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      HOLDEN

      I’d never had anything against weddings.

      At thirty-four, as a fairly social guy, I’d been to plenty, including, just a few months ago, my sister Hayden’s marriage to Zane North.

      This early-March Saturday evening, though, I was on edge for some reason as we headed to the Nashville hotel where my sixty-seven-year-old dad was getting hitched.

      I rarely went to weddings without a plus-one, and tonight I had a platonic one, Chloe Abrams, my friend since grade school.

      After pulling up to the valet stand at the hotel, I went around to Chloe’s side and opened the door for her. I extended my hand to help her out. As she grasped my palm with her smaller one, she used her other hand to brush her dark brown hair out of her face, revealing cheeks with a faint tinge of pink and lips that were glossed with a subdued dusty-rose color.

      Though there wasn’t an ounce of anything romantic between us, I was happy to have her at my side. Actually, I was more than happy she was my date, because there was an ease between us, and I didn’t have it in me to be “on” or trying to impress some girl I barely knew. That kind of pressure was the last thing I needed tonight.

      “You look amazing,” I told her as I took in her navy-blue thigh-length dress that showed off her long legs. I’d always known Chloe was tall, but I’d never seen her legs shown off quite like that before. After all these years, I guess there was still more to learn about my wicked-smart, business-ballbuster friend.

      “Thanks. You do too,” she said almost shyly as she linked her arm with mine and we made our way to the entrance.

      I wouldn’t call Chloe shy exactly, but she was introverted and quiet compared to me. Then again, most people were, compared to me. I liked people. Chloe, well, not so much, but she had valid reasons for being leery of others.

      “It’s a small crowd tonight,” I told her. “Well, relatively. When the bride and groom have nine grown kids between them, it’s sure to be a semi-circus.”

      “It’ll be great to see your family,” she said. “I haven’t seen them for years, probably not since your mom’s funeral.”

      “That’s coming up on six years,” I said, that loss still tugging at my insides as we made our way past the reservation desk toward the atrium where the wedding would take place.

      This hotel was something else, with sky-high ceilings that made it feel almost like it was outdoors. There were waterfalls cascading over rocks, waterways meandering among trees and flowers, and walkways and benches and shops and restaurants lining it all. We crossed an arched bridge to an open space big enough for our purpose—a wedding of maybe fifty or so people—and visible but not accessible to others.

      Chloe’s grip on my elbow tightened slightly, barely discernibly.

      “You okay?” I asked her.

      She looked up at me and flashed a confident smile. “I’m good. This is a gorgeous setting.”

      “Hey, you two.” My sister, Hayden, fluttered over to us, all smiles, looking slender in her magenta gown, her middle showing no signs of having a baby just six months ago—probably because she never had time to sit still between her baby and her demanding career. I’d had doubts about her handling everything when she’d first told us about her accidental pregnancy, but she’d proved me wrong from the day Harrison was born. She tugged her husband, Zane, behind her. “Chloe, it’s so good to see you.”

      “Hi, Hayden,” Chloe said, accepting a hug. “You look incredible. And really happy. I heard there’s good reason for that.”

      Hayden wove her arm with Zane’s. “Oh, not much. Just getting married and having a baby all at once. This is Zane North, my baby daddy—and husband.”

      Zane, who was about my height, with non-military-approved facial scruff and short, golden-brown hair, grinned and shook his head at his wife, as if to say there was no help for her.

      “Zane, this is Chloe Abrams,” Hayden continued. “She half grew up in our house when we lived in Dragonfly Lake.”

      “Nice to meet you, Chloe,” my brother-in-law said.

      “You too,” Chloe said, shaking his hand.

      “I’m stealing her away,” Hayden said to me. To my date, she said, “I’ll introduce you to all my sisters-in-law. It’s only taken thirty-some years for me to have something besides boy siblings.”

      Chloe smiled at me, and I raised my brows to silently ask if she was cool with my steamroller sister. Not surprisingly, Chloe understood and sent me a short nod and let Hayden lead her off.

      “You’re a saint, man,” I joked to Zane as we shook hands in greeting. “That girl has always had way too much energy to handle.”

      Zane laughed. “Comes in handy with parenting a six-month-old.”

      “How’s my favorite nephew?” I asked.

      “Your only nephew, the last I knew, is having guys’ night with his three cousins under the care of Eliza’s friend Grace. You want to talk about saints…”

      “Hey, there’s Henry brother number three.” Drake North, Zane’s fraternal twin, came up and shook my hand with a friendly grin. “Big day for you two, huh? You officially become double brothers. Not only brothers-in-law but stepbrothers too.”

      “It’s twisted, for sure,” I said, laughing. “With the two families combined, we’ll have a baseball team complete with subs if you count all your spouses.”

      “Holidays will be over-the-top from here on out,” Zane said.

      “Like they aren’t already,” Drake said over the din as he glanced around the gathering. “We’ll have to rent out an entire hotel wing to fit everyone.”

      “Our mom hasn’t been this happy for years,” Zane said. “Your dad seems like the real deal.”

      “He’s a good guy,” I said, ignoring the uneasiness in my gut and laughing it off. “I can say that now. My answer was different when I was thirteen.”

      “If you’re talking about Dad, he was a good guy then too,” my older brother Seth, the second oldest of us Henrys, said as he joined us. He was three years older than me but usually acted more like ten years older. “You were just a hellion.”

      “I wasn’t that bad,” I said lightly, even though I’d always had a rep for being the wild Henry brother. I liked to think I was calming down these days. I just wasn’t sure my brothers had noticed.

      “We Norths have one of those too,” Drake said. “Sierra’s got Cole pretty well trained these days though.”

      “Like you can talk,” Zane said to Drake. “Mackenzie’s got you handled too.”

      I didn’t know most of the Norths well yet, with the exception of Zane, but every time we got together, there was no shortage of trash talking and shit giving. They fit right in with us Henrys, though it seemed the Norths were a little more lighthearted than we sometimes were. Maybe that was just a byproduct of all of them getting laid regularly. Apparently every last one of the five of them had gone from confirmed bachelor to blissed-out love connection within the past couple of years. With the exception of Hayden, we Henrys were a lot more steadfast in our bachelordom.

      Drake’s wife, Mackenzie, appeared at his side then, looking glamorous in a deep purple dress that was short in front and longer in the back. She wound her arms around Drake’s neck, stretched up on her toes, and planted a kiss on his lips. I couldn’t help but notice the look on his face, like he had everything he could ever want right there in his arms, and I wondered briefly what that would be like. Maybe someday I’d find out, but that was hardly on my radar right now.

      My dad and Faye North, his wife-to-be, had decided not to include many traditional wedding elements since they’d both been married before and widowed. There was a string quartet playing in the background. Centered in front of an overlook to a scenic waterfall was an arch strewn with flowers in plum and lavender and white. There were six rows of chairs, no aisle, as no one was giving anyone away, and there was no separation of guests into bride’s side or groom’s side. From early on, the two families had seemed to morph into one big, loud group.

      There was some commotion, and I realized a woman was herding people to the chairs, so I scanned the area for Chloe and found her among a group of women—Hayden and Sierra and Eliza and Lexie, the four other North wives, plus a couple others I didn’t recognize. As if she felt my eyes on her, she met my gaze and made her way to me.

      We came together behind the rows of chairs. I took her hand, and though I’d never been ill at ease in a crowd of people, something about her touch gave me comfort I hadn’t been aware I needed.

      “Hey, date,” she said with a smile.

      “Hey, EVP.” That was my nickname for her, short for executive vice president, which was her position at Marks International Hotels.

      We made our way to seats in the front row, ending up next to my oldest brother, Cash, and his date, some blonde I’d never seen before and, if I knew my brother, would never see again. He gave me a single nod but didn’t speak. Gradually everyone found seats and quieted expectantly.

      The officiant stood front and center, and to one side were Faye’s two attendants. On my dad’s side was his best friend, Tony, and my mom’s brother, David. The four of them stood there, waiting, and then my dad came in from the right side, and Faye approached from the left, until they met in the middle and joined both of their hands together between them.

      It was a poignant moment, the way they stared into each other’s eyes and smiled at each other as if there was no one else in this giant, high-ceilinged room. Suddenly it hit me, and I understood why I was on edge.

      That was my dad up there, staring into the eyes of the woman he loved, and that woman was not my mom.
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