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        "In nature, nothing is perfect and everything is perfect. Trees can be contorted, bent in weird ways, and they're still beautiful."
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      Andy twisted her dark hair around her fingers as she wandered around her hotel room for the umpteenth time that morning. She’d never felt more like a stereotypical high school girl on prom night in her life—not even when she’d attended her own prom, and that felt like a lifetime ago now.

      Hair up? Hair down? Up or down?

      She pulled her phone out of her pocket to check the time. Ten minutes had gone by since she’d last looked down at the screen. She’d spent ten minutes agonizing over whether to pull her hair back into a bun like always, or to leave it down. Ten minutes.

      This is what weddings do to people. They make a person question every little decision, even with things they’d never had to think too hard about in the past. It had happened to everyone else in the wedding party at least once over the past few months, and now it was her turn. 

      Andy came to a stop in front of the full-length mirror at the far end of her room. Like everything else in this five-star hotel where the wedding was being held, they had adorned it with rhinestones, and in the midmorning sun it sparkled. It had to be the fanciest mirror she’d ever stared at.

      “Up,” she said to the empty room, twisting her dark hair up into the bun that she wore almost every day. She turned her head from side to side slowly, narrowing her eyes as she studied her profile.

      “Down.” She dropped the makeshift bun that she was pinning against the back of her head and let her hair fall back around her shoulders loosely. A curtain of thick hair hid her high cheekbones, and her angular jawline softened as it fell into shadow. Was that better? Or was she just overthinking it?

      She was definitely overthinking it. Although, to be fair to her, it wasn’t surprising given this wedding had been the only topic of conversation for the last nine months and it wasn’t even hers. Why anyone would want to get married was beyond all reason.

      Up. She decided, sweeping her hair back from her face again. Up is better. Up is comfortable, and, she gave a small nod to herself, up is definitely more me. 

      The decision about her hair was (thankfully) the last decision she’d have to make about Zack’s wedding. The only thing that was left to do was to attend the ceremony, and after all those months of detailed planning they’d had to endure, this was probably the least stressful part of the entire process. 

      She looked at herself one last time in the mirror before she set off to find Zack and the rest of the wedding party, taking a second to check out her outfit. It was just a simple black and white tuxedo, with slightly heeled boots, but it looked good on her. 

      “All right.” Andy pulled out her phone again to check the time. They had forty-five minutes before the wedding was due to start, which meant it was time for her to head to her nephew’s room and see how he was doing. Phone. Room keycard. Ring. Andy went through her mental checklist, patting her pockets to check she had everything, before heading out of her room and walking down the hall to her where her nephew was readying himself. 

      Zack was in the bathroom getting into his own tux when Andy slipped into his suite. His mother, Christine, perched on the edge of the bed, a champagne flute in one hand and her phone in the other.

      “Oh, look at you,” she cooed. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in a tux before.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever worn one,” Andy admitted with a laugh. When she wasn’t in uniform, Andy was strictly a jeans and sweatshirt woman. Or if she was dressing to impress, she might throw in some plaid. Taking the champagne flute from Christine, she dropped into one of the spare chairs that wasn’t piled high with discarded clothing. “How’s the groom?”

      “Nervous as hell.” Christine smiled before calling out to her son. “Zack, you’d better look good in that suit, or your aunt’s going to show you up.”

      The door to the en-suite opened a crack, and then a little wider. Zack stuck his head through the gap, staring at his aunt.

      “You’re not allowed to look better than me on my wedding day. It’s illegal.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Andy waved him away. “Go on, finish getting ready.” 

      “I’m serious.” Zack narrowed his eyes. “If you look better than me in those wedding photos, I’m disowning you.”

      “Not how it works. Get dressed.”

      Zack withdrew his head to finish getting ready in the bathroom, and Andy leaned back in her chair to relax, shooting Christine a smile as she did. They were more like sisters than cousins, on account of how close they’d been when growing up. When Zack was born she was Auntie Andy rather than Cousin Andy, and then after Christine and Zack’s father had split, she’d ended up becoming something more akin to a surrogate second parent. Helping plan the wedding had just come with the territory. But little had Andy known just how stressful the entire process would be.

      She’d always heard people talking about the pressures of planning a ceremony, and it was a subplot of a lot of shitty 90s sitcoms, but given she’d never married, or even had the desire to, she’d always kind of thought that it was exaggerated. A drama blown out of all proportion. It took about a day to find out; it wasn’t. Wedding planning was just as demanding as everyone had made it out to be, and after the months of meticulous planning she had done, she was glad it was nearing an end.

      As much as she loved Zack and his husband-to-be, Nathan, Andy was glad she would not have to spend hours agonising over napkin colors or table centerpieces with them anymore. Wedding planning, she had discovered, was not her forte. She was glad she wouldn’t have to figure out what Freesias looked like or try to distinguish between two almost (but not quite) identical shades of buttercream icing.

      The bathroom door opened again, and this time Zack stepped out into the suite, dressed in his wedding suit, tailor-made for the occasion, of course. He had no danger of being outshone by anyone else on his wedding day, Andy noted with a smile.

      His dark hair had been cut and perfectly coiffed for the day. It was the same shade of brown as Andy’s, a dark brown that looked black until the sunlight hit it and the rich chocolate hues shone. He was clean-shaven, and except for the bow tie that hung loosely around his neck, he looked ready for the day ahead.

      “Look at you.” Andy grinned, getting to her feet. “All grown up.”

      “God, don’t say that.” Christine grimaced, going to Zack to straighten out his suit jacket. It looked perfect to Andy, but that didn’t stop Christine from tugging at the fabric a little, smoothing out imaginary creases. “Makes me feel old.” 

      “It looks good, right?” Zack smiled nervously, looking between the two of them. Andy couldn’t imagine how anxious he was right now. Hell, even she felt a little anxious, and she wasn’t about to commit the rest of her life to someone.

      “Looks perfect,” she assured him. “Champagne?”

      “He’s already had a glass.” Christine reached up to do Zack’s bow tie for him. While his mother wasn’t looking, Zack met Andy’s gaze with a grin, and mouthed “I had two!”

      “Oh, Rachel called Nathan while you were getting ready,” Christine said, still fiddling with her bow tie. “She’s on her way, she’s already dressed. And she apologized for last night again.”

      “Sounds about right.” Zack laughed. “Mom, stop. The tie’s fine. If you keep fiddling with it, you’ll choke me out.”

      Christine ignored him. “It’s got to be very slightly off center. Just a little crooked, but not too much. Or else it’ll look sloppy.”

      “Just let her fuss,” Andy advised, flopping back down into her own chair. “It makes her happy.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Zack shook his head with a small smile.

      “And, hey, maybe I’ll be able to meet this mysterious Rachel the pair of you have never stopped talking about before you actually get married.”

      Andy was only semi joking when she said that. Despite the fact that Rachel was one of Nathan’s best friends from high school, she hadn’t ever met her during the nine months they’d spent planning the wedding. From what Zack said, she’d gone on to Medical School after they’d graduated, and she was now very successful. She’d been working overseas for the past year, so even though she had been keeping up with all the wedding preparations from afar, Andy hadn’t had the opportunity to speak to the other woman who would join them at the altar.

      “She felt awful that she couldn’t come last night.” Zack shrugged. “I don’t know how many times she apologized to Nathan for not showing up.”

      Last night had been the rehearsal dinner, and the group had been one person short. If it had been any normal guest, it might not have been a huge deal, but given that Rachel was Nathan’s Best Woman, everyone had commented on her empty chair. Regardless of her apologies and the fact the whole thing had gone without a hitch, it was obvious Nathan had missed having her for support.

      “Speaking of which, have you talked to Nathan today?” Andy asked, changing the subject. At the sound of his soon-to-be-husband’s name, Zack started grinning.

      “Yeah, I called him after I woke up. We didn’t get to talk much. His mom showed up, and he had to get ready.” He exhaled slowly, shaking his head in disbelief. “I just can’t believe that I get to call him my husband in just a few hours.”

      “Oh!” Christine leaped up from the bed. “I just remembered. Your button flower.”

      “Boutonnière,” Zack corrected. Christine ignored him, grabbing the box from the dresser. Inside, there were two identical sets of flowers, one of which went to Zack and the other to Andy.

      Jesus Christ. Andy thought as Christine pinned the flower to the lapel of her suit. Is there anything else that needs an accessory? The flowers were beautiful. They matched the pastel blue and ivory theme of the wedding perfectly, and as Zack informed her, they would match Rachel’s dress.

      Thankfully, a knock at the door interrupted Christine’s fussing, but she still managed to lick her thumb and smear away imaginary specks of dirt from her son’s face. Zack ducked under his mother’s arms and raced to the door to see who was on the other side, and when he pulled it open, Andy heard him make a noise that was close to a squeal.

      “Rachel!” Zack tugged her into the room and wrapped his arms around her tightly. “Oh my God, I’m so glad you’re here.” 

      “Like I’d miss your wedding.” She laughed, her voice a little muffled. Zack relaxed his grip on her, and she took a step back to look at him properly. “Look at you, handsome.”

      “And you’ve cleaned up pretty well,” Zack pointed out. “I’m not gonna lie, I was kind of worried you would show up wearing scrubs.” 

      “At least they’d fit with the theme.” Rachel dropped her purse on the bed before turning to look at Andy. “Oh, hi. We haven’t met.”

      “Andy.” She held out a hand for Rachel to shake. “Zack’s Aunt.”

      “Rachel.”

      Rachel was not what Andy had expected. At all. She’d met a lot of doctors over the years, but somehow she’d crafted a very different mental image of Rachel. She’d expected someone…steelier. Perhaps not someone grizzled, like the department heads she’d run into, but someone who looked harder. This girl looked more like a kindergarten teacher than someone who’d held life in her hands.

      There was a girl-next-door kind of look about her and a prettiness that Andy had always found beautiful. She didn’t have an angular, chiseled face with cheekbones that climbed for miles, or a jawline that could cut glass, but a softness. Everything about her seemed gentle, from the bobbed black hair that framed her round face, to the big, doe-like brown eyes, to her tiny button nose.

      “It’s a pleasure.”

      Rachel smiled at her before apologizing. “I’ve got to go. Sorry it’s so fleeting, but I promised Nathan I’d stop by and see you guys before the ceremony.” Then she gave a small giggle. “I think he wanted to make sure you haven’t run off yet.”

      “If Zack had his way, they’d have been married before breakfast,” Andy joked. “There’s no danger of him bailing.”

      “Well, then I guess I’ll see you down at the ceremony.” Rachel smiled at her again. “It’s nice to meet you finally.” 

      “You too.”

      Rachel looked between them before settling her gaze on Zack. “I should get going. Nathan’s losing his mind back there. I think I’m going to have to calm him down a little. I’ll see you all at the ceremony.”

      With that, she gave them all a wave and headed back out of the suite, taking with her the few moments of peace she’d brought from Christine’s fussing. 

      “Mom,” Zack warned as his mother began straightening his collar. “I love you, but if you touch my suit again I’m disowning you.”
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      The country estate where the wedding was being held lay on the outskirts of Lexton, a town that was carved straight into the woods. Over the past few months, Andy had driven through the town repeatedly, all in the name of wedding preparations, and each time she passed through, she fell a little more in love with it.

      Nathan and Zack had planned every moment of their wedding, and had spent a long time choosing exactly where they wanted the ceremony to take place. In the end, they had settled on the north side of the gardens, up against an old stone wall that was covered in trailing Ivy. It had looked beautiful when they’d first come to visit the estate, but now that they had dressed it up with lights and silk hangings, it looked even better.

      Christine was a wreck during the whole ceremony. She’d been adamant that she wouldn’t, but Andy, knowing exactly how this would play out, had stuck a few extra tissues into her cousin’s purse before they’d headed off. It was a good thing too as Christine was already welling up as she walked her son down the aisle, and as soon as she saw him standing side by side with Nathan, she was in pieces.

      Even Andy had to brush away a couple of tears as she watched Zack and Nathan walk hand in hand down the aisle as newlyweds. She was practically a second mother to Zack, and even though it felt like a disgustingly sappy cliché, when she watched him walk off, she couldn’t help but think about the first time she’d held him in her arms. He’d been a newborn, only a few hours old, and back then he’d been small enough to fit into the crook of her elbow.

      It felt like yesterday.

      The rest of the wedding party followed the two of them down the stone path that led further into the garden. As part of the wedding planning, they’d scoured the grounds of the estate for the perfect place to have the photos taken for the couple, and they’d settled on the stone steps that led from the main house into the garden. Draped with ivy and moss, the steps were from a fairy tale, but the boys had dressed them with bright lights that twinkled like stars, and Nathan’s parents had laid out a carpet of petals for the photos. It was beautiful, if a little over the top, for Andy’s taste.

      Rachel’s silky blue dress whipped around her ankles as they followed the grooms to the stairs, threatening to catch on the spike of her heels and send her flying. The flagstone path was beautiful, but it hadn’t been designed for stability, and as they walked, Andy watched the other woman waver from side to side.

      God, don’t let her fall.

      The last thing they needed was the maid of honor toppling over and falling into the fountain, or disappearing headfirst into a rosebush.

      “Need a hand?” She offered, holding out her arm. “I know the idea of dancing around in a fountain at a wedding seems fun and sexy, but trust me, falling into that thing isn’t going to be either.”

      Rachel laughed, linked her arm with Andy’s gratefully. “Thanks. And I’m pretty sure if I end up in the fountain this dress isn’t really going to leave much to the imagination.”

      No complaints here.

      The dress wasn’t particularly tight on Rachel, but it was a beautiful light silk. The material floated over her body as he walked, but even so, it showed off her curves, including her more than ample chest.

      “Don’t worry.” Andy winked. “I wouldn’t let that happen to you.”

      “All right,” the photographer called, drawing their attention for a moment. He peeked out at Zack and Nathan over the top of his camera. “Let’s have a picture of the two of you facing each other.”

      Zack and Nathan were still happily posing by the arch, sporting matching grins. They were ridiculously happy. Even from a distance, Andy could hear the two of them giggling like little kids.

      “We didn’t get much of a chance to talk before the ceremony.” Andy looked back at Rachel, who frowned.

      “Yeah.” She sighed, looking away from the newlyweds. “I had a work emergency. Problems with a patient, and I couldn’t just leave them…I didn’t end up leaving the hospital until long after the rehearsal finished. And then this morning we were so busy, I barely said more than ‘hi’.” She offered an apologetic cringe.

      “It’s fine.” Andy laughed. “You’re a doctor, right? I figure you’ve got more important things on your mind.”

      “That’s what Nathan said last night. Didn’t stop me from feeling guilty though.”

      “Alright, the last shot. Let’s get a closeup of the two of you. Nathan, can you press your forehead to…Yeah, just like that, that’s perfect!” The sound of the photographer directing Zack and Nathan made them look over at the arch again, and they fell silent to watch Zack and Nathan take their last picture together before the group photos started.

      “They look so happy together,” Rachel said softly, smiling. “And I mean, all of this has turned out so perfectly. It all looks just the way Nathan was describing it to me. I’m glad. I just feel terrible that I’ve not really been around to help.”

      “Yeah, I think you got a lucky escape.” Andy huffed out a laugh, shaking her head slowly. “I’m glad it ended up the way they wanted. Although I’ve got to say, if this had been my wedding I wouldn’t have bothered with all of this.”

      “Honestly?” Rachel laughed. “Me neither. I don’t think I’ve got the energy to plan a wedding like this. Nathan said it took weeks to even pick a color scheme.”

      “Oh god, please don’t remind me.” If Andy never had to look at another color swatch, she’d die a happy woman. Until they’d started planning for the wedding, she’d never known that there were so many names for different shades of blue.

      With the photos of the couple finished, the photographer began beckoning the rest of the wedding party over. Rachel slipped her arm into Andy’s again, gathering her skirt up with her free hand. “Please don’t let me trip.”

      “I wouldn’t dare,” Andy assured her with a wink. “Just hold on to me.”

      With that, she slipped an arm around Rachel’s waist and helped her up the steps to the arch where the photographs were being taken. They stood on either side of Zack and Nathan for a couple of group shots, and then it came time to have a photo of the two of them alone.

      “All right,” The Photographer called. “Let’s get a photo of the Best Women, shall we? Just the two of you, nice and close together.”

      Zack and Nathan stepped back to allow them a few photographs alone, and as she stepped up to meet Rachel, Andy slipped her arm around her waist again. “This okay?”

      “Yeah, it’s fine.” Rachel flashed her a small smile, before turning to look back at the photographer, who was peeking up at them over the top of his viewfinder. Andy leaned into Rachel a little more, pressing her hip against Rachel’s, just as the flash from the camera went off.

      Rachel’s scent filled her senses. Andy couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was. It was light and sweet, but there was a musky undertone. Whatever it was, she liked it, but before she could give it any more thought, the photographer hollered for all the guests to join them for a group shot. Pulled apart, Rachel had to stand by Nathan’s side, and Andy was across with Zack.

      There was something intriguing about the younger woman, but Andy didn’t stand a chance of being able to find out what that something was as staff started ushering everyone from the gardens down to the marquee. She lost Rachel in the throng of guests.
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      It was a little overwhelming to be in a crowd this size. Since Rachel had been back in the US, she hadn’t been to a party like this. In fact, since she had been back, she’d hardly seen anyone at all. Nathan and Zack had helped her move into her apartment, and she’d visited a few friends from med school who had migrated back to this area, but other than that she’d been on her own.

      Once the ceremony had finished, the crowd had filed into the beautiful gardens of the estate to begin the meal and the reception. An enormous marquee draped with silk hangings and fairy lights was where everyone congregated. As night had fallen around them, the gazebo transformed into something out of a fairy tale.

      With the first dance, meal, and speeches out of the way, most people had broken off into groups. Rachel wasn’t one of them, although that didn’t really surprise her. She had known when she’d accepted Nathan’s wedding invitation that she wouldn’t really know anyone at the wedding, and she knew there would be that awkward bit of the evening where she’d feel like a spare part and out of her depth.

      The people she did recognize were old friends and schoolmates from high school, people from what seemed like another life. Over time, they had become little more than contacts on her Facebook friends list. When she had left town to go to medical school, Rachel left it all behind her and hadn’t  looked back. All except Nathan. Their friendship had endured. But today she was happy to drift around the edge of the party, occasionally making small talk with people who approached her, but she felt a bit like an outsider.

      After fetching a drink from the open bar, Rachel drifted through the crowd and headed back out to the edge of the marquee, where she could lean against the railing and gaze at the night sky. When they’d arrived a few hours earlier for the ceremony, the garden had been beautiful; a rich tapestry of gorgeous flowers in full bloom, smattered among the hedges. Now that the sun had set, though, she couldn’t see much farther than the gravel path that snaked towards the main house. The dainty overhead lights weren’t strong enough to illuminate much more.

      Rachel let out an inaudible sigh, resting her full weight against the wooden railing. She was a long way from Haiti now, that much was certain. 

      “Not much of a dancer?”

      Her head shot up at the sound of a voice to her left, and she twisted around to see the same woman who’d spoken to her during the group photos. Zack’s Aunt, Andy. She’d unknotted her bow tie, and it hung loosely around her neck. Rachel glanced behind her. The dance floor was busy, and in the middle of the group she could just about make out Nathan, wrapped up in his new husband’s arms. He hadn’t stopped smiling all night.

      “Not in these shoes.” She kicked out one leg, and they both looked down at the silvery heels she’d chosen for the day. They made her legs and ass look fantastic, but after a year of wearing nothing but sneakers, it was quite an adjustment to go back to wearing spikes like these.

      “They are impressive,” Andy agreed, her gaze lingering on Rachel’s legs for a second, just a second more than was appropriate. Rachel tucked her leg back in, suddenly a little uncomfortable. She wasn’t used to dressing up like this anymore, and she certainly wasn’t used to the attention that came with it. Feeling Andy’s gaze on her, Rachel turned her head and distracted herself by looking out into the garden again.

      The two fell into silence for a few moments, just watching the rest of the party carry on in front of them. Andy kept shooting Rachel glances out of the corner of her eye, but mostly Rachel was content to just watch the other guests.

      “Zack said you’re new in town,” Andy said, finally breaking the silence.

      “Mm,” Rachel hummed in agreement. “I just moved here a few weeks ago.”

      “You and Nathan went to high school together, right? So you lived in what…Gardner?”

      “Yep.” Rachel took a sip from her champagne flute, glancing over at Andy. The older woman was leaning against the railing lazily, her ankles crossed in front of her. And she was gazing at Rachel intently through hooded eyes. There was a smile dancing across her lips, lifting the corners just a little, as their eyes met.

      “So, if this were your wedding…How would you do it?” Andy cocked an eyebrow. “You said you wouldn’t have bothered with all of this.”

      “I…” Rachel trailed off, tilting her head to one side. She hadn’t ever given a lot of thought to a wedding of her own, even when Nathan and Zack had started the planning for their big day. “How would you do it?”

      “If I was going to get married…and that’s a big if…I’d want something simple. Something casual. Bring your own crate of beer and meet us at the courthouse.”

      “A courthouse wedding seems easier,” Rachel agreed with a small smile. Nathan and Zac’s wedding was gorgeous, especially now that the sun had set, and they were looking out at a garden lit up by a hundred twinkling fairy lights. She knew how much work had gone into making the day perfect for them in every way. Even thinking about the process made her feel tired. “Plus, if I don’t have to wear shoes like these again, that’s just a bonus.”

      “Well, I think you look great in them.” Andy flashed her another smile.

      The compliment took Rachel by surprise, and her mouth dropped open, but she couldn’t come up with a response. Instead, she just faltered, stuttering for a moment before squeaking out a quiet, “Thank you.”

      She wasn’t used to feeling pretty. She spent most of her life in hospital scrubs, and the rest of the time in a pair of sweatpants and an old t-shirt. And after the past year she’d had, Rachel hadn’t had many opportunities to even fix her hair, let alone get dressed to the nines and put on a pair of heels. It had felt strange to squeeze herself into the slinky blue dress after months and months of wearing nothing but baggy, shapeless clothes, and she’d been surprised to see that she actually had a waistline.

      “You look good too,” she said finally. It wasn’t a lie. Andy looked great, but Rachel was so nervous that the compliment didn’t sound sincere as she heard herself say the words.  

      Andy was attractive, and perhaps that was what was making Rachel so nervous. She had the high cheekbones of a runway model, the kind that were so sharp they could cut glass, and when she turned her head, the lights cast deep shadows into her face. It made them look even more pronounced. The warm overhead lights bounced off Andy’s tanned skin, giving her a glow, and now standing closer, Rachel realized she wasn’t wearing makeup, not even a little slick of mascara. The beauty was natural. Rachel was both captivated and envious in equal measure. 

      She couldn’t be sure how old Andy was. There was the odd gray hair, but not many. A few fine lines around her mouth and eyes crinkled when she laughed, but again, they weren’t that deep. If she had to guess, Rachel would have said maybe she was in her early forties. But she carried herself with the confidence of someone older, someone with even more experience. Maybe she was older but had a miraculous skin care regimen and lucky genetics?

      “So you don’t know the area well?” Andy carried on talking, which was good because Rachel had no idea of what to say.

      “I uh…I mean, not really.”

      “It’s a shame. Once you get out of the city, it’s stunning.” Andy motioned behind them to the intricately decorated gardens of the country estate, which neither of them could really see any more. “Like this, but better.”

      “That sounds nice.” Rachel had never been much of an explorer, and in her teenage years she’d never really strayed further than the boundaries of her hometown. She knew they were nestled in amongst some most picturesque landscapes in the United States, but she’d never actually seen much of it in person.

      “If you’d like, I’m more than happy to give you a guided tour,” Andy offered, tilting her head to one side as she looked Rachel up and down. Her eyes moved slowly, lazily, taking in
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