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For those unsung angels who never get and/or want the recognition but help and support others. You are the true shining stars.

For my parents who, from the beginning, watched over me but also let me fly. I will always feel that love ... no matter if it is here on Earth or from above. 

Love you, too.
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CHAPTER ONE
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I ran my hand along the smooth, cool, silver metal. It was the ideal size to fit inside my pocket. When we purchased the dress, neither my sister nor I had chosen it with that in mind. And my mother most certainly had not. But, oh, it worked out so perfectly.

The boisterous gathering faded as I left the crisp air of the outdoor venue and officially entered the hotel. I knew my destination. I hadn’t officially scouted it out beforehand, but it had been part of the overall checklist. 

I brought up the bottom of my floor-length dress so it would be easier for me to slide onto the only empty bar stool. The place was packed. But the noise level was tolerable, especially since the hockey game—which seemed to have brought in the majority of the patrons—had just finished. The final score on the television screens and the numerous team-jersey-wearing guests told me that.

Outside, some couples were dancing and others were sipping champagne or wine. I felt like neither. I wanted something fitting of the feelings I was trying to bury—feelings I knew weren’t necessarily warranted but fertilized because of simple jealousy. I felt like having something worthy of the silver treasure I had tucked in my pocket earlier in the day.

“Any chance you can fill this up?” I presented the flask to the bartender, who had dutifully made his way over.

“Sure. What’s it gonna be? What’s your pleasure?”

“To not be here.” When I admitted the truth, I could feel more than see the guy to my immediate left turn in my direction. “But, since that isn’t really an option, I guess I’ll have whiskey.”

The bartender swept his arm out and behind to showcase the variety of choices at my disposal. I liked a good drink, but being a connoisseur of brands and proofs and whatever, I was not. While I knew a good ole standby was Jack, my eyes crossed over another brand, one I knew was perfect for my current, personal theme. 

“Black Velvet.” I settled on.

I passed the container over as I glanced at my dress. It wasn’t velvet, but it was black and formal for the occasion. I loved the simple style—a square neckline with an open back and no frilly embellishments except for the sides of the legs, which were black lace and sparkled every so often with white pearls.

While I waited for the golden-colored beverage to be poured, I thought about how I had only used the flask during my senior year in high school. It had been the cool thing to do—sneak into events and add a little extra something-something to an otherwise legal beverage. In college, underage or not, nothing was hidden. But, somehow, now at age twenty-three, I resorted back to those teen years. A lot of it was because I had only accidentally come across the silver beauty when looking through old stuff in the room my sister and I had shared growing up. But another part was because the flask screamed secret and naughty, and I kind of liked that.

“Is that to go?” The bartender broke into my thoughts. “Or are you starting a tab?”

“Put it on the groom’s,” I proclaimed.

“The wedding guests are supposed to h—"

The other thing the dress pocket held was my ID, which I promptly placed on the bar. “Sister of the bride. I was the one who actually organized a lot of this gig.” I knew how the bar system was set up for the wedding guests. With a small guest list and wine and champagne already offered outside, we knew few wedding goers would find their way inside. “Is the last name proof enough?”

“Yep. And the attire. Bridesmaid?”

“The one and only.”

“Enjoy, Ella. I’ll put it on Mr. Thompson’s tab.” He slid my card back and walked toward the other end of the bar.

“You’re her sister.” 

I turned more definitively to my left and the man who had spoken those words. He was wearing dark pants and a white button-down—which made it obvious he wasn’t one of the casual hockey fans. But I hadn’t seen him at the wedding or the reception. And even though I had been preoccupied with attending to all the little details no one else seemed to care about but drove me crazy, I surely would have noticed that man. I mean, he was drop-dead gorgeous ... in that loose tie and relaxed, slightly-wavy-but-not-overly-long-hair kind of way. Almost like one of those Game of Thrones Stark brothers but with a dirty blond hue instead of dark brown.

“Bethany’s sister?” GOT look-alike man inquired again.

I managed to answer, “Depending on the day ... yes.”

Oh, geez. I didn’t know him. I probably shouldn’t have said that ... at least not with the snarky inflection I had. He could have been one of Bethany’s friends, and I didn’t need it to get back to her or our family. I was pretty much already considered the bad apple of the Opala clan and, if not, why add any drama to the day? Especially because, in reality, I loved my older sister—despite some of our two-sides-of the-same-coin differences. Sometimes, though, it was hard seeing her get all the breaks I couldn’t seem to—a phenomenal and growing career, financial stability, and a romance that love songs were literally written about. 

Luckily, my fellow bar mate chuckled. “Hmmm.” 

Feeling a little more secure with my initial response, I ventured with, “So, you’re a part of this wedding hoopla? Who ...? I don’t remember seeing you.”

“Yeah, I missed the actual ceremony with my flight being delayed. Just came in for the reception but didn’t stay long. Thought I could handle it. It’s nice they included me, though.”

I took my first swig from the flask ... mostly as a way to put the pieces together that the obvious out-of-towner had presented me with. He was invited but couldn’t handle it? Everyone besides my family was from out of town. Ryan’s family stretched across the United States, and both he and Bethany had friends in California. I couldn’t connect any definitive dots. And the alcohol was not helping the process. I was beginning to realize champagne on an empty stomach topped off by a swig of Black Velvet was making me a bit tipsy. 

“I’m sorry. Who are you?” I just came out and directly asked.

“Maks. Maks Hynes.” He took a swig from his glass, half filled with a slightly lighter liquid.

“Hynes.” 

Yeah, that name sort of sounded familiar. But why? I purposefully tried not to scrunch my face in confusion. 

“Hynes,” I repeated. “Maks.” And then it hit me ... sort of like the alcohol was starting to. “Oh!” I stuck out my pointer finger in his direction. “Oh, geez, Maks Hynes. Well, yeah, no wonder. Dude ...” The name did not fit the bartender, as he looked older than my father, but that’s what came out of my mouth. “Get this guy another drink.” On “dude’s” acknowledgment, I brought my attention back to Maks. “You have balls for even trying to come to this.”

He straight-out laughed. “I guess. It’s Ella, right?”

“Yeah.”

“You know, just because things fell apart with Ryan and my sister, doesn’t mean that Ryan and I couldn’t remain friends. He’s a good guy, and I like your sister.”

“Who doesn’t?”

His sigh told me he understood my underlying meaning before his actual words did. “I hear ya. Try living in the sibling shadow of an international superstar.”

Kari Thompson—Ryan’s ex-wife—had been a phenomenal, world-known, chart-topping singer. I knew nearly nothing about her brother—who was apparently sitting next to me—other than he was Kari’s only sibling and younger. Also, that they were from a fairly well-to-do family in Los Angeles.

“Well ...” He stopped and thanked the bartender as the new glass was placed before him. “Here, let me return the favor.”

“I just got one.” I tilted my flask in his direction.

“That’s something to have on reserve, right? Come on, you just ordered me this.” He nodded toward his own beverage. “Don’t make me drink alone, especially when I probably shouldn’t have had another.”

“Okay. Talked me into it.” 

Avoiding the love-conquers-all reception could have done that alone. But his unique, almost raspy voice when he asked definitely aided in my decision. I settled a little more soundly in my seat.

“What is that you’re having?” I pointed to his highball glass topped with a wedge of lime.

“A Dark ‘n’ Stormy.”

“A what?”

“Rum and ginger beer.”

“So, it’s sweet?”

“Yeah ... refreshing.”

“Doesn’t go with the name.”

“No, I suppose not. Wanna try ... see if you want one?” He tilted his glass in my direction. And when I tasted and smiled at the rich rum mixture, he directed the bartender to get me one, too. “My tab.” 

“Oh, make Beach-bod pick it up.” I smirked as the bartender went to fulfill the order.

“Beach what?”

His squished, perplexed face got an instant chuckle from me. “Sorry, didn’t even realize I said that. It’s a nickname I gave our boy Ryan ... actually, before I met him or even knew of him.”

“Huh?”

“Never mind.” 

“Okaaay. I’ll still cover the drink.”

“Suit yourself, and thanks.” I picked up a couple nuts from the small bowl sitting between us and popped them into my mouth. 

Gosh, did they taste good. It wasn’t only because of how hungry I was, but because they were a forbidden fruit in the Opala residence. As a toddler, Bethany had been diagnosed with a fairly severe nut allergy, and since then—since I had ever known—our home had been scrubbed clean of anything remotely nut-based. Instead, my mother became a near nut case with her obsessiveness over it.

“So ...”

“So ...” I chomped on some more.

“You helped plan the wedding?”

“Yeah, I mean, a lot was already done from when they were supposed to get married before but—” 

Oops, I kind of forgot that I was speaking with Kari’s brother. I could have blamed it completely on the alcohol, but, knowing me, it would have probably come out regardless. It was an innocent, careless word blunder but most definitely should have been avoided. 

“Oh, sweet ... Geez, sorry.” I attempted to amend with, “Before.”

He was at least gracious about it. “Don’t be. It’s pretty much a fact. My sister somehow always had drama, even up to the day she died.”

Nearly four months prior, with only three days until Bethany and Ryan were originally set to have their two lives joined, everything got turned upside down. Family, friends, the bride, the groom had all arrived to our North Carolina town when the news came. Kari Hynes Thompson—one month from turning thirty-three—had unexpectedly passed away. 

“So,” he continued after a slightly awkward pause. “What were you in charge of here?”

Grateful for the assist, I plowed on, “Well, since they don’t live near here, anything local ... getting the cake, the special candles, the favors ... The flowers were the biggest pain, though. This is not magnolia season, anymore.” I thanked the bartender as he set down my Dark ‘n’ Stormy. Then, after a hearty swallow, I complimented Maks. “Definitely good call on this.”

He took a sip of his own. “So, what season is it?” 

Weird question, but okay, I’d answer. “Uh, today is September twenty-first. So, I guess it is actually the last day of summer.” 

“No.” He shook his head. “No, you said it wasn’t magnolia season. What flower season is it?”

“Oh.” Train of thought, Ella, for Pete’s sake! “It doesn’t matter. Flowers are symbolic. They each have a meaning. Even different hues of the same flower mean different things. There should always be some thought put into—” Noticing the little scrunch in his nose, the slight raise of his lips, and how his body was bouncing the tiniest of bits, I stopped my mini-lecture on flower symbolism. “What?”

His mouth moved further upward in a more pronounced smile. “Serious stuff.”

“All right, maybe not.” I laughed at the practical stranger’s tease. “It’s not like politics or high finance, but it’s also not boring.” But when he gave that face again, with the slightest of shakes, I repeated, “What?” 

And then something Bethany had told me after Kari’s funeral flitted into my brain. Kari’s brother was taking care of all the financial aspects of her will. He knew and was good with money matters.

“You work in something like that, don’t you?” I asked.

“Financial planner. And it’s not as boring as you think. It’s like a puzzle.”

“Yeah, mine sure is.” I hoped the rolling of my eyes went unnoticed as I brought my lips to the Dark ‘n’ Stormy glass once more.

“So, what do you do?”

I resisted saying, “You mean, besides cause trouble, fail, and disappoint?” and instead found a medium ground with a sarcastic statement. “I am fair maiden to my sister’s every wish.” I tilted my head down and rolled my right hand to pretend bow.

“Uh-huh.” He let it slide. “And when the wedding is over?”

Awww ... no. The truth? That’s too depressing. I thought we were copacetic, Kari’s bro.

“Well, I don’t have the music gene in me like big sis.” 

“She really is a talented songwriter,” Maks offered.

“She is,” I admitted. “I also have no desire to turn into my mom.”

“What does—?”

“Preacher’s wife and cooking, cleaning, homemaker.”

“Oh, right, right, right.” He tapped his finger three times with each “right.” “It was your dad’s church Ryan and Bethany were married in.”

“Yep. So, right now, to answer your question, I’m a receptionist slash secretary at the corporate headquarters of a real estate company. Started just over a year ago—not long after college graduation. It’s not at all a long-term goal in any sense. No creativity, and the pay is crap.” 

“What is long-term then?”

“Kinda still figuring that one out.” A general studies degree gave me the options but not the specialties that everyone seemed to desire. “But, be my own person. Not just following along with what the family expects.”

“Cheers to that.” He clinked his glass onto mine, and we both took a sip. “Okay, my turn, ‘what?’”

I knew I was squinting at him. I just hadn’t realized he knew I was. Inhibitions and all that.

“You really do look like her.”

He didn’t question my reference, just answered like he had repeated the statement millions of times before. “Same facial features only different colored eyes. I have our dad’s green. Kari’s were brown like Mama Irene.”

“But the hair—"

He cut me off, stating the opposite of what I was going to say. “Same.”

“No,” I challenged, as if I knew his sister—who I had never personally met—better than him. “Hers was more platinum blonde. Yours is more ... dirty.”

“Uh-huh. Exactly ... like ... hers.” I imagine those last few sips of alcohol were affecting him, too, by the way he was speaking a little more slowly and succinctly. “If Kari’s was pure platinum, yours is natural black.”

“Pfff.” 

I managed to swallow my rum concoction before it flew out of my mouth. Mr. Hynes had called me out on my hair. But it was pretty obvious, after all. While I had a similar natural deep brown shade as my sister’s, my current hue was jet black ... like my dress.

“Okay. Nothing wrong with enhancing my color.” I played with my bangs in defense.

“Didn’t say there was.” He smiled softly and took a last swallow. 

And then in the silence that followed, I finished my own drink. “So, uh, yeah. I really should be getting back. There’s some of those happily-ever-after things I have to attend to.”

“Bridesmaid’s speech?”

“Oh, good grief, she knew not to have me do that. You saw ... it’s kinda casual. No head table sitting in front of everyone.” 

The guests didn’t even have assigned seats. There were longer tables and numerous food stations all around. Bethany and Ryan liked the setup because it promoted unity and everyone mixing and mingling. I liked it since I hated any spotlight on me, and sitting in front on a raised platform would have done that. However, I was realizing it would have given me a better view to perhaps have spotted my gorgeous bar mate sooner. At the very least, having place cards might have familiarized me with the guest list.

Not wanting him to read my mind, I continued. “But cutting the cake and throwing the bouquet and garter.”

“Yeah, might pass on that.” He reached into his wallet and threw down money for the bartender. “For your tip, too.”

“Thank—”

“Here, I’ll join you ... at least partway. Gonna head up to my room.” Standing, he held out his hand for me. 

I could have denied I needed help—girl power and all that. But between the length of the dress, the high stool, and the swish of the alcohol, I didn’t mind a gentlemanly offer. I took his hand and let my heels hit the floor. Tucking the flask back into my pocket, I wondered if I would even end up drinking the whiskey that night. The champagne and Dark ‘n’ Stormy already had me buzzing. Besides, it was the sweet taste of the bar drink that I wanted to linger.

We walked the few steps in silence to where the outside doors met the elevator bank. “Well, here is my exit,” he pronounced.

“Thanks for the drink. I should try that again.”

“You’re welcome.” 

He leaned over and kissed me on my cheek. I was accustomed to those hello and good-bye greetings, living in the south. He lived in California, though. So, maybe it was simply good manners. Although, maybe ... maybe ... 

He tilted slightly back and looked me straight in the eyes. Those green eyes of his leveled onto my honey brown ones and then both of our manners seemed to evaporate. His lips were no longer on my cheek but on my mouth, and I welcomed them wholeheartedly. In fact, I let my tongue venture to find his. After we reversed a couple steps to the stability of the wall, my bare back brushed against the fabric of the old-fashioned wallpaper. His hands were near my waist and his mouth tasted like mine—warm, sweet, and full of desire or need or understanding.

“Ella, damn ... damn.” He blinked slowly, took a mini step back, and breathed out.

I mimicked his every action. “Uh, yeah.” Uh, whoa, yeah.

“I’d invite you up to my room ...” 

I noted how his words were chosen carefully and his sentence trailed purposefully. It was as if he knew it was a bad idea, but if I went along with it, he wasn’t about to argue. Bethany once mentioned something about a choice she made when drinking. She called it “bad decisions drunk.” I didn’t know the exacts, and she swore she would never tell me. But I had a feeling it rivaled the predicament I was in, standing there next to that electrifying, handsome man and the elevator, which was seconds away from carrying us to his room.

“Not a good idea,” I recited what I knew I should, letting my brain do what it was supposed to do and not any other part of my body.

“Circumstances.” 

“And whiskey.”

“And rum.”

“That, too.” I pursed out a little breath of air. “Thinking I might be feeling both of those tomorrow morning.” I tucked my full, beyond shoulder-length hair behind both ears and pressed my lips against his, desiring that feeling one last time. Just as rapidly, I let go. “But worth every drop.”

“Yeah.” He had a mesmerizing stare on me. “That and your company made the wedding a lot more bearable.”

“Back at you,” I agreed, and he entered the elevator.

Before I could debate any further whether or not to join him, an older man called out from behind me, “Could you hold that? My wife is on her way. It takes her a minute or so. Here she is.” The elderly couple stepped onto the elevator, thanking my bar mate for graciously, physically propping the door open for them. Then all three were gone.

The even-tempered air greeted me as I opened the exterior door to where the wedding reception was taking place. While I wasn’t the purest of souls, I also wasn’t completely a bad girl. I knew saying no to Maks was the right thing, considering my track record and also because I was pretty sure he knew it was the right response, too. But, dang, would I think about that hot chance meeting the rest of that night and for days to come.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Despite the speaker system distorting the voice to sound a little electronic, I understood the one word. “Yeah?”

“Hey, uh, it’s Ella Opala,” I hollered back, not knowing how close I had to be or at what volume to speak. It certainly wasn’t a fast-food drive-thru window, and that’s the only reference I had to associate with. “I’m in town and thought I could drop off—"

“Hey, yeah, here.”

A low buzzing sounded and the gates opened. The Uber started up the gravel driveway, which turned into pavement and a governor’s drive. Figuring I would stay for at least a little bit, I paid the driver and walked the remaining steps to the front porch accented with stonework, pillars, and rocking chairs. As I was about to ring the bell, the door opened.

“Oh. Uh, uh, it’s you.” Flashbacks from a week before smacked me so fast, I couldn’t even formulate my words right. 

The wedding. The hotel bar. The elevator. I hadn’t mentioned my encounter with Maks to anyone. When I had returned from the bar, Bethany had dragged me immediately into the reception festivities. Then afterward, our family went back to our local residences, and the bride and groom were off to another hotel where they would leave for their honeymoon the next morning. Besides, what was there to tell? He was a good-looking man whom I had a strange, undeniable connection with ... even before that smoking kiss. And I was never going to see him again.

But there he was ... in the doorway of my sister’s new Nashville house. “So, it is. Hi, Whiskey Girl.”

I rarely had a sensor on my mouth, but especially when I was surprised. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m watching the kids while the honeymooners are away. Your sister didn’t tell you?” He seemed skeptical.

“No,” I denied honestly and immediately. “She said Joel and Sallie’s uncle was going to be here.”

He tilted his head slightly and squinted those dark green eyes. “Um ...”

“Oh, oh, yeah. I guess I assumed Dylan.” 

Ryan’s sole brother, a winery owner who lived near Napa, was the only uncle I thought of regarding Ryan and Kari’s offspring. But, of course, there was Maks. Just because Kari died didn’t mean he wasn’t their uncle. The saying about assumptions making an ass ... 

“Yeah. Right,” I corrected.

“So, back at you ... What are you doing here? You live in Carolina, right?”

“Uh, yeah.” Sheez, what? Concentrate. “Going back later today.”

Seeing him caused a mix of emotions—happiness, lust, shame, understanding—and they were all bombarding at the same time. Would I have even stopped by if I had known it was Maks and not Dylan? If I had, I certainly would have at least been more mentally prepared.

“So, you’re here now because ...” He led the question in a similar way he had when we were at the bar.

“Oh, uh ...” Apparently, I was more verbally legible when I had a drink or two in me because I certainly wasn’t right then. “I was in town. So, I thought I’d drop off some of the things that were left from the wedding.” I lifted the bags I was carrying. “I thought Dylan was going to be here.”

“Yeah, you said that.” He had a nice smile.

“I guess I should have called first, but I didn’t have Dylan’s number, and there’s no landline here, and it was—”

“It’s okay. Nice to see you. You look good.”

“Ha! Yeah, a little different attire than when you last saw me.” I definitely would have dressed differently had I known Maks would be the one greeting me at the Nashville residence. As it was, my hair was pulled back in a ponytail and my attire consisted of washed-out jeans, a non-flattering black shirt, and a black leather jacket. And although I normally wore none to little makeup, I, for sure, would have put some on.

“Well, both of us.” He still looked good, though, in a simple burgundy pullover and black jeans.

“Hi, Ella.” Came Sallie’s voice.

“Come on. Come on in.” Maks stepped away from the door so I could enter and be greeted by the little girl, whose hair was natural blonde ... a beautiful golden shade. 

I didn’t know the two Thompson kids well—my sister’s new stepchildren. But the few times we had met during family celebrations, they impressed me. I thought living in Los Angeles until recently and having a megastar mother and successful music biz father would have tainted their young lives. But they were genuinely down-to-earth and nice kids. And Ryan was that way, too. 

As soon as I set down the two bags filled with the guest book, a couple gifts, and other wedding trinkets, Sallie played hostess, giving me the official house tour since I hadn’t been there yet. And, dang, what a house. Of course. There were four of everything—bedrooms, baths, and garages. Plus, the home included a powder room, living room, dining room, walk-in pantry, kitchen, family room with fireplace, laundry room—that could be a whole work area—and more. The house had multiple dormer windows on the second floor, which added to the quaint, almost farm-like setting of the three-plus acres. It was perfect—of course—and the polar opposite of my one-of-everything apartment—bedroom, bath, living room, step-saver kitchen, and parking spot.

“So, you never said why you are in town,” Maks questioned once he, the kids, and I settled in the family room.

“Always a bridesmaid,” I joked. “A friend of mine from high school lives around here and is getting married in a monthish. We had the shower and final dress fittings and then decided to do a bachelorette party last night while we are all here. Plus, she didn’t want the bachelorette party the night before the wedding because she didn’t want anyone hungover for the ceremony.”

“Ah, drinking and weddings, huh?”

It was pretty obvious what he was referring to, and he wasn’t disguising it. I appreciated that trait ... just like his remark at the bar about my hair-color. But the honesty only intensified my remembrance of the week and a day before, and I feared my cheeks might have turned pink if I didn’t reply.

“I don’t think Bethany even noticed I was gone.”

“Hmmm ... you’re hard not to miss.” Well, his—dare I say flirty—response didn’t help the heat in my face. 

“Anyway, heading back to Carolina this afternoon,” I forged right on.

“Yeah, I’ll be going back to Cali, too. My babysitting gig is almost done here.”

“Uncle Maks, tell Sallie I am not a baby.”

“But loving every second of it.” Maks rolled his eyes in mockery, as we both refocused on the kids a couple feet from us.

“I did not say you are a baby,” Sallie corrected. “I said you are the baby of the family.”

“That is calling me a baby,” Joel protested and defended. “First-graders are not babies.”

“Well, second grade is still older.” She cited her own grade as a comparison to her brother’s. “Right, Uncle Maks? Right, Ella?”

Before I could decide how I wanted to respond to the sibling argument, Maks spoke. “Technically, it’s true. But what you have to understand, Sallie, is, you are asking two”—he put his hands up in air quotations—“babies of the family to be on your side.”

“Well, I’m not the baby. We do have a seventeen-year-old brother—Garrett,” I politely corrected and then directed my next statement to the kids. “But because you’re younger doesn’t mean you are a baby or can’t do things better. For instance, I am much better at sports than Bethany.”

“Me, too! I whoop you in baseball.” Joel stuck his tongue out at his sister.

Maks diffused the tongue tease. “And a year-and-a-half difference isn’t too big of a deal.”

“That’s about what Bethany and I are.”

“Your mom was more than two years ahead of me,” he told the kids. “And each of us had different things we were better at.”

Sallie verbally said, “Oh,” as I did an internal version. 

That new information helped me calculate in my head what age that made Maks. If Kari should have been thirty-three, that means he was, what? Thirty? Yeah, right? Thinking about what the four of us were talking about, I realized he was seven years older than me, and I didn’t see the age difference even then.

“Do you like baseball?” The youngest Thompson seemed done with all the numbers and ages.

“Uh, yeah,” I answered. “More basketball a—”

“Can we all play baseball now?”

Sallie grunted at her brother’s request, and I made a quick assessment. “We don’t have enough players.”

“We do,” he denied. “I’ll show you.”

“Well, okay. I have some time,” I agreed, thinking it would be nice to get some exercise before settling in for a nearly seven-hour car ride back to Carolina. “Be prepared, though. I play to win.”

As Joel started tugging on my arm and leading me to the garage with all the sports equipment, Maks’ voice came from behind. “I’m gonna have to skip baseball.” He looked at me and then at Joel. “Sorry.”

“Uncle Maks ...” Joel whined but got no response as the taller male walked away.

***
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Fun times were had playing baseball—or more accurately, softball—in the backyard. Joel was a decent player and Sallie at least pretended like she cared to be a part of it. But, Maks? What was up with that? Could Mr. Sexy-by-the-Elevators be afraid of a woman showing him up? I thought his absence came off kind of rude, especially after it seemed we were having a nice time ... plus that flirty comment. Whatever. Hadn’t been expecting to see him, anyway. 

On my last rotation at bat, I smacked Joel’s pitch extra hard and took off for first base. But that’s all the farther I got since Lyric—the family’s goldendoodle—actually tagged me. I had to laugh—first base was as far as I had gotten with Maks, too.

The Uber service near Bethany and Ryan’s neighborhood arrived promptly. Therefore, I was ready to leave their home almost immediately at the conclusion of our makeshift baseball game. Maks was still nowhere to be found. So, after Sallie helped me manipulate the system to let the Uber driver through the main gate, I gave the kids a hug and told them to tell their uncle good-bye. I was putting on my coat and opening the front door when Maks stepped into the foyer.

“Uh, Ella ...” 

“Yeah, hey. My ride is here so I—"

He saw the car pull up to the edge of the governor’s drive at the same time I did. “You need to stay.”

“What?” I need to stay? Why? “No. I can’t. I have to get back to my friend who drove us to Nashville, and then we’re going home. I told you—"

“I have to talk with you. Uh ... come here.” Gosh, he sounded so serious, and when I looked more decisively at him, he appeared that way, too. “Sallie, Joel, can you stay in the house for a minute or two?” He spoke to the kids while guiding me with a slight bit of force outside. After shutting the door, he walked straight to the Uber and spoke with the driver. “Sorry, not needed. Pay you something for your inconve—"

“Wait. What? Maks, that’s my ride. I need—"

“Ella!” His voice definitely rose. He put his hand up as a sign for me to stop. “I need to talk with you. I can get you where you need to be after.”

“Uh ... okay.”

I could get another Uber. But, what the heck? He had disappeared while we played baseball but suddenly afterward he wanted to talk ... nearly forcing me to stay? If it wasn’t for the way his entire face seemed to be scrunched in stress, I probably wouldn’t have. 

“What?” I asked as the car drove away.

He glanced at the closed door of the house and then back to me. “Look, I don’t know you very well. I’m not sure how to tell you this. Maybe we should sit down somewhere? But not inside,” he quickly added.

“I don’t know you very well either, but I do know you are doing a good job of scaring me right now.” No lie.

He burst out an impressive exhale and handed me his phone. “I saw that as the three of you went out to play ball. That’s why I didn’t join you.”

The screen displayed a breaking news story about a tsunami having just hit ... on the remote, small island off of Hawaii where Bethany and Ryan were honeymooning. I read and scrolled as quickly as I could, but there wasn’t much content and no photos. My arms tightened and the tension rose to my neck.

“I’ve been trying to reach them ... but nothing.”

My eyes left the devastating news in front of me to venture back to Maks. “Oh.” Breath. “Oh. Go ... wha—"

“Hey.” He briefly and softly touched the side of my shoulder. “We’ll keep trying, and I’ll get in touch with ... I don’t know ... whoever might know something.”

“There’s ... there’s ...” I scrolled on his phone again. “There’s like nothing else. It’s the same generic information.”

“Yeah. A remote location and the power is—"

I heard him, but I didn’t. My mind was only concentrating on one thing. “We’ve gotta find them. They’ve gotta be all right.” 

Knocking sounds made both of us swivel toward the house. Joel and Sallie were at opposing windows, curtains slightly open, tapping and smiling at us. They had no idea what devastation their uncle had uncovered. Those two innocent siblings had already gone through so much. They didn’t need or deserve another blow.

“Oh, man. Those kids.” My eyes shifted to Maks.

“Yeah.” His shoulders sank. “I don’t want to tell them until we find out something more ... something concrete.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Are you okay?”

“I mean, no,” I admitted but then braved up. “But yeah. Yeah, I guess. I need to call my family. I need to find out—”

“Of course you do. Come back inside, and we’ll try to figure stuff out, okay? Yeah?” 

He was talking slowly and softly, as if I was a collector’s heirloom being carried with pristine, white gloves. That wasn’t me, though. I was always strong and secure. Then again, so was a certain shoreline until a tsunami shattered it with such a powerful force that it broke.

My first priority, after trying Bethany’s phone and only getting voice mail, was to call my family. I needed to do it somewhere private, though, without any young, impressionable ears nearby, especially since the kids were already questioning my reentrance into the home. So, I went into Bethany and Ryan’s first-floor master bedroom. Since the family had just moved in prior to the wedding, the whole house still needed some decorating additions, but their room definitely had my sister’s touch. Underscored by hardwood flooring, it was done in a nearly all-white motif with some occasional beige. I looked at the framed artwork above their bed and recognized it immediately as part of the lyrics Bethany had written for and about Ryan. Normally, I thought their love story to be on the sappy side, even with the untraditional and bumpy road they took to write it. Standing there at that moment, though, made me sad. They had only just begun. It was supposed to be their happily ever after.

Reigning in the horrifying, depressing thoughts that were crashing my brain, I slid my body down the wall that connected to the walk-in closet. Sitting on the floor, I dialed my parents’ number and listened as they both, via speaker, relayed what little information they knew. Selfishly, I was relieved that they had already heard the news before I called. I really hadn’t wanted to be the one to tell them, or knew how I would have, for that matter. 

“Ella? Ella, honey, keep talking with your daddy.” My mother’s voice wavered. “I need to ... I ... I love you.”

“You, too, Mom.”

“You’re off speaker now,” my father confirmed.

“Not doing good, huh? Has she started baking yet?” I referenced the only thing that seemed to slightly ease my mother’s anxiety.

“No,” he said with a tsk, and I wondered if it was because he recognized the accuracy of my statement or if he thought I was being insensitive. “She’s absolutely worried sick. We just got home. Can you meet us at the house now ins—” he stopped his own dialogue and asked a different question. “Why weren’t you at church?”

“I texted you.”

“Ella, you know I’m not good with that, and if it was this morning—”

I closed my eyes and practiced patience. “The wedding I am going to be in ... we had the shower and—”

“On a Sunday morning?” The pastor spoke of the absurdity.

“No, no, no. Yesterday ... last night. But I stayed over since it was near Nashville.”

My parents didn’t know my every in and out and whereabout. I liked it that way. I liked my independence. Besides, I did see them every Sunday.

“What? Where are you?” he asked, as if I had said I landed on another planet.

“Actually, I’m at Bethie’s house. I decided to stop here to drop off some of those things from the wedding.”

“Kari’s brother, Maks, is there with the kids, right?” 

Of course, he knew. He knew exactly which uncle was in charge of the kids. Maybe I should talk with my family more. Bethany was always good about that. 

Before I could confirm, my father asked another question. “They know, then?”

“The kids don’t. Maks saw it online after I got here. He was actually the one who told me. He doesn’t want to say anything to the kids until ...”

“God has your sister and Ryan in his hands. He will provide them with what they need.”

My dad was trying to comfort me with his words, but, in a weird way, he didn’t. Most people would have taken those words as encouragement ... that God would deliver Bethany and Ryan home safe, happy, and healthy. Because I was his daughter—a preacher’s daughter—though, I recognized the whole truth in his words. If God decided it was time for the newlyweds to depart the physical earth, they would be in heaven’s powerful presence. That’s the last thing my dad as a parent wanted, but as a believer and messenger of God, he held steadfast to that truth. 

“Ella?” he called out my name when I didn’t initially respond.

“Daddy? I think I want to stay here ... here in Nashville ... at the house. I want to help with whatever or however I can.” I hadn’t thought it through, but it seemed right. “I figure if Bethie or Ryan reach out, it’s going to be to Joel and Sallie ... to Maks. I wanna be here. I wanna know.”

I noticed Maks at the doorway as my father spoke. “Yeah. Yeah, okay. I’m sure they could use help. Yeah. Good. Good. You can be our ears there and let us know. Stay there, though. Your mother doesn’t need to worry about where another child is.” He blamed my mother’s anxiety, but he liked knowing, too.

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “I’ll stay until we find out anything for sure ... as long as that takes.”

“Ella, I’m gonna go. I need to check on your mother and find out what I can do to help Bethie. I love you.”

“Love you, too.” I disconnected my phone, feeling instantly so far away from my family but knowing my spontaneous decision to stay in Tennessee was for the best. Standing up, I asked Maks the one question I knew was going to be coming out of my mouth quite frequently. “Anything new?”

He shook his head. “You?”

“They knew the same stuff we do.” I spoke of my parents.

“I canceled my flight for Tuesday morning.”

Bethany and Ryan were supposed to be back on Monday. That was in just twenty-four hours. Obviously, Maks didn’t think it was going to happen. 

My face must have shown my despair because he immediately surged onto the next thought. “You’re gonna stay, too?” 

“Yeah. Is that okay? I wanna ...” Not usually a sentimental person—at least outwardly—I realized it was because I sensed my sister in her home. I wanted to stay because I wanted to be “near” her.

“Of course. It’s your sister’s house. And I think it’s a good idea. Could use extra hands on deck.” Did he agree out of pity ... sympathy? Or simply to be polite? “The kids are going to have questions, and we need to keep them occupied while we find out stuff.” Maybe he really meant it.

“Yeah. Yeah.” 

I had a purpose. I was going to be useful. That was a great feeling. I only wished the circumstances creating those thoughts were completely different.
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The rest of the day pretty much became a blur of phone calls and information searches. For Joel and Sallie’s sake, there was also the task of keeping up the pretense that our world was still perfectly normal. Which, of course, it wasn’t. 

Georgene, the high school friend I was supposed to drive back to Carolina with, offered her thoughts and prayers and agreed to keep my stuff at her place until I got back home. Even though she was about a half hour away visiting family in the area, I insisted she didn’t need to make the extra detour to drop anything off at the Thompson house. After all, the belongings she had of mine only entailed two days’ worth of clothes and some toiletries. I had the important items like my ID, phone, and money with me. 

Maks talked with Ryan’s brother, who had already spoken with my dad and were jointly making plans to go to Hawaii the next day despite having the same limited information we did. It was so frustrating. Even with the world’s stellar technology systems, the simplest and most ancient elements of Earth—water and wind—had the power to completely decapitate civilization from communicating. Not only could none of us reach the honeymooners, but the exclusive, tiny resort where they were staying was non-communicato, too.

It was only in the evening when the first images of what had formally been considered paradise started emerging. I saw the photos on my phone. Sitting across the room from me, Maks lifted his eyes in my direction as the pronounced hitch in my breath escaped. 

“There’s news on today, right?” I asked, as that was not my normal Sunday viewing choice. 

“Yeah,” he confirmed. “There’s always—"

“Okay.” I looked at the kids seated near their uncle and coloring harmoniously. “I think I need to, uh, watch.”

“Ella?” Concern punctuated his voice.

“There’s pictures,” I stated simply.

“These are welcome home pictures for Daddy and Bethany,” Joel proudly announced, assuming I was talking about the crayon type and not the high-above-the-air-drone photography ones.

Maks’ eyes seemed to open to their capacity and swung from me to the kids. “We’ll save them for later.”

“We should tape them up now. They’ll be home right after school tomorrow.” The planner side of Sallie earned my respect.

“Well ...” Maks hesitated, looked at me, and then said what we both knew he needed to. “They’re not coming home tomorrow.”

I closed my eyes. My ribs seemed to squeeze toward one another. Bethany and Ryan weren’t coming home that next day. It was true. No communication from them told us at least that.

“Yes, they are,” the little girl denied, as if her uncle didn’t know how to tell time. “Tomorrow is Monday.”

“Well ...” He did it again. “They are extending their stay for a little while. Do you know what that means?”

“Longer?” Joel asked, becoming more
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