the wave of heat coursing through my veins.

      Kyle gave me the look—you know, the one that calls you crazy without actually saying the words? “Have you met Mia?” he asked, his eyebrows arched high on his forehead. “What Mia wants, she gets. End of story.”

      “Well… so maybe this little break is a good thing and it will give you the chance to re-evaluate your relationship and what you really want,” I said, hope flooding my heart. “In the meantime, how does an unhealthy dose of chicken salt-covered chips sound?”

      My mum was right—as much as I hated to admit it. The way to a man’s heart really was through his stomach. Kyle immediately brightened at the mere mention of cheap and delicious fast food.

      “Let me get this monkey suit off,” he said. “There’s a great place just down the road.”
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      Livie

      

      In my dreams he always came to me dressed in a perfectly cut suit, his big, strong hands checking the cufflinks just like James Bond in every spy movie ever made. His long and confident stride brought him close enough to me that I could feel his warm breath on my face. With his hand he reached out and encircled my waist, pulling me closer to him before seeking my lips with his.

      In reality, Kyle came out of his room in a pair of dirty joggers, scratching his dishevelled hair. The phone had rung while we were talking and he’d left for a few minutes to go answer it. Now, he slogged his way to the chair next to mine in the living room and plopped himself on it as if his muscles had turned to mush. His lips opened wide in a long, wide yawn that allowed me to see farther into his throat than I ever wished to. But that shadow of a beard across his handsome face and the way his black, silky hair stuck out every which way made me want to kiss him anyway. Only I couldn’t. He still belonged to my nemesis. At least for now.

      I was plotting. There were a million insane ideas percolating in my brain. To not take advantage of this respite—Mia putting off the wedding—would be even crazier than my plan to win him over to my side. There had to be a way of making him see how well the two of us fit together. How perfect I was for him and him for me. To just come out and tell him wouldn’t work. At least that’s what I told my crazed brain. It couldn’t be that direct, that simple. Subtlety was not my middle name, however, and the more I planned, the crazier the ideas got.

      “Where have you gone, Livie?” I heard him ask. I stared at him uncomprehendingly. “I was asking you something, and you were just staring out into space.”

      “Sorry. Spaced out for a second.” Plotting, always plotting. “What’s up?”

      I had stopped by his apartment to make sure he was all right. Even though I couldn’t understand it, he had taken the wedding disaster hard and had been sulking for almost a week now. My worries proved to be justified when he opened the door to a filthy, messy place. He might not be the tidiest person on earth, but the pigsty inside his house was totally out of character.

      He combed his hair with his long fingers and smiled. “That was Mia.” What was he smiling about? Hadn’t the bitch left him at the altar just a week before? “She called to apologize. We’re getting married after all.”

      If I hadn’t been sitting, I would have fallen on my butt. It took me a few tries to find my voice. “What do you mean, the wedding is on? She left you high and dry. Why would you want to marry her after all that?”

      Kyle laughed, resting his head on the back of the couch. “Liv, I love Mia and she loves me. Why would I let something like a postponed wedding get in the way of our happiness?”

      I stuttered again and had to cough to clear my throat. There was a gigantic knot stuck between my lungs and my vocal chords. “She cancelled the wedding over a dirty dress. Who does that?”

      The smile died on his lips, and he straightened his back. “Liv, you know I love you. We’ve been friends forever, but I can’t let you talk about my fiancée like that.” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “We love each other and want to be husband and wife. You have to accept that and put whatever the issues between the two of you behind you if we are to stay best friends.”

      “Are you really threatening to break up our friendship over this?” I was beside myself, even if a tiny voice in the back of my head kept telling me to shut up and accept what I obviously couldn’t change. “She’s a freaking bitch, and she will make you miserable.”

      Kyle raised his hand in front of my face. “Stop, Liv, please. I don’t want to be mad at you.” His lips were a tight, thin line on his gorgeous face. “Please, just be happy for me. This is what I want. Mia and I are good for each other. She’s not the girl you knew anymore. Neither are you. We’ve all grown and moved on.”

      My heart had dropped into my stomach and was on fire, burning into a charred chunk of coal. It was over. All my hopes, crazy dreams, and even crazier plans had been crushed to a powder. This was really it. Kyle, the man I had loved since we were kids, was going to marry the only woman I could truly say I hated. I knew she would make him unhappy. Once the novelty was over, she’d be back to her true self and crush my friend’s heart and soul.

      As wrong as it sounded, I had to accept it. I didn’t have to like it, but I had to suck it up and be happy for Kyle. Except I couldn’t. I really couldn’t. I knew Mia too well. There was no way she really loved Kyle. He was nothing but a toy for her to play with for a while and then discard like she had done with so many before him. Mia loved no one but herself. I wanted to be there for him, but I didn’t think I could.

      “I’m sorry, Kyle.” Tears burned their way into my eyes. “I can’t just roll with it. I love you too much, and I know Mia doesn’t.” Had I just said the three-letter word?

      “I love you too, Liv, and that won’t change because I’m married. I promise. I will still be your best friend. How can you doubt that?”

      I’d had it. Jumping to my feet, I tightened my hands into fists and braced them against my hips. Both my face and my eyes burned as tears blurred my vision. “You just don’t get it, do you, Kyle?” Inside I was yelling, but my voice came out a whisper. “I don’t want to be just your best friend anymore. I want more.”

      Kyle tilted his head, a confused look in his eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “I love you. Love with a capital L. Like a woman loves a man.” The tears rolled freely down my cheeks and collected into pools in the corners of my lips. “I don’t want to be your groomsman. I want to be your bride and be loved by you forever.”

      Stunned, Kyle didn’t move or speak, blinking rapidly. I didn’t know what I expected him to do, but that was not it. Expecting him to hug me and comfort me was unreasonable, but I still wanted him to.

      When he didn’t do anything, I let out a little sob and grabbed my purse. “I get it—you’re in love with Mia’s curves and perfect complexion, with who she wants you to think she is. I can’t be there to watch it, Kyle. I love you too much.” He made a move to take my hand, but I backed away from him. “I hope she makes you happy. I do. But I won’t be around to see it.”

      Before he could do anything, I turned and ran out the door, clutching my stomach as nausea and dizziness overwhelmed me. Mia had won again.

      

      Kyle

      

      “What’s the frown for?” Liam had suddenly appeared out of nowhere and was staring at me as if surveying a strange painting, eyes all screwed and forehead raisin-wrinkled.

      I caught myself and smiled. “No frown. See?” I pointed at my mouth. “Only smiles. I’m the happiest man in town.” I was, with one notable exception: my best friend wouldn’t be here to share my big day. I had tried to call her a million times and convince her everything would work out in the end. I had a whole speech prepared, but she never answered my calls.

      “Are you ready, man?” Liam gave me another suspicious look while I straightened the bow on my tux, wishing Livie was there to help me.

      Today was my wedding day. Finally. Using her mysterious powers, Mia had been able to reschedule the whole thing in just a little over a week. Miracle Mia, I started calling her. I supposed the fact her family was loaded could have had a big role in the miracle, but still….

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I said. The wedding had turned out to be a huge production even after I had asked Mia if we could maybe have a simpler affair, but she had her mind set on this fabulous wedding, and I couldn’t say no to the woman I loved.

      Liam was my best man and looked unusually well put-together. He was a jeans and T-shirt type of guy, and I didn’t think I had ever seen him in a tuxedo. I almost didn’t recognize him when he came in through the church door in the classic black tux, a shiny silk bow tie around his neck. “Hey, my best mate is being put in shackles,” he had said. “The least that I can do is get dressed up for it.”

      My hands shook as I took my place at the altar next to Liam. The church was packed with guests, an ocean of colours mingling with the many flower arrangements decorating the aisle and the pews. There was an intense, sweet scent of lilacs hanging in the air that tickled my nose to the point I had to scratch it. The violinist began playing the wedding march, and I turned to the back of the church where my bride emerged, arm in arm with her father, and began her progress down the red-carpeted aisle.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Mia was extraordinarily beautiful. From her perfectly coiffed hair to her delicious curvy body, she was exquisite. With her first wedding gown ruined, she had bought a new one that fitted her even better, the mermaid shape of the skirt hugging her round hips and the lace-edged décolletage emphasizing her voluptuous breasts. Desire stirred inside me, hot and out of control. I couldn’t wait to get to the hotel where we were spending our first married night. Mia had been insistent about keeping the pretence we hadn’t slept together since our reconciliation. “I’m in the eye of the public, and I don’t want any wagging tongues to mess up our day,” she had said. I’d agreed, but my body was not happy with the decision. I wanted to run my fingers and lips over her skin, taste the sweetness of her on my tongue, and get lost inside of her. Mia was creative in the bedroom, and making love to her was the most exciting thing I had ever done. I couldn’t wait to explore further.

      When she finally reached the altar, her father dropped her arm and offered her hand to me with a smile. I liked her dad, so I hoped my face did not betray the rather lascivious thoughts I was having. As her hand touched mine, I stopped shaking. This was really happening.

      The rest of the ceremony was a blur. I remembered saying the ritual I dos, and the hot, sensual kiss Mia gave me at the end, but everything else was enveloped in fog. We left
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