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Part One: The Bachelorette Party

Chapter One
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Have you seen the Hallmark Christmas movies with quaint small towns and happy endings? Well, my younger brother’s wedding was kind of like that...if Hallmark movies had a dark side and ended in disaster.

Two weeks before Christmas, I flew home with my fiancé for Malcolm’s wedding. I typically avoided visiting Birchwood Haven by all means necessary, keeping visits down to once per year, preferably in the summertime. But I couldn’t think of a valid reason to skip out on my brother’s nuptials.

We arrived at the small airport in the darkness of a long winter night, stepping onto the tarmac in cold, blustery winds and snow. I grumbled as we crossed the frozen tundra into the airport. 

“Why the hell couldn’t Malcolm and Lexie have done a destination wedding, somewhere on an island, far away from our small hometown—like normal people?”

Anthony laughed. “At least it’ll be a white Christmas,” he said cheerfully, slinging his arm over my shoulders. “Let’s make the most of it.”

Easy for him to say. He didn’t grow up here.

When I woke the next morning in the town bed-and-breakfast, I looked out the window to see a beautiful blanket of glimmering white covering the quaint picturesque town. Birchwood was quiet most of the year but summertime drew nearby big-city dwellers to its cabins and lake houses for a slower easy pace, and its quintessential small-town USA vibe made it a popular winter holiday destination. 

And the town went all out. Traditional decorations abounded and the town center became a little Christmas village every year. It was an idyllic scene yet it failed to stir in me the sense of nostalgia it deserved. 

Damn, I was a cold bitch.

Literally as well as figuratively. I was freezing. Spending the last decade-plus in Atlanta had destroyed my tolerance for the frigid temperatures of a Midwest winter. I glanced at Anthony still asleep, snuggled in, blissfully unaware of my internal disquiet. I grabbed a throw blanket from the bed and tossed it over my flannel pajamas as I ventured down to the kitchen for some life-affirming coffee.

“Good morning, Jezebel.”

I was greeted by the B&B proprietress as I entered the warm country kitchen. I’d known Mrs. North since she was my kindergarten teacher when she was an experienced yet still enthusiastic teacher in the prime of her career. Now she was still surprisingly energetic with a wealth of energy though well into her sixties.

“So sorry I wasn’t up to welcome you last night, but Jennifer assured me you were tucked in nicely.” 

“Yes, thank you, Mrs. North, everything was lovely.” I sat at the table, my back facing the wall, legs tucked to my chest. As warm as the kitchen was, I was still shivering. Once the chill gets to your bones, it’s hard to get out. In my experience, only the southern heat and humidity can do that. So...I’ll only be cold for seven more days. 

Wonderful.

“Coffee?” Mrs. North asked.

“Yes, please.” I adjusted the blanket around my drawn-up legs.

“Cream and sugar?”

“Black.”

She placed the steaming mug in front of me and added a napkin with a candy cane spoon beside it—red and white stripes and all. 

Oh well, what the hell. May as well make an attempt to get into the holiday spirit. For my brother’s sake, if nothing else, though why he’d chosen to get married so near the holiday, I’ll never understand.

I stirred the pepperminty candy into my coffee and was pleasantly surprised at the result. The local newspaper lay in the center of the table and I pulled it over to flip through the pages as I drank my breakfast. Same old stuff. Some new people were born, some people got married, some kids won football games, and some old people died. Riveting.

Mrs. North took a break from her cooking to take a seat across from me, her own coffee mug steaming in her hands. 

“So, tell me how everything is going in Atlanta. I heard from Jennifer who heard from Santana that you’ve just been promoted in your big ad firm. Congratulations!” She reached across the table and patted my hand proudly. “You always had a way with words, even at age six.”

I was uncomfortable with the praise and smiled awkwardly. It wasn’t so much a promotion as an accidental upgrade, due to the fact that a senior executive retired and the ranks all filed upward.

“Thank you,” I said with an attempt at grace which was actually more of a grimace. 

It was so much easier bossing up, demonstrating my indispensability, and climbing corporate ladders than it was to accept a sincere compliment over peppermint coffee. 

One week. I could do this for one week.

“Though the words were sometimes inappropriate for a kindergartener, you did use them properly.” She winked and stood, returning to the stove.

I tipped my head in acknowledgment, more to myself than her. I’d always had fun with words, it was true. And I did have a mechanic’s vocabulary as a child. It came from hanging out in my dad’s garage with, well, mechanics.

As if reading my mind, Mrs. North inquired, “Have you seen your father yet?”

“Came in too late. We’ll go to the house today.” I tried to sound airy, though it felt like I’d swallowed a stone. 

After refilling my mug, I drifted back up to the room, talking myself out of pulling out my laptop and digging into the Morrison account. I was not supposed to be working. I was supposed to be on vacation and enjoying some downtime. Downtime? Why would someone want that anyway? But I’d promised Anthony—and Malcolm—that I’d try.

Enjoy your time away from the hustle and bustle, my brother had said. Enjoy being home. No work. 

Psht. Work was all I remembered about being home.

In the bed, Anthony was still asleep. His erratic breathing interspersed with grunting snores intruded on the quiet of the quaintly, tastefully decorated suite. I curled into the window seat of the second-level bay window and gazed out over the small Midwest town where I’d grown up. 

It looked very much the same. North’s Northend Bed & Breakfast was situated—you guessed it—on the North end of town, about midway up a hill that overlooked Main Street. Yes, the main street of Birchwood Haven was called Main Street. Clever, right?

The City Hall had added on a whole new wing. That was different. And the drugstore I used to go to for candy on my way home from school had been turned into a gamer exchange store where kids could sell their old games and consoles for something someone else had discarded. An old apartment building where I’d lost my virginity one disappointing prom night Junior year—I know, so cliché—had been torn down and a manicured dog park now filled the city block. 

The plows were out clearing the snow that had fallen overnight and someone was down below my window, shoveling the sidewalk in front of the B&B. 

Scrape. Thunk. Scrape. Thunk.

The repetitive sounds and movements captured my attention, strangely soothing me. I was totally staring, lost in thought, and in a rare state of relaxation when the shoveler paused and looked up at me. Of course, I couldn’t see his face, it was covered by a scarf and low-drawn hood. I was only guessing but it seemed like a man—by size and shape...and the way he moved—but bundled in all that winter gear, one couldn’t be absolutely sure. 

After way too long a moment, I threw up my hand and mouthed What? gifting him with my bitchiest bitch face.

He shook his head and before he turned to refocus on his task, I could’ve sworn I saw a smile. Nah. The scarf distorted my view.

After two days of visits with Dad and my siblings, the last thing I wanted to do was bar hop for a bachelorette party. While it was wonderful to spend time with Malcolm, and our baby sister, Santana, it was stressful to be back home. Dad never changed, he was as withdrawn and curmudgeonly as always and I found myself slipping into old patterns, taking over everything while resenting the fact that I felt like I had to. 

But there I was, on our second night in town, wriggling into a pair of tight, black, faux-leather pants while Anthony sat on the bed, lacing up his shoes. 

“Don’t you think those are a bit...much...for a town like this?” he asked, not even raising his eyes as my ass, which somehow seemed significantly larger since entering this town, fought the confinement of my chosen outfit. I always gained a few pounds when I came home.

“A bit much?” I repeated, jumping for momentum. “I’ve always been a bit much for this town. It’d be strange if I were anything less.”

“Hmm,” he responded, then stood. “Why haven’t you ever brought me up here before, Jez?”

He was casually dressed in jeans and an untucked light blue button-up shirt. I wouldn’t say it out loud, but he did look like he’d fit right in. He was the kind of guy that would love a town like Birchwood Haven. Good for him. 

“You know my work keeps me busy,” I answered, which was true but not the true answer to his question. I’d never really told Anthony about my childhood, about my mother’s disappearance and my father’s depression. All he knew was that my parents hadn’t been together for a long time. The details were unnecessary and I preferred to leave the past in the past. Where it belonged.

He squinted his eyes at me as if he might say more but decided not to. After a sweeping glance that held more than a hint of disapproval, he said, “Well, you could put in some effort.”

Finally getting the tight pants over my curves, I harumphed and spun to face him. “You’re right. Of course, you’re right. I will put in the effort I swear. Malcolm deserves it.”

Anthony strode up to me and pulled the front of my pants together, zipping and buttoning them. He wrapped his arms around me and kissed the tip of my nose. I kind of loved when he did that. 

“At least I can rest assured that Malcolm’s future brother-in-law will be with him this evening, ensuring he has a fantastic bachelor party...” I kissed his chin. “And keeping him in line.”

The nearness of him was warming me from the inside out and I realized it had been way too long since we’d had sex. How many days? Wait...had it been weeks? My hands smoothed down his toned back to grasp his ass.

“I think we have enough time to—” I purred but was interrupted when he took ahold of my wrists and put a step between us. 

“Come on, Jez. You don’t want me to be late for your brother’s party, do you?” He plopped a kiss on my lips and turned away. “I’ll see you tonight. We will have plenty of time to make love later.”

Ewww...cringy. I hated it when he said make love like that. I shuddered and turned back to the mirror, taking in the view of my curvy form in the fake leather pants and my black lacy bra. Sexy. I thought. And powerful. I tilted my head in appraisal. I’d want to fuck me right now.

“Bye, Jez.” I lifted my gaze to see Anthony slipping out of the room, closing the door behind him.

“Bye...Love you.” I sang into the empty room, waving my hand like a Disney princess.
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“Another round of shots,” Alexandra called out as she used the footrail at the bar to rise up and lunge over the drink-spilled surface. 

The three other women in our group wooed. They wooed. 

I was too damn old for this.  

We were at The Thirsty Badger. Most recent in a string of drinking establishments we’d visited so far that night. What had begun as a fancy dinner at the local supper club, quickly declined into a stereotypical example of a bachelorette party. While Lexie did nothing that could be characterized as unsavory or improper, she was certainly letting loose. 

I pretended to take my shot with the others, then slid it back along the bar, settling it in front of an old man watching the football game on the one screen. I preferred to slowly sip my IPA. 

Lexie suddenly bounded over to me and leaned her elbow on the bar, smiling prettily at me. 

“I’m so happy,” she said, eyes sparkling. “I’m so happy you’re here. I wish Santana and Jenn were old enough to be here too, but you’re here. Malcolm just loooves you sooo much. He’s always talking about how wooonderful you are...And now, you’re here.” She smiled and swept her hands in front of me, like a magician conjuring an illusion.

“We’ve met before, Alexandra,” I said, slowly.

“Yes, yes, I know. But we’ve never hung out.” She said the last weightily, then added, with her hand on my arm, “Thank you.”

“Of course, I’m happy to be here.” I smiled.

“No, no, no, Jezzie. Thank you. For everything, all those years, what you did for Malcolm, and Santana. I know he is who he is mostly because of you.” 

My jaw dropped open as I searched for a response. It was that strange moment of lucidity and gravitas that can sometimes happen in the midst of inebriation, and I had nothing to say in return. Luckily, I was saved by one of her bridesmaids stepping between us. 

“Lexie. We have to do the dance. Come on, we have to!” The petite blonde grabbed my future sister-in-law’s shoulders.

Alexandra listened for a moment and when the song blasting from the jukebox finally registered, her eyes lit up and she bounced with excitement before tearing into the crowd with her friend. 

Definitely too old for this. A thirty-year-old shouldn’t be partying with a bunch of twenty-two year olds. It just wasn’t natural. I sighed. For Malcolm. 

The next stop was at the Maid of Honor’s home, a small though chic apartment in the newly developed West side of town. By the time our group of six settled in with frozen pizzas in the oven and more shots and champagne and beer scattered around the living room, I was actually relaxing into the evening. Some of the girls weren’t so bad.

I was sitting on the floor at the coffee table when the doorbell rang. Everyone quieted and froze—like college kids fearing the dorm monitor was about to catch them in unacceptable behavior.

Then the Maid of Honor stood. “Oh no!” she said way too dramatically. “Who could that be?”

“Open up, ladies. It’s the police,” called a voice from behind the door. “We have a noise complaint.”

A couple of the girls gasped, the others, including Lexie merely gaped. I, however, noticed the knowing smirk on the Maid of Honor’s face as she crossed to the front door. No, no, no. This was the last thing we needed. Well...the last thing I wanted.

The door swung open and in walked a young strapping officer of the law. Freakishly hot, young with sandy blond hair and brilliant blue eyes. He scanned the room and when his eyes landed on Lexie, he walked right up to her. 

“Ma’am,” he said as she awkwardly stood, a slice of pizza in one hand. “You’re breaking the law.”

“Wha...” she breathed, clearly unsure how to react. 

“It’s against the law for such a hottie to commit herself to one man for the rest of her life,” he intoned. 

So corny. I was grateful everyone was distracted and didn’t see my eyes roll to the back of my skull. At that moment the music amped up and the police officer began an admittedly adept rolling of his pelvis in front of Lexie. 

She blushed dramatically and threw herself onto the couch amongst her friends, giggling. Unfortunately, I, seated on the floor as I was, ended up at eye level with the groin of the gyrating performer. He turned and smiled down at me, his sparkling blue eyes annoyingly captivating. I lifted my eyebrows and pursed my lips sarcastically. He held my gaze as he sensually dragged his palm from his abdomen to his crotch. I couldn’t help it, my eyes flickered downward, noticing an impressive bulge, before shooting back up to his face. 

Up to his chiseled jaw, full lower lip, smiling eyes, square forehead. Stupid, handsome face. Young face. How fucking young was he?

“No!” the Maid of Honor cried. “Not her. Dance for the bride. Over there. It’s Lexie, you know that.” She swatted his arm and pointed to the couch. 

Unsettled, I scooted back until my ass met the wall. Away, detached, but not gone.

He moved well, I had to give him that. His thickly muscled thighs and rounded buttocks controlled the swirling, circling, and thrusting movements in a fair synchronization with the music. Most male strippers made me feel embarrassed for them, but he was actually watchable. 

The girls were going wild, two or three of them reaching for his legs, sliding their palms along his—whoa!—suddenly bared chest. Lexie, to her credit, was watching and laughing, with an occasional hoot of appreciation for an ambitious dance move. But for the most part, she was restrained, acknowledging the performance as just that, a performance.

There went the pants. 

A blue banana hammock? Interesting choice. Matched his eyes, I guess. 

I saw my drink on the coffee table, in the midst of...everything. I really wanted that drink. I was just drunk enough to believe I truly, maybe desperately, needed it. Now. I snuck up beside the dancer, as close as I could get, and crouched, lunging toward the coffee table, reaching past his swinging package to grab my beer.

Just as I pulled away, when I thought myself in the clear, Officer Naked caught my wrist and pulled me to stand in front of him. We weren’t touching other than his grip on my wrist, but by the way my body reacted to the directness of his gaze and his nearness, we may as well have been.

He let go immediately and stepped into me, grinding the air between us, still not touching, but damn close. He moved sensually, not awkwardly at all. Heat and sex emanated from his glistening skin. Skin that covered subtly rippling muscles. It was a little mesmerizing and I froze, watching him as he undulated and ground his hips in front of me. 

I should’ve stepped away. The me I knew myself to be would have stepped away. But I didn’t. I stayed still, my fist clenched around the bottleneck as he looked down at me. I felt like we were the only people in the room.

“You’re gorgeous,” he said quietly, a sexy flash in his eyes.

It broke the spell. 

“I’m not going to tip you,” I snapped and spun away. 

I thought I heard his chuckle as I crossed the room and headed down the hall to the bathroom. After emptying my bladder and carefully splashing my face with cold water, I leaned forward and sneered at my reflection.

“Gorgeous,” I repeated ruefully.

I was a smart, strong grown independent woman who worked more than she...well, more than she did anything. I had an incredibly supportive, intelligent, kind man who wanted to spend the rest of his life with me...but never seemed to want to have sex with me. I had a family I barely knew...by my own design, by the way. I grimaced. And I was miserably lonely and unsatisfied with life. 

And not at all gorgeous.

How did I get here?

I wished I was in a Hallmark movie. I wished Anthony would look at me the way that stripper had. I wished I could be more involved with Malcolm and Santana’s lives without old pain resurfacing. I wished the thought didn’t spark so much resentment.

“Fuck off, Jezebel,” I said to the mirror. “This night is not about you.”

After fixing my smudged eyeliner, I took a deep breath and went back out there, bypassing the living room, and going directly to the kitchen. 

Wrong choice.

The stripper was bent forward, reaching past the open refrigerator door, his hard, rounded ass calling my eyes. At least he had his pants back on. I forced myself to look away as I backed out of the room but it was too late. He stood and noticed me. 

“Need another?” he asked congenially.

I sighed. “Ah, sure.” That was why I’d gone there in the first place. Get the drink and go.

He reached into a nearby drawer effortlessly finding the bottle opener. So, he was familiar with the place. Interesting. Leaning back against the counter he popped open both bottles in his hands and then held one out to me.

I was across the room, several feet away, and couldn’t reach it without stepping further into the space, closer to him. He smirked. Did he notice my discomfort? 

Fuck my discomfort. I was a grown-ass woman and he was practically a...kid. Yes, a kid. Though he didn’t look like any kid I’d known. 

“Aren’t you too young to be stripping?” I attacked. The best defense is an offense, after all. Though what exactly I defended myself against, I wasn’t sure.

“Twenty-one.” He smiled cockily, a lock of his brownish blond hair falling over his forehead as he dipped his chin. “I’m legal.”

I still hadn’t moved and his arm was still outstretched. 

I chastised myself for being ridiculous—wary of some half-naked boy—and stepped forward, swiping the beer from his hand. “Earning your way through college?” I snarked.

“Yup.” He tipped the bottle back and I was mesmerized by the way his lips wrapped around the brown glass mouth. Why did they look so soft and firm at the same time? Because I was drunk, that’s why.

I turned to leave and he stopped me by catching my upper arm. 

“Stay,” he said, flashing a grin. “Talk to me.”

“Why?” I asked.

Why am I staying? I wondered.

His gaze dragged leisurely from my head to my toes and back up. His smile turned lusty. “You’re...interesting.”

Heat bloomed within me, making my sweater suddenly uncomfortable and way too fluffy. 
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“You can’t possibly know that.” I scoffed. But I still didn’t leave.

“I can feel it,” he replied quickly, confidently. “Plus, I like looking at you, wondering what’s beneath that huge sweater.”

A tingle shot up my spine. A black lacy bra, that’s what. An image of him removing it flashed through my mind.

I laughed to cover up the strange way he unnerved me. “Still not going to tip you, little boy.”

“Little boy?” he pushed away from the counter and approached me where I stood unfettered in the open space between the door and the small two-person table.

As he came to stand toe-to-toe with me, I plastered a snide smile on my face though my heart was beating a mile a minute. 

“Not so little.” He smirked and flashed his eyes to his own crotch before he dipped his head, bringing his face within inches of mine. 

Was he going to kiss me? I wanted him to kiss me. Fuck.

My lips parted before I could stop them and I drew in a quick breath before getting myself together and hardening my eyes.

“I can see how you respond to me,” he continued because, obviously, I was incapable of forming words. “Can practically hear your heart beating and if I reached beneath that wool blanket of a sweater, I bet your nipples would be hard little berries.” 

He was right. I could feel my nipples tightening at his words, his nearness, the look in his eyes. 

“Berries?” I scoffed. My fingers curled painfully tight around the neck of my beer bottle and my heart thundered in my chest. Now I was picturing his tongue tasting my nipples, biting into them as he would fruit. I hadn’t felt so physically agitated in...ever.

He nodded, undeterred. “Ripe and sweet.”

“I’m old enough to be your babysitter,” I said sharply, though I didn’t try to move away. “And I’ve raised enough little boys into men. Come to me fully grown or not at all.” 

His hand grasped my hip and pulled me into his hard frame. “Good thing I’m all man.”

I suggestively glanced down to where my low belly was pressed against his growing erection. “A big dick doesn’t make you a man...” I tipped my head to one side and almost smiled. “No matter how impressive.”

The thrill of being wanted surged through me along with too much alcohol, confusing my senses, making me want more.

He chuckled and dipped his head toward my neck, then said against my ear, raising goosebumps over my skin, “I think I like older women.”

My eyes nearly drifted closed when his lips brushed my neck. Then they snapped open.

“I’m engaged,” I stammered and pushed at his bare unyielding pecs. 

He immediately stepped back, his hands lifted in a sign of surrender, desire looking at me from crystalline blue eyes. “Of course you are. “His heated gaze swept over me as he claimed a casual leaning position against the counter. “A woman like you couldn’t possibly be available.”

“Thanks for the beer,” I said hurriedly and left the room to join the others.

The attention he gave me was intoxicating, but I wasn’t good at flirting. And even if I did believe he really wanted me, I wasn’t about to be unfaithful to Anthony. Not at all my style. I was just horny, that was all. And maybe a little overwhelmed by being back home.

In the living room, the girls were dancing and singing along to a song I was unfamiliar with. Time for me to go. I searched for my phone and found it beneath the coffee table. The stripper had returned to the room as well and made himself comfortable in one of the armchairs, his gaze steadily resting on me. I scowled at him and tried my best to ignore his attention. He only smiled back, his sensual lips pulling up at one corner.

Good Lord. I had eight missed calls, all of them from Theo, Malcolm’s best friend since second grade. He was at the bachelor’s party. Had something happened? I stood and before I was even able to press the call back button, the phone rang again. Theo again.

“Hey, T, what’s up? Everything okay?” I went to the balcony doors and stepped outside. I was blasted with icy air, the cold reaching past my heavy grey cable knit sweater, back to the bone, which I thought had been cozily tucked in for the night by numerous IPA and two shots of whiskey. 

“Jez? Oh my God, Jez, I’m so glad you answered.” He was shouting over loud background noises, music, and male shouting. They were definitely doing it up over there.

“What’s up, T? Is it Malcolm? Is he all right?”

“Yes, honey, Mal is fine. It’s just...” he hesitated and a new sort of chill ran through my body, beyond bone.

“What happened?”

Theo said nothing as the background noises coming through the phone faded and then were silent. 

“It’s that snake of a fiancé you brought home.” Theo didn’t mince words and the vitriol in his voice put me all the way on edge. Anthony a snake? 

“Just tell me what happened, T.” I was shaking. 

“I called you before I did anything rash. I’m trying not to make a damn scene over here.” He was fierce. Something had definitely happened. 

“Just say it, T,” I bit out. My blood was running cold, and not just from the weather.

“I walked in on him with a striper in the bathroom, Jez. I was ready to beat his ass, claw his damn eyes out, twist his tiny dick into a knot...” 

Theo continued railing while my awareness dropped heavily into my heart, a lump of coal, before plummeting into my stomach. I felt...nothing. Numb. 

Anthony was cheating? It seemed too fantastic. He wasn’t an impulsive guy. He barely even had a sex drive. What the hell? Obviously, I didn’t know him as well as I thought I did.

“No, don’t do anything,” I finally said, interrupting his tirade. “Don’t ruin this night for Mal. I’ll handle it.”

“I know you will. No one is gonna treat our Jez this way and get away with it.” 

I could hear him snapping through the phone, accentuating his declaration.

“Thank you, Theo,” I said quietly.

“I gotchu, girl.”

When he hung up, I fell back against the wall beside the sliding doors, sucking in a breath. Anthony cheated on me. It seemed unbelievable, but something in me knew it to be true, and Theo would be sure about something like that before bringing it to me. My calm, steady, loafer-wearing, rule-following fiancé fucked someone else. 

My mind flashed back to earlier that evening when he’d rejected me. He said we’d make love later and then fucked another woman. A calm sort of rage overtook the numbness within me and I knew it for what it was, a defense against the pain I refused to feel. My therapist would be disappointed in me. Stuffing my emotions, yet again. 

I pushed away from the wall and took a fortifying breath. I was Jezebel Taylor, too damn strong to be taken down by an unfaithful snake in the grass.

I scrolled through my phone for my ongoing
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