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The circle of women bent their heads over her hand, eyes wide, a strange air of uncertainty among them and what was supposed to be a moment of glee became instead a flicker of regret.

“Well?” she asked.

“Well ...” Her best friend, Kelsie, dragged the word out, long. “It’s small.”

“It’s pretty,” said a second friend, doubt in her tone.

“Pretty small,” said a third, more assured.

“He’s small,” Kelsie added. “A small stone for a small man. On your wedding night, you’ll be searching for his ...”

Giggles drowned out the rest of her statement. Trinity Wilkins withdrew her hand, embarrassment swamping her. “Never mind,” she said. Regret dropped hard in her gut. She buried her engagement ring in the folds of her skirt and wished a tornado would strike the restaurant and transport her home to Kansas, figuratively speaking.

Kelsie’s amused expression became a softer one. “Hon, we love you.”

The other girls nodded their heads, tossing in random verbal agreements.

“And Eddie’s a nice guy. But he’s not right for you.”

“You’re prejudiced. Just because he’s short ...”

Kelsie sighed. “It’s more than that. It’s who you’ve turned into with him. Take your shoes, for instance.”

Trinity looked down at her feet, wiggling her toes inside a pair of black ballet slippers. “What’s wrong with my shoes?” They were comfortable. She wore them a lot.

“They’re flat.”

Her brow furrowed, she looked up, shaking her head a bit. “So?”

“Where’s the heels? A girl needs heels and with those legs ...” She waved one hand outward. “You haven’t worked to tone your figure to bury it beneath homeschool skirts and flats. You need a man you can look up to ... and I mean that in more than height. Eddie’s nice, but Eddie’s boring. He’s sedate. He’s turned you into a mouse.”

“I ... I wear my heels,” Trinity argued. “Just not with Eddie. It makes me taller and he feels ... sad.”

Kelsie’s lips turned down at the corners. Friend Number 2 chimed in. “What’s sad is you worrying about that when you have a hunk at your beck and call.”

Trinity started. “A hunk? You mean Packard?”

She and Packard Barrow had been best buds since high school, but honestly, nothing else had ever come of it. It’d started when she’d needed help in chemistry, oddly enough. After high school, they’d attended college together, practically living on each other’s couches. They’d graduated and moved to within driving distance. He called daily, showed up at random times, and took her places he took no one else. But in none of that was there one ounce of romance.

“Nothing’s small about the Pack,” teased Friend Number 3. 

Giggles washed through the ladies again, and Trinity’s cheeks heated, volcanic. One hand cupped over top, she reached for her glass and chugged the icy sweet liquid, choking on it at the end. She erupted into a fit of coughing, one hand at her throat.

“Whoa!” Kelsie patted her back. 

Trinity gulped and tried to compose herself, but thinking of Packard as dating material was like swimming in the kitchen sink. Her friends were right; he was handsome, square shoulders, firm chin. She’d admired his backside in shorts and slacks and, once, a towel. She’d fallen asleep pasted to his chest. She’d even kissed him, unromantically, more than once. But Packard was more a big brother than a love interest. 

Besides ... She gazed at her engagement ring again. She’d accepted Eddie’s proposal. Hadn’t she? And Packard was dating Amanda. Amanda Truvoi, stuck up, mind-numbing witch. She wasn’t good enough for him and, frankly, she couldn’t see why he put up with her. She’d run him into debt already with the weekends away, the shopping trips, and flowers and wine. Why if it were up to her, she’d chase that piece-of-work out of town.

Her thoughts skidded to a halt. If it were up to her? The question should be why had he put up with it? He was decided on everything he did and generally inflexible, which made him a good businessman and a faithful friend. He’d let Amanda run over him.

“Why doesn’t he see me?” she mumbled.

Kelsie’s eyebrows rose, a smile forming. “Now, she gets it.”

But, though she meant it that way, sort of, an ache curled around her heart. She was his best friend, and he was hers. Yet, she’d not seen him, and he’d not seen her. That hurt. Worse, she had no idea how to make it not hurt. She couldn’t just walk up to him and declare herself. He’d laugh. 

There was also what to do about Eddie. Trinity held out her hand, squinting at the tiny diamond. She liked him; she had great ... affection for him. She wasn’t sure if she was “in love.” She’d thought that’d happen with time. What if she was wrong? What if five years from now she was still wearing flats and ... and Packard was buried underneath the bills Amanda had piled on him? Shouldn’t she know, for sure, why she was getting married?

Trinity stood to her feet, her chair scraping loudly across the tiles. Her friends hushed. Wiggling the ring with her thumb, she debated on her choice for another second then slipped the ring off and curled it in her palm. “I have to go,” she said. She hooked her purse on her shoulder and shuffled in reverse.

“Go where?” Kelsie asked.

Trinity made a few more steps, bumping into a man at another table. “Sorry,” she mumbled. She stepped sideways. “To put on some heels.”
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“I don’t think ... But we can ... Maybe if ...” 

Maybe if he could get a word in edgewise. But Amanda was worked up over this, and every time she got a bee in her bonnet, she was impossible to placate. Furthermore, he didn’t want to placate her. He actually wanted ... space.

His brother, Jarek, had put that thought in his mind the previous fall. Three years and hundreds, maybe, thousands of dollars later, he was less likely to make their relationship permanent than he’d ever been. Any physical beauty she had was, more and more, marred by annoying personality traits.

“You know what? You go. I can occupy myself. No ... I insist ... and take Caroline.”

He wanted to vomit after saying Caroline’s name, but thinking on it, she and Amanda were two peas in a pod. If he didn’t want to be around one, why did he put up with the other?

A pain spiked in the center of his skull, and Packard clutched at it with one hand, massaging his palm back and forth. He should never have answered this call. In fact, he’d avoided his phone for days.

The rap of knuckles on his glass office door lifted his gaze. He smiled at Trinity and motioned her in, the phone still to his ear.

“Yeah, call when you get there and have a good time ... Bye.” He neglected their usual mushy end-greeting, setting the phone on the desk. His thoughts about Amanda vanished in an instant. “You look great.”

Trinity smiled and performed a shallow curtsey. Something uncertain held in her gaze, though.

“What’s the occasion?” he asked.

She shrugged, the motion swinging artsy earrings alongside her neck. “I need a reason?”

She’d dressed up ... in fact, more than he’d seen her bother with recently. A short, flirty skirt showed off fabulous legs and a narrow waist. Her blouse was tasteful, but showy enough, he glimpsed her camisole and a hint of cleavage. She’d paired the outfit with red heels and matching jewelry.

“Not to me, and I’m actually glad to see you,” he said. “My weekend just became free. Let’s go somewhere.”

The two of them had spent hours, days ... years ... together. Amanda was always incredibly jealous of that. In spite of the fact she regularly took off on him for weekends in Vegas or San Francisco or her parents “cabin” in Vermont. Not a cabin. He couldn’t justify ten thousand square feet and the idea of coziness in the woods.

“Oh, good. Where?”

She approached and, as was like her, sat square on the desk in his view. Her skirt crept up and, for the first time that he could remember, he stared. Amanda had great legs, but these were Trinity’s, the girl he trusted with ... well, everything. Jarek was right. He’d been incredibly stupid thus far. How to reverse that, though? She was dating Edward Dweezle. Nice guy, but the kind of person he’d pulled pranks on in college.

“I don’t know. You pick. Where would the most beautiful woman in my office want to go?”

Trinity smiled, pulling back perfect pink lips. Why hadn’t he noticed her lips? Those lips begged to be tasted. Packard blinked the thought away.

“Miami.”

His brow rose.

“I’ve got a bikini waiting for sunshine, and it’s cold outside. I can’t believe it’s snowed already. It’s not even November.”

It had snowed, and he didn’t mind the cold. He loved the snow actually, but seeing her in a bikini was ... surprisingly erotic. Gratitude washed over him that his lap was well under the desk. 

“Miami it is then,” he said. “I’ll book us conjoining rooms.”

“Too expensive. Rent one with two beds, something overlooking the coast.”

“Done.”

The word left his lips and the intimacy of his promise hit him square. He wouldn’t have thought one thing about that before, and probably, she didn’t think one thing about it now. Not like it was the first time they’d been together in cramped quarters overnight. But given his shift in thoughts about her ... was it the right thing? 

He didn’t ask. He couldn’t ask and retract it without sounding foolish. Instead, he reached past her for his computer, calling up a browser, her slender thighs incredibly close to his chin. She worked out a lot, was in fabulous shape. He’d never considered that in relation to himself until now.

“Done, with two tickets on the next flight, but that means we need to hurry, sister.”

She hopped off the desk and took his hand, tugging him after her toward the door. He scrambled to close things and shut off the lights on his way out.
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“What’s Eddie doing this weekend that you’re available?” 

On the plane, at her side, the hectic manner of packing and checking in at the airline finally cooled, and a new thought poked into Packard’s head. He expected the usual answer – chess. Eddie lived and breathed the game. But her gaze ducked, her fingers picking at her skirt, Trinity acted hesitant.

“Tri ...”

She sighed. “I’m having doubts.”

This was news, and hope washed over him. He tried not to show it.

“He’s kind of ... boring. Don’t you think?”

He had an unfavorable opinion of Eddie, but not necessarily because of his own interest in her. Eddie would live a good life. He’d pay his bills, maybe contribute to society. He was decent, law-abiding, and a dozen other positive adjectives, but Trinity deserved so much better than that. She was smart and funny and generous, if a tad reserved at times. That had probably been what brought her and Eddie together. She needed encouragement to step out and do things, encouragement she didn’t get from Ed. As a result, she’d stopped trying and become content. And contentment was great, once in a while, but she needed to live.

Packard shrugged. “He’s okay if you like that type.”

She bit her lip and
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