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  To Rich, who gave me the courage.







  
    
      The course of true love never did run smooth.


    

    
      William Shakespeare,

A Midsummer Night’s Dream
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Judith

Judith Monroe was an angry girl, and she wouldn’t deny it. She despised her pathetic mother, her dirtbag father, her bratty sister, and all nine of her ex-boyfriends and nineteen hookups ranging from reasons like excessive nerdiness to excessive drugginess. She even hated the smart one. What was his name, Lance? For being too damn smart.

Everyone had the same effect on her. They tried to make her feel like the losers they were. She wasn’t a loser. She was a victim. A survivor of a future wrecked by parents who put themselves first and left her to come in last for the rest of her life. At almost twenty years old, she had plenty of life left in her. What was she supposed to do now that her whole purpose for existing was gone?

“Judith” was another reason she hated her mother. Seriously? Judith? What a terrible name to curse a beautiful girl with, regardless of whether it once belonged to some war heroine way up in the branches of her family tree or not. It was damn ugly! And a constant embarrassment for her at all the beauty pageants her parents thrust her into for years, then abruptly cut her off when the divorce drained all their resources.

Judith used to be a perennial queen. No one could match her allure. Now, thanks to her parents, her attributes were all going to waste. Growing up, there were dancing and acting classes, voice lessons and martial arts—the works. Judith was their prize, and she loved that it was she and not her stupid sister who kept her parents together. When the world could see, they were about as compatible as pickles and ice cream, her dad being the ice cream. Who was she stuck living with? The pickle.

Judith glared at her gorgeous reflection. Time to slip on her bridesmaid’s dress and look stunning. Too bad she couldn’t wear it to a competition and take home a trophy instead of to this bullshit wedding. Her new stepmom was like gooey chocolate syrup. She drowned out all the best parts of ice-cream dad with her loud voice and lewd jokes, to which he replied by turning red and playing dumb.

While Judith appreciated his need to rebound as far as possible from her mother in personality and appearance, she couldn’t understand why he had to marry the hag. Lori wasn’t worth the hassle and spent all her time smothering any hopes of an inheritance for his daughters with her insatiable lust for shopping.

After high school, her dad refused to pay for her modeling career. He suggested that she get a job instead. Now she worked as a server in a restaurant and it sucked. Mom was trying to relive her twenties by returning to college, and there was no money anywhere. She sighed in despair. Life was so unfair. She stared at the long shelf covered in beauty pageant trophies and feared they meant nothing now. Which meant she meant nothing now.

Judith watched the curtains start to blow wildly at her window. It smelled like rain, which was good for her current mood and bad for her gown. This whole thing was a farce. Dad had been shacking up with Lori ever since he left Mom. Why the marriage facade? To appease the guilt for what they did to his family? And then there was her mom. Still hung up on a guy who treated her like shit. It was embarrassing.

“Judith? Do you need help with your hair?”

Her mom knocked, then shook the handle. Was there no end to the irritation? She still pretended she was a pageant mom, waiting with the curling iron and hairspray.

“No, Mom. Of course, I don’t!”

“What about the dress? Does it still fit?”

“Yes!” What was she trying to insinuate? Bitch.

“Okay, we need to leave in less than ten minutes.”

“Fine, Mom. I still don’t know why we are doing this.”

“I know. It seems ridiculous, even to me. Now hurry. Lizzy and I are waiting.”

Perfect little Lizzy. A straight-A student who graduated from high school a year early and was now a college girl, mom’s bestie, so sweet and good, got everything she wanted and everyone loved her best—little brat.

Life was hell with her mom and sister. Her only hope was that her dad would relent and take her to live with him once the honeymoon ended with psycho-shopping Lori, or she’d move into a homeless shelter. At this point, anything was better than this.

Judith listened to her mom walk away, then plopped down on her bed and considered her place in life. She was beautiful, but that was useless these days. Sure, people stared at her and guys lusted after her, but that meant nothing. Secretly, she wanted to find someone who could rescue her from her stagnant life. That seemed impossible. All the guys she had met sucked. A bunch of losers partying it up on their daddy’s dime looking for a free whore. Not their soulmate.

She had a ton of unresolved pain from her childhood. Being a perennial trophy winner wasn’t all rainbows and sunshine. Too many maelstroms were eager to cast their shadows on innocent things, such as pretty young girls. Worse, it wasn’t she who enjoyed the accolades but her parents. Mainly her dad. The same one who dumped her for Hag-Lori.

It was all too much. She couldn’t cry. She wouldn’t cry. She hadn’t seen her dad in months and didn’t want to witness him marry that bitch. It would kill her. Her eyes burned as she tried not to think of all her dad memories. He was such a wonderful dad before Lori. Why had he changed? If only she could read his mind.

One thing was clear. It would take a perfect man to incite her to fall in love. She would never let a man do to her what Dad did to Mom. She would bring down all her considerable pent-up wrath on any man who hurt her. Burn him into dead meat. She’d turn into Black Widow or even Harley Quinn and make him regret it.

To make herself feel better, Judith mentally relived all the many competitions where she heard those words “And the winner is!” Why was life so cruel? It wasn’t for all her friends who were now partying it up at out-of-state schools or making wedding plans. Judith had no idea where she was going in life. She had always focused on beauty pageants instead of academics, convinced that it was her looks that would take her places. It turned out that beauty wasn’t enough. You also needed money—lots of it.

Judith wanted to curse, scream, and throw one of her usual fits, but contained herself. Now wasn’t the time to vent but to pretend. Time for competition mode. Smile prettily and prance down the aisle in front of the sleaze her dad chose over his favorite daughter, who was once affectionately known as his one and only weakness.

Presently, she had even more pressing matters—a matching sandal to find and her cell phone to charge and not forget. She had fistfuls of lustrous waves to scorch into bridesmaid curls and layers of carbon-black mascara to apply. Followed by dozens of tears to blink back from leaking past her rigid barriers and ruining her dry-clean-only pale-pink satin.
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Martha

Every relationship has a moment where a couple must decide if their devotion can last forever. After deliberation and sleepless nights, sometimes the result of passion, at other times the aftermath of a quarrel, they must weigh their emotions against their memories and decide. Is the fighting worth the making up? Are the debts worth the purchase? Does the laughter cancel the tears? At that moment, the lovers commit no matter the cost or call it quits.

For Martha, that call-it-quits moment came twenty years and two months into her marriage. It was an unremarkable winter day, and she was on her way to school when the text from Craig popped up.

I’m sorry, love. We’re done. I’m leaving you. I met someone else. Let’s talk more about it over dinner tonight. Meet me at the Bongo Lounge at six.

Martha pulled into a gas station and reread the text. She should have seen it coming. Two months earlier, on their twentieth anniversary, she pledged her heart and soul in a lengthy addition to a soppy card that he was her one and only. She should have taken his apology for losing the card as a sign. He probably threw it out, as she later learned that he had been sleeping with Lori for a year. Why had her heart deceived her? Convinced her that, despite appearances and a history of incompatibility and loneliness, they were meant for each other? So much for gut instinct.

Martha had struggled for years to become a psychologist. Then, three years ago, she decided to return to school to pursue her doctorate and aspire to a professorship. Now, she was a broke post-grad student living on loans and spending all her spare time drafting a one-hundred-thousand-word thesis. Ironically, marriage counseling was her specialty.

Her colleagues thought she was insane for attending the wedding ceremony of the man who cheated on her. She tried to explain to them that it wasn’t to provide moral support to Craig or vainly try to win him back, but to prove to everyone she was stronger than she was. She needed to appear over it and moving on. Whatever that looked like, that’s how she wanted to seem.

He left her for Lori, but it had little to do with her, she told herself a dozen times a day. At least that’s what everyone said. Her therapist, her mother, and even Craig swore she was the picturesque wife and perfect mom, just not for him.

Martha dug around in her small jewelry case for her rhinestone bracelet and earring set and slipped on heels. She tried not to study her reflection in the mirror as she applied eyeliner and a dash of mascara to accentuate her hazel eyes. She chose classic colors to blend with her olive skin, which was once flawless but was now starting to wrinkle like crêpe paper. Pretty like a wilting rose—one you pressed into a book. She was an antique. No wonder Craig replaced her. She left the best of herself behind in her twenties.

Martha re-spritzed her chignon, which lopped to one side, tucked her curls and secured them with bobby pins. Her dark hair was a hopeless wavy mop. She compared it to Lori’s straightened blonde mane and laughed. Other than helping him build his concrete-pouring empire in the community, what did Craig ever see in her?

She exited her cluttered bedroom and, in the hallway, gathered her thoughts. Why was she doing this again? Oh yes, to prove to herself that she was strong. Because the girls needed closure, which Craig’s marriage would provide. He left them as much as he did her, and they were equally devastated. So why did the right thing feel like the wrong thing to do?

There were so many combustible moments before making it to the car that it was like maneuvering through a minefield. Judith was wearing too much makeup, but when Martha tried blending the smudges from her mascara, Judith swore under her breath. Lizzy had gained a few pounds since the dress fitting, and the seams were so close to bursting that Martha had her slip into sweats for the ride at the last moment. Lizzy’s change led to a fight in which Judith begged to change. Martha refused. She couldn’t handle getting both daughters dressed and ready at the venue, and they were out of time. If they didn’t leave now they’d be late. Only two years apart in age, the sisters weren’t enemies but they weren’t friends either. Lizzy was laid-back and needed her mom to stick up for her, and Judith was chronically antagonistic.

While waiting at the light to enter the freeway, Martha suddenly sensed the gravity of her decision. Sometimes it was impossible to live up to her own sweet nature. How could Craig demand this? He offered to compensate her for the gas but she declined. Too proud to let the only man she ever loved know how deep it hurt to be thrown a few twenties as he rode off into the sunset with Lori.

When Lori asked to have the girls be her bridesmaid and flower girl, Craig wouldn’t stop begging, probably because she had no relatives willing to walk down the aisle with her for the fourth time. Martha didn’t relent for Lori. She did it for Craig. He still had that effect on her. That lopsided grin and wild energy had always won her heart, and he knew it. Lori had stolen everything from her, and the last thing she wanted to do was make her wedding dreams come true, but here she was.

The girls were thirsty, so Martha pulled off the freeway to gas up and please her darling brats. Martha gave them cash for fountain drinks and smiled as they scampered across the parking lot. It brought back memories of road trips to Judith’s beauty pageants and the occasional vacation.

Judith wasn’t in the least bit embarrassed to be traipsing around in her skimpy formal. Martha watched her preen and prance, basking in the attention of every human in the parking lot, always the beauty queen.

The girls returned with ICEEs instead.

“Isn’t it a little too cold for those?”

Martha noted the goose bumps popping up on their forearms as they sipped greedily in the cooling late-March afternoon. It had rained all day, and although there was a break in the downpour, it would start up again at any moment.

“You cold, Mom?” Lizzy asked.

“No, but I will be hitting this place on the way back for a coffee. Come on. We’re gonna be late.”

“Hey, Mom, will you make Lizzy let me use her phone since you refused to return and get mine?”

Martha sighed and rolled her eyes.

“Can we just let it go? You can’t survive one night?”

“How am I supposed to survive a sixty-minute drive to the middle of nowhere, a long boring ceremony, a corny reception and a tiresome ride home without my goddamn phone? You know how I hate doing this wedding thing. Without a distraction, it will be unbearable.”

“I’ll let you borrow mine. Good enough?”

Martha watched Judith decide. It wasn’t quite the triumph of watching Lizzy surrender her phone, but a close second.

“Sure, I guess.”

Martha smiled like a super mom—a genius at compromise.

“Can I use it now?”

Martha reached into her purse and handed Judith her phone.

“Here are my AirPods, too.”

“Thanks!”

Judith grabbed them and flounced into the back seat.

Back on the freeway, Martha glanced in the rearview mirror. Judith found a blanket and cuddled up despite her heels and curls, making her look like the spoiled little girl her father had once been so proud of.

Martha loved her daughters. They were her life. Her reason for getting up and going to work, cleaning, cooking, and holding on. If it weren’t for them, she would have crumbled when Craig left. She would be worse than alone, more like the people she helped and the patients she read studies on. Quite likely, she’d be traumatized for life.
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Nicolas

What am I looking for? 

A woman who will love me, who I can make happy, who will never leave me.

What’s it gonna take?

Seducing her with my mad Casanova skills.

Who’s it gonna be?

A perfect replica of the one who abandoned me.

You can do this, Nicolas!

Nicolas recited this to himself in the bathroom mirror.

This is what it took to make your dreams come true. Constant self-talk.

He dressed and groomed himself carefully for another grueling night of working as a server for Lazique Catering. His beauty was his secret weapon, and he never knew when lightning would strike. He had to remain vigilant.

His soulmate was out there, and she was the reason he was still hanging on, trying to survive this lonely life. Maybe he’d meet her tonight. He certainly hoped so.

Nicolas was sick of sleeping around. Seducing women was expensive, time-consuming and heartbreaking. But he had no choice. He needed to find the Replacement, fix the past or die trying. Why was his quest for love so difficult? He was a near-perfect guy. A little crazy but mostly perfect. Where the hell was she hiding, this girl of his dreams? Every time Nicolas seduced a lady, he felt like he was betting on the roulette wheel, watching it spin and spin and land on every number but his.

Nicolas swallowed all his pills with disgust. Why couldn’t he be a normal person? Why did he have to be mentally ill? Why couldn’t his good looks and excessive charm win him his soulmate? He was desperate and lonely and obsessive was his middle name. At this point, he’d settle for anyone as long as they were even a bit like the one who abandoned him.

He returned to invoking The Secret. He had read the inspirational book The Secret when he was twelve years old and knew instantly that it was the answer to all his prayers. He believed in self-talk and knew it was his only option because, so far, no one in his twenty-five years had stepped up and shown him even a glimmer of love. Still, he was determined to get some love, and all it took was making a single woman fall for his ample charms.

I am irresistible, I am sweet, I am loved. 

Not “I will be loved.” That suggested something that would happen in the future.

No. “I am loved.” He had to psych himself out into believing he deserved it right now. That was invoking The Secret.

He tucked in his white shirt and coiffed his thick, dark hair. Applied cologne and stared at his beautiful reflection. There wasn’t a single reason he wouldn’t find love. Over seven billion people out there, half of them women! Someone had to have a heart compatible with his.

Nicolas wandered through his dad’s house and wondered if he should stop by to say hello. Na. Later. Then he headed out to his dad’s car. Time for work. Game on. Hopefully, tonight was the night. His soulmate would walk right out of his dreams and into his arms. Where he eagerly waited to carry her away to his own private universe.
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Martha

Martha rolled down Highway 189 following the navigation directions to Heber and headed east on Lake Creek Road, where the Timber Moose Lodge sat tucked away in a forest next to a small lake. The marriage ceremony would be followed by a catered dinner, a stocked bar, and a live band. Craig and Lori rented the whole lodge for the night and booked many guests into the luxury rooms.

They joined a long line of cars until a valet knocked on Martha’s window. Martha got out and handed him the key and Judith yelled,

“Remember not to lock the doors, please? My sister and I plan to hang out in the car tonight. So, thank you.”

Cowed by her beauty and nodding, he climbed into the driver’s seat. Martha grabbed Lizzy’s dress off the door grip in the back seat and herded her girls towards a beautiful lodge surrounded by aspen and pine.

Martha avoided the front entrance, a massive set of stairs leading through huge doors. She dragged them around the back, looking for another way to the dressing room. She weaved through a flock of servers taking a break from the kitchen.

“Excuse me.” She waved to no one in particular, “Can you show me a secret way to the dressing room, please? We have a member of the wedding party unfit to be seen.” She laughed, and everyone stared at Lizzy.

A heavy-set woman with remarkable dreadlocks smiled and said, “I got you. Follow me.”

Martha followed, accidentally bumping into a server. He turned around, and they locked eyes. She gasped. He was the best-looking guy she had ever laid eyes on in her life. She touched his shoulder apologetically.

“I’m sorry. I’m a klutz. Nerves, I guess.”

Martha felt his gaze on her as she hurried through the door, reminding herself that male attention was the last thing she wanted tonight.

To her chagrin, Craig was waiting, looking fabulous in a tux, his red hair styled and a surprising tan to his ruddy complexion that made his green eyes pop. Gorgeous as ever.

“What took you so long? Why isn’t she dressed?” He pointed to Lizzy. “And what in God’s name did you do to your face?” Gawking at Judith’s darkened rouge and black-circled eyes. “You know, we have a professional photographer here, right? Why can’t you follow through when it matters most?” He glowered at Martha.

Typical that Craig would blame it all on her. Martha didn’t bother defending herself.

“Point us to the dressing room and we’ll get everything worked out.” She smiled thinly.

“It’s through those doors. Be quick. Don’t let Lori see you looking like this or she’ll freak.”

Martha herded the girls towards the dressing room. After making perfect out of fifteen minutes, they rushed to find the photographer, where the wedding party lined up outside against a massive arbor decorated with vines, pink peonies and spring daisies among a whole plethora of hothouse foliage. The result was stunning. Judith and Lizzy shone like starlets in their pale pink gowns, and as an outdated model of her younger self, Martha didn’t look too shabby either.

Judith relented, letting Martha fix her hair and touch up her makeup like old times. Judith looked so much like she had at that age that it could make a skeptic believe in conspiracy theories about cloning. Lizzy somehow managed to improve her posture in the dressing room and squeeze into her dress.

The pictures were awkward and stressful as everyone played a game of standing musical chairs. Martha gazed at her beautiful daughters and ignored the man who had shared her bed for twenty years and the woman now clinging to his arm.

Soon, it was over, and they migrated towards the lawn where the ceremony was about to take place. Martha found a place to sit facing a platform overlooking a lake. They had a pastor to officiate. Martha wondered what church he belonged to. Craig wasn’t religious, so this had to be Lori’s doing.

Martha swore she wouldn’t compare herself to the woman who replaced her. But as she watched her lovely daughters float down the aisle to “Canon in D” followed by one of the most beautiful women she had ever seen, it was impossible not to. Lori was five-nine compared to Martha’s five-two. Bleached teeth, straight blonde hair compared to Martha’s unruly brown mop, perfect boobs, although surgically enhanced, were three times the size of her own and a body that had never endured the travails of childbirth.

Lori was radiant in a tight-fitting white gown, and everything about her sparkled—her misty eye shadow and pearly lip gloss, her brilliant pink manicure, and her diamonds, which Martha was inclined to believe were genuine and a gift from Craig. He had never bought her so much as a watch. She felt like shit.

They exchanged wedding vows and sealed the deal with a touch-too-intimate kiss followed by rounds of applause from the guests. She turned to follow the flock into the lodge when a hand rested on her shoulder. It was the pastor.

“Mrs. Monroe?”

“No longer. You can call me Miss Diaz.”

“Miss Diaz, you are a benevolent woman. Supporting your ex-husband like this?”

He smiled with a shadow of concern.

“Why, thank you.”

Overcome by emotion, although Martha didn’t understand why.

“I see that you’ve been walking in darkness but after that comes the light. Things will get better. Don’t give up. And always remember, you have the greatest blessing of all—you have a daughter to die for.” He gestured at Lizzy as Judith stepped forward. “Oh, you have two daughters.” He blushed with embarrassment, as if his admonition no longer made sense.

Judith had returned to their side, much to Martha’s surprise, and she caught her glaring at the pastor. Martha gushed.

“Pastor, you’re right. Children are the greatest blessing.”

He nodded and walked away. Confused by his odd outburst, Martha stood there trying to digest his meaning.

“What did he mean, Mom? A daughter to die for?” Lizzy asked, cuddling up to her arm for warmth.

“He meant that my girls are awesome superstars worth dying for. And he’s right.”

She gave Lizzy a peck on the cheek and took Judith’s hand in hers.

“How nice of him to comfort you after that humiliation,” Judith said acidly.

“He must sense my distress. I’m trying, but it’s hard.”

“Mom, you’re insane. Are you sure we can’t leave right now?” Judith pleaded. “We gave them their stupid pictures and pranced up the aisle like the minions they wanted us to be. Now they can go off into the sunset convinced they’re not complete assholes. What more do they want? I’m tired and I hate this place.”

“Judith’s right. We don’t have to go and hang out with those hateful people. They’re here for Dad and Lori. They all suck.”

Martha didn’t want to go into the lodge. Instead, forget all about tonight, go home and stream a movie with a bowl of popcorn. But it was too late to turn back now. They would all know it bothered her if she didn’t attend the reception. The only way to keep face was to finish out the night. It was only one night. It would be over soon, and then she would never think about him again. She would pack up the rest of Craig’s crap that she hadn’t yet dumped in the trash, and she would start planning her future. It was now an issue of pride. She refused to let Lori think she was hurting. Although she would have to be inhuman not to.

“Girls, I know this is rough, but please help me get through it. We won’t stay long. We’ll eat, chat for a bit and then leave. I know what you’re feeling, and I’m right with you. I can’t bear for them to think this bothers me.”

“It does bother you!” Lizzy cried. “You don’t deserve this!”

“Whatever. Do what you want. Lizzy and I will chill in the car. I hate everyone here, including Dad, and I want no part of their stupid party. And if anyone tries dancing with me, they’re gonna get it,” Judith warned and stalked off.

Martha understood her girls so well and envied Judith’s ability to be as bratty as she wanted. If only she could be like that. If only anyone gave a shit about how she felt.
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Judith

Judith gritted her teeth and smiled through all the pictures, only for the camera’s sake. She hadn’t taken a bad picture once and wasn’t about to start now. But standing next to Lori, her perfume as pungent as bathroom spray, Judith wanted to pick up her skirt and run for the woods.

The photo shoot took forever, as if the only reason they were having the wedding was for the coffee table scrapbooks Lori would have professionally done up. It wasn’t love that was for sure. Her dad acted as though caught in a bear trap. He winced every time he smiled.

It was so easy to manipulate her dad; she should know. She was the master of the house growing up, and he gave in to her every whim.  So, it came as no surprise that Lori figured it out. Judith wondered if her dad stuck with Lori to prove to the world that, no, he wasn’t a total jerk. He only cheated once. This was love, right? Dad was Lori’s fourth marriage, and she was his second. Not too difficult to see who wore the pants.

After the pictures, they had to walk up the aisle. Judith was excited for only one reason: it gave her a chance to shine the way she used to at pageants. Surely, every eye would be on her, not the bride.

There had to be at least two hundred people here. Many were unfamiliar, but Judith recognized a few faces from her dad’s company. A string quartet stroked out a rendition of “Canon in D” as she followed behind flower girl Lizzy. Judith was shocked at how lovely her sister looked tonight. Her mom had the magical touch. And she was secretly relieved when Mom gave her the last-minute do-over. It made sense. She was as beautiful as any princess and deserved royal treatment.

Judith stood next to the woman she hated most in her young adult life so far and watched as her daddy sold his soul to her. When she shed a tear, it was for this sad fact and not for joy at their nuptials.

A sharp breeze rolled off the lake until her bare arms were freezing. The ceremony seemed to take hours. She had already compared herself to all the females on the lawn, and satisfied with being the prettiest, she moved on to judge who had the most money based on their clothes. The results arrived quickly. Lori’s grandmother looked positively loaded.

Judith scanned for cute guys, found none, and felt cheated. What was the point of dressing up and going anywhere without a new guy to wrap around your little finger? And she still had a whole night watching boring old people dance and get drunk. Yuk.

Lori’s dress was scandalous, and its youthful charm only made her look like an aged woman pretending to be a virginal bride. It was ridiculously revealing and expensive. So that was why Dad couldn’t pay for a spring break trip to France with her besties from high school. She trembled, hating him even more, then glanced at her mom, who looked sad like a cat without her kittens and lost like a captain without his ship.

What was wrong with her mom? She was still pretty, had a kick-ass education, and a job that didn’t stink. Someday she’d make professor and take home major bank. Why was she hung up on her dad? Why didn’t she reinvent herself like in the movies? Or join a dating app and hook up with a hot, rich guy?

Judith thought the divorce was her mom’s fault because she refused to read the signs that he was losing interest and win him back. Now that it was all over, at least she could stop blaming her forgiving attitude on “just doing it for the kids.” The last thing she wanted was her mom sucking it up for her.

The pastor’s speech was unbearable. He kept ranting about the sanctity of marriage until Judith wanted to puke. Did he realize who he was marrying? Somebody who cheated on his wife, then left her for this hag, and abandoned his children?

Judith spent the rest of the time planning her own wedding. There would be no long boring speeches, and no one over the age of fifty would appear in the pictures. Everyone would show up color-coordinated, and an adorable Boston Terrier would be the ring bearer. Her husband would be perfect, and she would put him through a lie detector test to determine whether he was the cheating type before sharing vows with him.

Her mom would stop being a people pleaser, and her dad would promise to leave Hag-Lori at the door and pretend to be the father she remembered him to be for an entire day. She would have the loveliest dress and breathtaking photos in a garden under a lattice arbor covered in climbing roses. It would be like the movies, but better, because she was better looking than most actresses, and beauty was the secret to all success.

After the ceremony, Judith tried not to notice her mom pretending hard that it didn’t hurt. What kind of person was that pathetic? Her mom smiled as her ex-husband married another woman, then hugged them both, ignoring her dad’s searching eyes. Was he betraying a hint of remorse right now? Nope. Judith concluded bitterly as her dad shrugged her mom off and squeezed Lori’s hand as if she needed reassurance. There wasn’t a shred left of the man she once threw her arms around and colored pictures of butterflies for.

They headed to the reception hall. The sky sparkled with dusky shadows, and the air was freezing. Judith pleaded with her mom to leave. This night was only going to get worse. But her mom was like Joan of Arc, determined to burn at the stake for her beliefs. Helplessly furious, she stomped into the reception hall and vowed to be angry for the rest of the night.
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Nicolas

Nicolas knew Martha was the Replacement at first sight. When she bumped into him outside the back door, it was as if an avalanche had unleashed itself from the nearby mountain and swept him away. She touched his shoulder, he turned and he knew her instantly. Tonight, he would get his game on and give her the royal treatment.

Nicolas fervently prepared the dishes for the guests while the ceremony dragged on. He hated weddings. All this pretense just so a couple could rub it in everyone’s face that they were in love and you weren’t. There was so much food and so many drinks and he had to treat every guest like goddamn royalty. He hated this job too, but kept it for one reason only. It gave him access to sexy older women.

Watching her now that the reception was in full swing, he claimed her table as his to serve. She hovered in her chair like an angel, and he devoured her with his eyes as she sat unnervingly still, trying not to show her humiliation. Even the old ladies murmured their astonishment that the groom dared to invite the ex.

From ten feet away, she kept trying to prop up her crooked chignon. Chignons were for women with thin, dull hair, not for her thick, wavy, almost auburn tresses. He wanted to remove those curls from that lump and brush them back into a halo around her face. Then he imagined searching the rest of her body to see if all her hair was as delicious.

From a distance of three feet, he counted the fine lines around her eyes. She had to be over forty, he prayed to himself. Please, God, let her be over forty. He wanted to kiss every one of those lines and proceed to kiss every single square inch of her.

He imagined her naked and bringing her such joy as she had never experienced. It was challenging to keep focused on his job, she distracted him so, especially because her emotions assailed him like punches to his gut. She was unhappy, and Nicolas knew immediately that his purpose in life was to make her happy.

Trying not to cry and barely holding her liquor after only three drinks, she used up her napkin and then grabbed an unused one from a nearby table to dab at her eyes. He served each cocktail himself, saving her the tedious wait in line. He was that sort of guy.

Why did she come? He wondered. Was it true what the gossiping bitches were saying just out of earshot. She wanted to make the groom look bad, and in so doing, only turned the knife on herself?

No. She was innocent, wronged and oblivious to the snobbish criticism she riled among the disgusting Craig Monroe co-conspirators. Nicolas loved her even more for their hatred of her, and he understood why she braved the reception when he glimpsed her daughters.

The older one was a breathtaking beauty close to his age. A beauty queen he discovered, after experiencing a massive and somewhat embarrassing hard-on from checking her out, which incited him to ask around to learn her name, then initiate a dire Google stalking session. She emanated an enchanting aura of rage and discontent while the younger daughter sat, nail-biting between nervous smiles.

Nicolas stared at the angry girl, her fury stirring something profound inside his soul. He knew her from somewhere and felt like he had always known her. He tried desperately to catch her eye, lingered far too long at their table, and ogled her until he was nearly crazy with lust. Finally, he got himself under control, tore his eyes away and returned them to her mother.

Tempting. So very tempting. But he needed more than sexual attraction. He was on a mission to replace the one he lost. He couldn’t allow girls his age to distract him from satisfying this unquenchable thirst for love by the one who abandoned him.

She didn’t touch her food, but he knew it wasn’t to gain approval from the snobs. She simply wasn’t hungry. Besides, the food gave her something to stare at while she pretended not to cry into the napkins. Understandably, he didn’t clear her plate until last for that reason.

When the dancing stepped into full swing, she avoided eye contact with all men, and to his annoyance, he wasn’t the only male with eyes on her. She was an easy target. Recently divorced, still licking her wounds. Perfect fodder for a man who liked a wronged woman to make himself look better, or worse, a pig with secret eyes for her daughters.

Nicolas longed to throw down the porcelain dishes, toss the fine-stemmed goblets aside, reach out his hand and lure her into his arms. Convince her that these people are nothing! He wanted to whisk her away from her life and take her to his secret place where she belonged. He wanted to and he would.

His only concern was that once he followed through and they were together, he might want to kill her, too. And there was nothing he could do to want something else. His love was like a beautiful storm—intense and unforgettable, but potentially deadly—and he didn’t know why. He was obsessed with finding love so why did he also want to screw it all up?

Martha—a biblical name, proper and sweet—he loved it. Now, he had to talk to her and listen to the nuances of her voice to understand her nature better and determine their soul compatibility. It was vital that she loved him in return.

What should he call her, ma’am? No.

Miss? Not after referring to her daughters as Miss when he served them. The daughter. His eyes were back on her. She was boiling with rage, glaring at her father. He loved her for her unpretentious fury, and he shared her hatred. The man was an asshole. To dump his family and replace the lovely Martha with a sleazy trophy wife? His heart pounded as she stood, yelled at her mother then flounced off. He wanted to follow. Ask for her phone number. Stand before her, smile his most seductive smile and watch her respond to his charms. No. Nope. The mother. Remember the plan!

Madam. That’s the title he would use.

Yes. With her delicate features and thin frame, he envisioned her on a dreamy Paris boulevard, lounging in front of a quaint pâtisserie, eager for his passionate kisses. Then his hands around her neck, pushing her under the mirrored surface. Drowning was his most erotic fantasy, and he didn’t know why.

He saw her face—or was it his face—bloated with water. Drowning slowly until her heart went silent and her skin grew cold. He blinked away the horrifying image and rewound, back to his damsel in distress on a dreamy Paris boulevard, waiting for him to swoop her off her feet and save her from her loneliness.

“Madam, would you like another glass of champagne?”

He touched her hand as he removed her plate.

“No, thank you. Listen, do you know when they plan to cut the cake?” She laughed nervously, staring at the table. “I feel like a fly on the wall. I’m no good at these sorts of things.”

Was she itching to leave? His chest tightened. He’d never forgive himself if he let her slip out of his life like a haunted shadow. He slowed his movements as he cleared her table.

“Soon, I imagine. Long day at work?” He focused on projecting an aura of concern, which worked even without making eye contact.

“No, just a long ride home to look forward to. Another reason why I can’t indulge.” She drained the last of her champagne and handed him the glass, still without looking at him. “Thank you, though.” She turned away, dismissing him politely and sighed.

Bitch. What a bitch! He was so nice, far nicer than most servers, her only supporter in this den of vipers, and she had the audacity to dismiss him? But then she looked up and her smile widened in surprise as they locked eyes.

“Oh. You. I am so sorry for bumping into you earlier.”

“It was my honor.” He gave a dazzling smile, which seemed to instill confidence in her.

“Hi, I’m Martha.”

She offered her fine-shaped hand.

“Nicolas.” He took it, overwhelmed with a desire to kiss it.

Martha blushed, removed her hand from his grasp, and stroked her neck. So demure. Exactly like her! Had she forgotten how handsome he was? His attention flattered most women. Now he understood. It wasn’t rejection. She simply hadn’t gazed into his dark eyes and ogled his perfect features and hard body. But now that she had smiled like women always did when they saw the whole package, he felt a thousand percent better.

Martha sensed his agitation and placed a hand on his arm, the firm tips of her manicure pressing through his dress shirt. He was trembling, his body shaking. And she was touching him. Touching him, sending chills through him, sending an electric current straight to his dick, forcing him behind the serving caddy to hide his growing excitement.

“Are you okay? They working you too hard back there?” She laughed lightly.

“Oh, I’m fine. I apologize. It’s so hot in here, or is it just me?”

“No, you’re right. I’m positively roasting. These dancers put off so much heat. Here, let’s step outside. I could use the company. You need a breath of fresh air, and so do I. Actually, I need more than fresh air. I need a fresh new start.”

And I am the one who can give it to you. 

Nicolas watched her blink back tears as he deliberated. Oh, how he wanted to wipe those tears away! Ached to take her down the lantern-lit pathways and show her the best haunts at this overpriced mecca for the rich. But if he did, he’d be sorely tempted to drag her off and make love to her behind a large ponderosa. At that moment, he made a crucial decision. She was coming home with him. Tonight. There could be no ties between them whatsoever at this event.

Where were her daughters? Did they notice him speaking with their mother? Out of the corner of his eye, he chased the crowd wildly, trying not to think of the gorgeous daughter who threatened all his plans. They were nowhere in sight.

“I appreciate the gesture, but I’ll be fine. Enjoy the rest of your evening, and please enjoy the cake. It appears they’re about to cut it.”

“Oh, okay then.” She smiled blandly. “I should go and try to find my girls.” She replied, giving him the up-and-down stare followed by a tiny wave as she walked off.

Nicolas sensed her eyes undressing him, and it made him want to strip naked for her pleasure. He had no self-control and didn’t care. His wild nature was part of his allure. Imagining what she felt as she checked him out filled him with indescribable ecstasy. He was born with these stunning looks to lure her into his life. And soon she would know it.

Nicolas held her damp napkin to his nose, trying to inhale a whiff of her fragrance. She was a near-perfect replica! Sure, there had been dozens of other women, but no one like her. It wasn’t just her beauty and delicate build but her strength. She faced this humiliating event with more grace than he could ever possess. She was a goddess, and he was now obsessed with one thing only: making her his goddess.

What to do? She probably lived in the valley. He would have to cut out early and follow her. However, this venue was out in the sticks. He had an idea. Tossing her napkin on the plate, he removed his apron, hurried to his car and unlocked the trunk. He grabbed a wrench and looked around in the parking lot. Which was her car?

Nicolas caught sight of the two girls sitting on the hood of an older Ford Focus. He heard Martha call them, and they sauntered after the sound of her voice like a couple of lion cubs. Darting between cars, Nicolas found his way to hers, removed four of the five lug nuts holding the front left tire and loosened the last one.

He returned to his car, tossed the wrench into the trunk, and the lug nuts into the trees, then returned to the lodge. Time to wash a million dishes at light speed and beg to leave early. If this didn’t work, he would follow her home and plan to take her tomorrow. Of course, he didn’t think he could wait that long. Didn’t think he could wait fifteen minutes—time for a quick pleasure session in the bathroom stall.

Ten minutes later, after washing his hands thoroughly in the sink and feeling more composed, Nicolas stared at his reflection in delight. He was a homme fatale, a handsome devil with a heavy dose of boyish charm. Black, dreamy, deep-set eyes betrayed a bit of his inner psycho. Thick dark hair kept perfectly tussled as if rising from a fantastic romp in the sack. He thought of everything.

He projected an erotic bad-boy vibe that made women pant and plenty of men, too. People might wonder if he was a movie star or fantasize about him as disenfranchised Russian royalty. He’d admit to either.

Six feet tall and slim yet muscular, he ensured his clothes fit in all the right places. Nicolas was more than eye candy—he was eye cocaine. He stared at his perfect features and brilliant smile. He was witty without being a smartass and a class-A flirt. Some found his looks too much to handle; he was keenly aware of this and loved rubbing it in.

Nicolas kissed his biceps and posed from side to side. He looked delicious. This was it. It was time to follow through. His plan would work. It had to. He believed in fate and how it changed on a whim. Martha was the one he had waited years to find, the Replacement he so desperately needed. Soon, she would know it and him as intimately as humanly possible.
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Martha

Martha and her daughters walked up a flagstone pathway circling the lodge. The air was chilly and wet, so she was glad the bride and groom had opted for an inside reception. It was near twilight, and lanterns now lit the path ahead. The whole experience was like a fairy-tale fantasy except for the part where it sucked.

Guests flocked around her through the doors, making her think of a ball game at a stadium. When did Craig make so many friends or were they all Lori’s? As Martha entered the lodge, she gawked. The place was phenomenal. A vast timber frame with massive windows poised to exploit the gorgeous surroundings: the most enormous chandeliers she had ever seen hovered, illuminating fat armchairs upholstered in rich leather.

The floral arrangements and decorations alone probably cost a year of her meager salary. She peered into a kitchen where dishes were being prepared and set on caddies, then rolled out to the tables. She noted a bar set up where a line was already forming. She found their table and they sat down. A full band played swanky jazz numbers. Martha wanted to laugh out loud. Craig liked heavy metal and old-country tunes. What the hell had Lori done to him?

The plates of food began to arrive, and Martha laughed again. Contrary to Craig’s incessant bragging that the wedding feast would be the crème de la crème, the food was the same old mediocre catering fare—sliced ham, green beans, and potatoes, a plethora of salads and a spread of little appetizers. The bar was exceptional, true, but the line was ridiculous. The crowd spent the night in a line wrapped around the room.

Her daughters sat next to her, making fun of what people were wearing and how they were dancing. Dancing was in full swing almost at once. No one seemed to like the food. The drunker the guests got, the worse their dance moves became. Martha recalled her own wedding reception held at Craig’s parents’ house. The party lasted an hour, then Craig and his friends got drunk, and Martha had to help him to bed. She spent the night working on a research paper and editing his—no fancy honeymoon for them.

After picking at their food, the girls took off. Martha sat all alone, ignored by everyone. The server kept plying her with drinks until she finally waved him off. When he persisted, she looked up, struck by the gorgeous guy she had bumped into when she arrived. He was sensitive to the fact that she was a pariah, which gave her a thrill of relief. At least someone cared, even if it was a stranger.

Such a good-looking boy, Martha thought. Why was he stuck in catering? Martha was grateful for the smattering of attention he gave her. It didn’t imbue her with the confidence to flirt with the male guests or even dance merrily with friends who also attended her wedding. Now they avoided her and kept their eyes on Craig as if to say: We are here to support him, and it has nothing to do with you.

Eventually, the happy couple cut the cake, and a handful of people clapped. Martha didn’t even stand. When the band began to play decent renditions of pop tunes from her era, Martha tuned out everything inside her head. Suddenly, it was nine thirty, and her daughters were shaking her shoulders.

“Earth to Mom. Are you drunk?” Judith was annoyed. “Mom, can you hear me?” She snapped her fingers in front of her face.

“I thought you girls were taking a walk,” Martha murmured.

“We’ve circled this awful place twenty times, then sat in the car for a while. There’s not a single thing to do here,” Judith snapped.

What had she been hoping for? This was as good as it was going to get. Not one person, apart from the server, acknowledged her presence. Was she a martyr? Did she crave emotional abuse? Or was she just tired? Lizzy tucked an escaped lock of hair behind her ear and whispered.

“It’s not you, Mom. It’s them. Remember what you always say? Don’t care what they think.”

“Yeah, Mom, I actually agree with her. These people suck, including Dad. Let’s go home.”

“Have you been crying?” Lizzy picked up a wet napkin from the pile. “Let’s get you out of here.” Lizzy looked close to tears herself. “We shouldn’t have come. They’re treating us like we’re the reason he left or something.”

Martha caught Judith glaring at the excited newlyweds, who were trying to make up for lost years and a superbly dull reception.

“For the record, this is the biggest bunch of losers I have ever seen clumped into one spot at a single time. It’s like watching a nature show about rodents or snakes crawling all over a log.” Judith declared loudly.

Martha stood and let her daughters pull her out the front door and down a flight of steps worthy of Cinderella. She flagged the valet who went to retrieve her car.

“Sorry, girls. I left my purse. Tell the valet I’ll be right back.”

Martha rushed up the stairs and back into the reception hall. She knew why she had left her purse. Nicolas kept staring at her from across the room, making her feel awkward in her skin. To her utter embarrassment, he was waiting at the door, her purse slung over his shoulder.

“Missing this? Think you left it deliberately?” He grinned, and her insides tingled.

“Subconsciously, perhaps, not intentionally.”

“You speak like a shrink.” He flirted as he tucked it onto her shoulder, stroking her bare arm.

“I am, in fact.”

“Serious and sexy. Love it.”

Wow, this guy was hitting on her. Never in her life had she even talked to a man this hot. It was almost
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