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Pink petals danced across a cobalt blue sky on an early spring breeze still crisp with the remains of winter. Catching hold of her veil, it lifted the filmy fabric and tossed it upward, a halo around her fiery red locks. Despite the perfect weather, the expensively decorated chapel, and several hundred eager guests, Brielle Hensley held back her tears. Her shoes pinched her toes, making her discomfort that much worse, and she shifted her feet, in the process, catching her heel on the hem of her wedding dress. The rip of the satin fabric also tore at her soul, and the burn behind her eyelids bubbled up at last, salty drops in her lashes.

“Oh, drat that horrible man.” Her maid of honor and best friend, Dana Finerty, curled a tissue in her palm, dabbing the corner beneath Brielle’s eyes. “I hope he shrivels up to the size of a prune and fathers raisin babies.”

Her laughter rang with pain, becoming a sob at the end. He’d said he loved her, yet he clearly wasn’t coming, leaving her humiliated. Her family ... his family ... all crowded in the pavilion, a sea of pastel lace. Her tears blurred the scene, and the temperatures, mild and pleasant moments ago, became stuffy. Her head swirled, and her knees gave way.

Before she hit the lawn, two strong arms caught hold and hauled her upright. Spicy masculine cologne tickled her nostrils with the faint scent of spearmint. 

“I’ve got her.”

Her savior lifted her easily off her feet, tipping her against his chest. The heavy fabric of his suit coat pressed warm against her cheek. His fingers cupped her arm and thigh.

“Take her inside,” Dana said. “Put her on the chaise.”

The chaise she’d sat on when she’d arrived, daydreaming about becoming Mrs. Walton Barrow. A fresh round of tears escaped, dampening the man’s clothing. He didn’t act bothered, though, but carried her into the bride’s room and gently laid her down.

He hovered overhead long enough she saw his face, and she surprised at it. Not Walton, who was supposed to be here, but his older brother, Bradford. They’d only met a few times, but right off, she’d noticed how different they were. Walton was rash. He’d hop on a plane, not knowing where it’d land, and that appealed to her. She’d always been so tied down, so sedate. Bradford, on the other hand, was the logical one, the thinker. Walton was always making fun of him.

“I’m so very sorry,” he said. “We’ve all tried calling him, but he isn’t picking up.”

He didn’t say so, but she read on his face what he left unsaid. That he wasn’t surprised. Thinking on it, neither was she. Fun-loving, instantaneous Walton, faced with never being free enough to hop that plane again, had freaked and run. That didn’t make her heart hurt less or her crying cease. Plus, he’d left her saddled with debt. A wedding dress she’d pawned her father’s Rolex for and a reception hall full of uneaten food.

“If you would make our apologies to the guests,” Dana said, taking charge.

Brielle was grateful for her bossiness this once.

“If they’ll make their way to the reception hall, we’ll go ahead and serve. No need to let it go to waste.”

Like this day. Like this wedding. Like her life. She shut her eyes and wished for all she was worth that today had never happened.
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Bradford hung his head, a pain he’d nicknamed Walton encircling his neck. As much as he loved his brother, he’d definitely seen this coming. He had too many years with him, observing his random behavior, to not pick out all the signs he’d turn tail and run ... the shuffling feet because he couldn’t stand still, a tendency to interrupt conversations for trivial phone calls, and most importantly, showing up to his own bachelor party an hour late. The three of them, himself, Jarek, and Packard, had discussed afterward whether their brother would flee and agreed it was likely.

Now, proven right, he had to break it to their mother, who was inordinately fond of the girl, Brielle. She’d known her longer than Walton had, which made his betrayal the worst thing. Here, she’d introduced them, only to feel horrible guilt. 

His glossy dress shoes sunk into the lush green grass, leftover dew beading on the tips. Wrapping his hand around the back of his neck, he squeezed, but the throb spanned upward, pounding in his head. He focused, aiming first for their mother. Bending over, he whispered in her ear. “Walton’s not coming.”

Stoic, not one wrinkle on her face twitched, but he heard her breath rush out. She nodded, seconds later, and waved him forward. He approached the minister next. “I’m sorry, Reverend, but it seems our brother, the groom, has changed his mind.”

The Reverend’s expression grew grave. One finger laid upside his nose, he replied in a deep voice. “Would you like me to announce it?”

“No, I’ll do it. He’s our family member. We should bear the brunt of the disappointment.” Doing that, however, shifted the pain to his chest. Bradford thumped his breastbone and determined to speak. “If I can have your attention,” he said, raising his voice. “Our apologies, but there won’t be a wedding.”

A murmur rippled through the guests.

He held up his hand, palm outward. “There are refreshments in the reception hall. We don’t want them to go to waste, so please stay and enjoy. Thank you, for coming.”

The crowd held still for a moment, one by one rising and filing across the grass. Bradford returned to his mother. Her hand hooked in the crook of Jarek’s arm, she sniffed. “I’d like to see Miss Hensley, express our regrets.”

“I did that already,” he replied. “She’s obviously very upset, and I think doesn’t wants to speak with any of the Barrows.”

“Very well, but you will order flowers for her and deliver them yourself tomorrow.”

Himself? Why was he elected? He knew the answer – because he was the most dependable. He should be used to it. Being the oldest had frequently laid everything in his hands. His compliant nature always caused him to follow through. For that matter, he couldn’t not follow through without some degree of torment.

“If you wish. Do you want to go to the reception or shall Jarek take you home?”

“I’ll go,” she said. “But you and your brother stay, make sure everything is cleaned up afterward, and the Hensleys don’t lack for anything.”

He dipped his head, subservient, and she straightened further. He watched her go, taking her usual even footsteps, not speaking to his brother, Packard, until she was out of hearing. “I’m going to kill him.”

Packard blew out a breath. “You and me both. Although I suspect once Mom gets to him, he’ll be done for. I can’t believe he’d do this ... I take that back because we all said he would ... but to hurt her like that. She’s so ... nice.”

That was the problem. Walton didn’t want “nice”. He wanted “playful”, “flirtatious”, and “fun”. He was the kid that never grew up, all bubble gum, surfboards, and practical jokes. He’d painted their fingernails while they slept, switched their toothpaste for medicated cream, and made hundreds of is-your-washing-machine-running-then-go-catch-it phone calls. 

Brielle, he’d heard, was none of those things. You might think she was with that red hair, and their brother had, most likely, assumed it. But according to their mom, she was the girl next door, the dependable one who baked food for the grieving, drove her elderly neighbor to her doctor’s appointment, and never ever forgot your birthday.

“Well,” he said, “we have ‘my brother’s an idiot’ duty. Be prepared to apologize a lot.”

Packard clenched his fist and swung it through the air. “Going to kill him just as soon as mom’s through chopping his head off.”
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The doorbell split her head open, figuratively speaking, a night of sobbing and drinking fading into a morning with an incredible migraine. Plucking a half-thawed bag of English peas from over her eyes, Brielle dropped the soggy plastic on the floor and swung her legs over the side of the couch. The doorbell pealed again, and she called out, her voice weak. “One moment, please.”

Blistering rays of sunlight blinded her to her visitor until she caught sight of an enormous floral bouquet. Easter lilies mixed with purple amaranthus and pale pink carnations. Who ...? 

His sleeves rolled up elbow high, Bradford Barrow gazed back at her from behind the fragrant petals, and she got her first close look at him. She’d felt him yesterday, the strength of his arms, his sure footsteps, and seen, of course, his compassion, but she’d been too concentrated on her failed wedding to notice  his eyes were light green or that he had the tiniest dimple in his left cheek. He favored Walton and Packard, though he was taller and Packard’s hair was darker. Jarek, on the other hand, was blond.

“These are for you,” he said, “from all of us.”

“All of us” meant his mom had told him to, and Brielle wanted to smile, thinking of it. She was the dearest woman. But being happy today was off the menu.

“That’s very sweet. You didn’t have to.”

His expression said plainly that, yes, they did. She didn’t argue the point. 

“Please ...” She reversed, giving him space to enter. “You can put those on the counter.”

Squeezing past her, he craned his neck around the huge bouquet, taking small steps to avoid the furniture. He set the vase on the counter, spinning it clockwise, then turned in place to face her, his hands in front of him as if he wasn’t sure what to do with them.

“Sorry about the mess,” she said.

He inhaled and flicked his gaze around the room. “Oh, it’s okay. Some things aren’t so important.”

Like breathing or eating or ... “Well, I had today all planned out, you know,” she replied, “and cleaning wasn’t on the list. I always have a list. Check. Check. There’s me and my list ...” Bitterness leaked into her tone, and she hated it. This wasn’t her. She didn’t attack a guy for showing up with flowers just because her wedding never happened and his brother stood her up. “That’s probably what ran Walton off,” she continued, unable to stop her mouth from talking. “I’m not spontaneous enough. I was going to change, though, once we were married, do more things out of character. After I finished checking all those boxes for the wedding. Oh, and the honeymoon. The honey ... moon.”

The fact she was supposed to be on her honeymoon hit her with a jolt and the remaining portion of the word became a long cry. Her legs gave one once more, and once more, Bradford caught her, but this time she gazed upward with the strangest urge to kiss him. His head dipped the tiniest bit as if the same urge gripped him too, then both of them yanked back, her stumbling into the lamp, which shivered at the contact, the lampshade tilting oddly sideways.

“You ... should go,” he said.

Brielle focused. “Go where?”

“On the honeymoon. Be spontaneous like you said.”

Go on the honeymoon. Well, she could. The room had been reserved, although she’d missed her flight, but surely, there was another aimed right for the islands. But spend six days alone? Doing what? If she knew herself, she’d watch TV and cry a
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