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One

Sheila
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“I look ridiculous,” I whined as I tossed my head back and turned away from the mirror. It was easily the tenth outfit I had tried on since I got to Brooke’s house. 

“You do not look ridiculous,” she said sweetly, stepping to the side as she looked me over. “But if you don’t like it then we’ll keep looking. Tonight is supposed to be fun and I’m not letting you leave here until you feel sexy in whatever you decide to wear.” 

I pulled in a deep breath and shook my hands, trying to expel some of the nervous energy that was running through me. 

“Why am I so nervous about tonight?” I asked dumbly, knowing full well why I was so nervous. It had only been a few hours since Parker had sauntered back into my life, looking delicious with his fitted jeans and a cream-colored turtleneck sweater. I felt like I was in some sort of romance novel where the absurdly good looking guy comes back to save the plain-Jane girl next door while he woos her with red roses and chocolates, making things far too fairy-tale to be real life. But yet, that was what happened. And as far as I knew, I wasn’t part of some cheesy romance novel. Was I?

We had agreed to go our separate ways so the girls could get ready while the guys did whatever they were supposed to do. Both of them were gorgeous without having to try which was incredibly unfair as I stared at myself in a sparkly pink dress that my daughter had worn to Homecoming last year. 

“I look like Pepto-Bismol.” I glanced up and met Brooke’s eyes in the mirror as she tried to look away before I saw the lines form on her face while she tried to keep from laughing. 

“It’s not funny,” I joked as I turned around and swatted at her. “I look like something you take when you have the shits!” 

“Okay, okay,” Brooke laughed, holding her hands up in defense. “No need to get yourself all worked up. We’ll find something a little less pink.” 

I rolled my eyes as she laughed her way back to her closet and started rummaging around. 

“Did you bring those black skinny jeans?” she called out. 

I looked around at the pile of clothes on the floor in front of me and on the chair beside me. 

“Yeah, I brought two pairs. These ones that are incredibly comfortable, and these ones that are tighter and have fake leather down the side of them.” I held both up for her to see as she walked back into the bedroom. She looked between both of them and then gave me a pointed look at the ones she thought I should wear. I turned my head and eyed them suspiciously as if they had somehow offended me. 

“These ones?” I asked nervously, my face pulled up in a grimace. “Really?”

“Yes, really.” She put her hand on her hip and tilted her head to the side, her expression softening for a quick second before she shook her head and reconsidered what she was going to say. 

“But these fit really good, I already know what will look good with them,” I countered, holding up the other pair for her to consider. 

“Sheila Jane, those are the same pants that you wear to pull the weeds out front,” she scolded. 

“And?”

“And no one wants to dive into the garden looking for fresh flowers only to find dirt crusted weeds.” 

I wrinkled my nose in response and slowly put them down beside me. She walked over and smiled gently at me as she sat down on the bed across from me. 

“It’s Valentine’s Day and Parker just drove all the way down from Nashville to come surprise you with chocolates and roses, while asking to take you out on a romantic date. You deserve to feel sexy and appreciated tonight. So put your weed pulling pants away and go put on the ones that are going to make him want to skip dinner and get straight to the dessert.” She winked playfully.

“Is everything always a food analogy with you?” I teased as I got up and walked to the bathroom, pulling the door closed behind me while I changed. 

“You know it!” she responded loudly as she laughed from the bedroom. 

I pulled the dress up and over my head, sliding it back onto the hanger that was on the floor. I quickly hung it on the shower door before grabbing the pants from the counter. I bent down to step into them, stopping for a moment to look in the mirror, trying to accept that this was what Parker was going to see when he looked at me tonight. While we had already had sex once, that was a drunken one-night stand. Tonight was different. Everything was very deliberate and planned out which had me ready to crawl up the walls as my anxiety started to build. 

My hands slowly moved across my stomach, tracing the outline of the stretch-marks that were proof of a body that had carried several kids. While people had always told me how lucky I was that I lost all of the baby weight from each pregnancy, no one knew how self-conscious I was about the way my body didn’t actually bounce back. The beautiful thing about wearing clothes is that it hides the imperfections that we don’t want anyone to see. My mind just couldn’t wrap around the idea that if I wanted to be with Parker, then I would have to allow him to see mine. 

I stared at my body for a few minutes longer while I traced the lace that ran along the top of my full breasts, matching the G-string panties that I was wearing. I desperately wanted to feel sexy, the way you’re supposed to feel when you’re wearing expensive lingerie that lifts and boosts all of your assets. But every time I tried to focus on something good about my body, I just kept thinking about how nervous I was to see how Parker would react. 

“How’s it going in there?” Brooke called, forcing me out of my trance. I bent down and grabbed the pants, pulling them on before looking around for a shirt to go with them.

“It’s fine, but I didn’t think about bringing a shirt that would go with these. I guess I have to wear the other ones after all,” I sighed, feeling relieved. 

Suddenly, the door opened and Brooke stood on the other side, holding out a shirt in her hand. She gave me a smug smile as she pushed her hand closer to me for me to take it. I looked her up and down, noticing that she had changed while I was in the bathroom. Her dark hair had been pulled up into a sleek ponytail that sat high on her head, showcasing a beautiful diamond necklace that hung just above her cleavage. She had on a simple black dress that was fitted in all of the right places, hugging her curves and enhancing the shape of her ass. 

“You look incredible,” I said with a smile. 

“Thank you,” she replied sweetly as she pushed the shirt at me again. “Now, get dressed so I can say the same about you.” 

I rolled my eyes and laughed, taking the shirt from her and holding it up in the air. 

“Brooke, there are no sleeves on this thing!” I said as I turned it for her to see. 

“Yeah, I know. But something tells me you’ll be plenty warm without them.” 

I shook my head and pulled the spaghetti strap tank top over my head, pulling the bottom down to quickly hide my stretch marks. I noticed Brooke’s gaze as she saw them, looking up to meet my eyes before I could turn away. 

“You’re beautiful, Sheila. Every single inch of you.” Her voice was gentle, easing some of my anxiety. “You look like Ariel,” she sighed. 

I pulled my brows together and looked at her. 

“Megan’s friend?”

“What? No,” she waved dismissively as if that was the most absurd thought in the world. “From The Little Mermaid.” She smiled and walked off, leaving me alone with that piece of insightful information. I laughed and rolled my eyes. 

I thought about what she had said when she saw my stretch marks. It wasn’t the first time she had seen them, but it was the first time that I had felt that intimate connection with her that she was being honest about what she said. She wasn’t saying it just to be nice because she was my friend. 

I swallowed to force the tears away and turned to look at myself in the mirror. The shirt was a sheer black fabric that was lightweight and flowy. It actually looked really good with the tight pants that I was adamant about not wanting to wear, though now I couldn’t remember why. The outfit looked good and for a moment, I finally felt sexy. I was still taking in the outfit when Brooke came up and stood next to me, looking at my reflection in the mirror. She lifted two necklaces in the air before deciding on one and handing it to me. 

It was a long, thin chain that had a single rose gold colored feather charm on it. I slid it over my head and gently laid it on my chest, admiring the way that it fit between my cleavage. I pressed my lips together and took a deep breath knowing that it was getting late and the boys would be on their way to pick us up soon. 

We finished getting ready and took turns applying a new coat of lipstick before we heard a knock at the front door. I could feel the butterflies swarming through my stomach as I wrapped one of the curls around my finger anxiously, watching as the red hair twirled around it. I watched as Brooke walked over and opened the door, stepping to the side to let in Ryder and Parker. It felt surreal seeing him there, his jet-black hair glistening in the light as his emerald green eyes darkened when he saw me. 

It felt just like a movie, everything completely perfect until the moment I had to move one foot in front of the other. It was too late to think of anything other than the sound I would make as I hit the floor when the four-inch heels I never wear decided to give me a harsh reality check. Romance novel my ass I thought on my way down. 
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Two

Parker
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Sheila looked sexy in skin tight black pants that wrapped nicely around her petite frame as she came flying toward me, a sea of red flooding my view before she hit the floor with a loud thud. I had jumped forward, trying to catch her but I was a few seconds too late and too far to be able to stop the fall. There was a loud gasp beside me before the room went eerily quiet while we rushed over to make sure she was okay. I reached her first and dropped down onto my knees, lifting her hair out of her face to get a look at her. 

“Sheila, are you okay?” I asked, panicked. 

Her eyes slowly looked up at me under her eyelashes, the light blue color pulling me in. She started to laugh as she nodded yes and took my hand when I offered to help her up. 

“Yes, I’m okay. Thank you,” she giggled. “You’ll learn quickly that I have a love-hate relationship with gravity and I tend to spend a lot of time on my back, on the floor.” 

My eyebrows shot up as I pictured this, knowing that she hadn’t realized the sexual innuendo that she had inadvertently laced into her words. I glanced over at Brooke and Ryder who were trying their best to hide their laughter, Brooke nestling her head into his shoulder to shield her face. Sheila looked around suspiciously between us, trying to figure out what everyone was laughing about. Her eyes narrowed at me for a second before turning to Brooke. Before she could look away, they locked eyes and Brooke lost it. Her laughter filled the room as Ryder and I joined in. 

“What is so damn funny?” she demanded with her hand on her hip. 

Brooke held her hand up to her mouth, trying to stop the laughter but couldn’t. I waited to see who was going to be the one to tell her about her little wording snafu but when Ryder and Brooke refused to make eye contact, I knew they weren’t giving in any time soon. Sheila looked up at me and gave me the cutest damn smile that made me want to pull her closer to me and kiss her. 

“Your words might have gotten the better of you,” I explained, waiting for her to put the pieces together on her own. She stood there for a few seconds, hand still on her hip when suddenly it clicked. 

“You guys!” she squealed and looked back and forth between us. “You know what I meant,” she sighed. “I am on my back on the floor because I fall a lot.” 

“You sure it has nothing to do with the four kids you have?” Brooke joked, quickly turning to hide her face in Ryder’s shoulder before Sheila could look at her. 

I let out a chuckle and reached out to hold Sheila’s hand. It felt weird not knowing whether or not I should touch her or if she even wanted me to. We hadn’t seen each other since the drunken night we shared on New Year’s but I hoped that things would fall easily into place and we could enjoy our night together. She had seemed excited to see me earlier when I surprised her at The Sweet Shop but suddenly I was getting cold feet and second-guessing myself. She glanced down at my hand and smiled, placing hers in it before I gently squeezed it. 

“You look beautiful tonight,” I said quietly, pulling her attention to me. 

“Thank you, you look quite handsome tonight as well.” Her eyes slowly traveled down my body while mine took the opportunity to do the same. 

I had been thinking about Sheila for weeks and had spent hours on the phone with Ryder trying to plan the perfect night for us. My goal was to come back to Stone Creek before today but some unexpected news had fallen into my lap at the last minute. This, in turn, derailed the majority of the plans I had made. 

We had already missed our dinner reservation and the hotel confirmed that they had given our room away when we also missed check-in. Everything had quickly unraveled and I was left with the last box of chocolates and a bouquet of roses that I had to fight for in the drugstore. In all fairness, I didn’t want to fight the little old lady but she didn’t give me any other options after she kicked me in the shin and stole my bottle of wine. I had limped to the register with what was left of my dignity, paid for my stuff, and made my way over to surprise Sheila. I was still feeling nervous and anxious, unsure of whether she was going to like what I had planned for us or if she was going to think I was some pathetic loser who didn’t know how to plan a proper date. 

“Are you guys ready to go?” Ryder asked, breaking me out of my trance. 

“Yeah,” I said and rocked back on my heels. I looked over at Sheila and panic hit me when I saw her try to take a step and her ankle twisted as she started to fall again. This time I was able to reach out and catch her. She grabbed onto my arm, steadying herself as she looked down to see what happened. 

“Stupid heel broke,” she muttered, her hand reaching down to slip the shoe off one foot, then the other. 

“It’s okay, I have another pair you can borrow,” Brooke offered and waved for Sheila to go with her. The girls disappeared into Brooke’s bedroom while they found a new pair of shoes for her to wear. 

“You excited for tonight?” Ryder asked once we were alone. 

I rubbed my hands together and shook my head no. I was feeling plenty of things but excited wasn’t one of them at the moment. 

“Excited wouldn’t be the word that I would use right now,” I laughed. “Nervous, worried, stressed out—those are all appropriate words for what I’m feeling.”

“Don’t worry about it, everything will work out,” he assured me. I looked at him wearily, not believing him for a second. 

“Trust me,” he winked as the girls made their way back into the living room. Sheila was pulling on her jacket, tossing her fiery red hair over her shoulder as she shrugged it on. I looked down and felt relieved that she was wearing shoes with a shorter, thicker heel this time. Even with the shorter, less sexy shoes, she still looked incredible and I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. 

“Okay, let’s get going,” Ryder said enthusiastically as he clapped his hands together and turned to open the door. 

We all followed him outside, shivering in the cold as Brooke locked the door and we scurried to our cars. I walked to the passenger side and opened the door for Sheila, returning her warm smile as she slid inside and buckled her seatbelt. I rushed around to the driver’s side, making sure I avoided any patches of ice before I opened the door and climbed inside. I glanced out of the corner of my eye a few times to see if she had noticed that we were following Brooke and Ryder. If she did, she didn’t say anything or seem bothered. 

A few minutes later I was pulling into the parking spot next to Ryder at the only restaurant that was open in Stone Creek tonight. The line of people waiting inside wound around the hostess station and butted up to the door. I groaned quietly under my breath when I thought about how long the wait was going to be and how our night was going to be wasted in this mess. I looked over when I noticed that Ryder and Brooke hadn’t gotten out of the car yet either. He locked eyes with me and shook his head no before nodding for me to follow him. 

I smiled nervously at Sheila as I put the car in reverse and followed Ryder out of the parking lot and down the street. I could see the curiosity and confusion on her face as we drove but I didn’t bother trying to explain what was going on since I didn’t have any idea myself. Soon we were parked outside of a pizza joint that was so empty it almost looked like it was closed. As we got out of the car, I looked at Ryder and pulled my eyebrows together, questioning what the hell he was doing. Another quick wink was all that I got from him before he wrapped his arm around Brooke’s waist and led her inside. Sheila and I followed behind. 

When we walked in, it looked like we had stepped into some sort of time travel dimension and were frozen in the nineties. The flooring was old and outdated as were the walls that desperately needed a fresh coat of paint. The lighting in the room was minimal and provided by some fluorescent lights that cast an ugly orange glow on everything they touched. Overhead an old Usher song was playing on the outdated speakers that hung in the corner of the lobby by the register. I looked around and saw that the room opened up into a larger room that was filled with booths along the walls and a few game tables in the middle of the room. One wall was reserved for arcade games and by the looks of it, they hadn’t been updated since the nineties either. 

“This place has the best pizza and is one of Stone Creek’s hidden gems that only the real locals know about,” Ryder said as he walked over to the counter and waited for someone to come. 

“Are you sure they’re open?” I asked with a heavy amount of doubt in my voice. 

“We’re always open, Sugar,” a raspy voice said. An older woman who appeared to be in her seventies or eighties walked around the corner and stood behind the counter. Her black and gray speckled hair was pulled into a ponytail that frizzled out around her head. “One booth or two?” She reached down and grabbed a few
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