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Against All Odds

Police officer Peyton Clarke and real estate agent
Tory Stevens are complete strangers who experience an instant
attraction during a moment of shared misery: trying on bridesmaids’
dresses. But their flirtation comes to an abrupt end when Bradley
Richter enters Angelina's Bridal Boutique determined to end every
life in the store. He's deranged, heartbroken, and sure of his
sharpshooting skills, but he has miscalculated. Two survive.

 


Peyton is determined to capture the guy who killed
eleven people, but for Tory the tragedy is a wake up call to open
herself up to more than professional success. She and Peyton learn
that love can be found in the most hopeless of places. They escaped
death once, but will they survive when Bradley's determined to make
his kill rate one-hundred percent?


Reviewers Love Kris Bryant

Forget Me Not

 


“Told in the first person, from Grace’s point of
view, we are privy to Grace’s inner musings and her
vulnerabilities…Bryant crafts clever wording to infuse Grace with a
sharp-witted personality, which clearly covers her
insecurities…This story is filled with loving familial
interactions, caring friends, romantic interludes, and tantalizing
sex scenes. The dialogue, both among the characters and within
Grace’s head, is refreshing, original, and sometimes comical.
Forget Me Not is a fresh perspective on a romantic theme,
and an entertaining read.”—Lambda Literary Review

 


“[I]t just hits the right note all the way…[A] very
good read if you are looking for a sweet romance.”—Lez Review
Books

 


 


Shameless

 


“The story is full of twists and turns, none of which
I was expecting, and it made me want to devour this book even more.
The sex scenes were phenomenal and to be honest, my mind was blown.
If this book doesn’t tick off at least one of your fantasies,
you’ll definitely be adding one on. I can only hope this is not the
last we see of Brit Ryder and her erotic stories because as soon as
I was finished I was craving more. 5 Stars of Sexiness!”—Les
Rêveur

 


 


Lammy Finalist Jolt

 


Jolt “is a magnificent love story. Two women
hurt by their previous lovers and each in their own way trying to
make sense out of life and times. When they meet at a gay and
lesbian friendly summer camp, they both feel as if lightning has
struck. This is so beautifully involving, I have already reread it
twice. Amazing!”—Rainbow Book Reviews

 


 


Whirlwind Romance

 


“Ms. Bryant’s descriptions were written with such
passion and colorful detail that you could feel the tension and the
excitement along with the characters.”—Inked Rainbow
Reviews

 


 


Taste

 


“I love the euphoric feeling that I get when I lose
myself in the characters and their troubles, adventures and
romances. It’s just amazing to be able to focus on someone else’s
life for a couple hours a day. So, when I picked up Taste I
was, honestly, hoping and praying that I would be able to make it
to the end of this novel and, fortunately, someone from up above
was looking out for me because this book caught my attention and
kept it to the very end…I really enjoyed reading about Ki and Taryn
and I highly recommend this book!.”—Real Talk 4 U

 


“Taste is a student / teacher romance set in a
culinary school. If the premise makes you wonder whether this book
will make you want to eat something tasty, the answer is:
yes.”—The Lesbian Review

 


 


Touch

 


“The sexual chemistry in this book is off the hook.
Kris Bryant writes my favorite sex scenes in lesbian romantic
fiction.”—Les Rêveur

 


 


Breakthrough

 


“Looking for a fun and funny light read with hella
cute animal antics, and a smoking hot butch ranger? Look no
further…In this well written, first-person narrative, Kris Bryant’s
characters are well developed, and their push / pull romance hits
all the right beats, making it a delightful read just in time for
beach reading.”—Writing While Distracted

 


“[A]n exceptional book that has a few twists and
turns that catch you out and make you wish the book would never
end. I was captivated from the beginning and can’t wait to see how
Bryant will top this.”—Les Rêveur

 


“It’s hilariously funny, romantic, and oh so sexy…But
it is the romance between Kennedy and Brynn that stole my heart.
The passion and emotion in the love scenes surpassed anything Kris
Bryant has written before. I loved it.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review
Blog


Praise for Maggie Cummings

Definite Possibility

 


“I enjoyed this book, well written with
well-developed characters, including some familiar faces from the
previous book in the series. The leads had good chemistry and the
angst level was just right. It was an enjoyable read for a quiet
afternoon.”—Melina Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo Library (UK)

 


“[T]wo parallel romances give a quick pace to the
book with more drama and romance…But what I really liked is that
the story goes beyond both romances and is a tale of friendship,
family and love. Overall, a heartwarming and feel-good story with a
bit of drama on the side.”—Lez Review Books

 


 


Totally Worth It

 


“This book was absolutely delightful…A sweet story
about love and friendship.”—My Fiction Nook

 


“[I]t was…really nice reading about people going
through the same transitory period in their lives that I, and many
other twenty-somethings, also are…By the end of the book, I was a
little jealous that I didn’t live in Bay West like the characters.
Needless to say, I was pretty pleased when I found out that this
was going to be a series because Bay West has so much potential
given the setting and the diverse cast of characters already in
play. After a very solid first novel, I can’t wait to see where
Cummings takes us next.”—Read All About Queer Lit


What Reviewers Say About M. Ullrich

Fortunate Sum

 


“M. Ullrich has written one book. That one book is
Fortunate Sum. For this to be Ullrich’s first book, well,
that is just stunning. Stunning in the fact that this book is so
very good.”—The Romantic Reader Blog

 


 


Life in Death

 


“M. Ullrich sent me on an emotional roller
coaster…But most of all I felt absolute joy knowing that in times
of darkness you can still love the one you’re meant to be with. It
was a story of hope, tragedy, and above all, love.”—Les
Rêveur

 


Life in Death “is a well written book, the
characters have depth and are complex, they become friends and you
cannot help but hope that Marty and Suzanne can find a way back to
each other. There aren’t many books that I know from one read that
I will want to read time and time again, but this is one of
them.”—Sapphic Reviews

 


 


Time Will Tell

 


“I adored the romance in this. I got emotional at
times and felt like they fit together very well. They really
brought out the best in each other and they had a lot of chemistry.
I really did care whether or not they were together in the end…It
was a very enjoyable read and definitely one I’d
recommend.”—Cats and Paperbacks

 


“Time Will Tell is not your run-of-the-mill
romance. I found it dark, intense, unexpected. It is also
beautifully romantic and sexy and tells of a love that is for all
time. I really enjoyed it.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog

 


“M. Ullrich just keeps knocking them out of the park
and I think she’s currently the one to watch in lesbian romantic
fiction.”—Les Rêveur

 


 


Fake It Till You Make It

 


“M. Ullrich’s books have a uniqueness that we don’t
always see in this particular genre. Her stories go a bit outside
the box and they do it in the best possible way. Fake It Till
You Make It is no exception.”—The Romantic Reader
Blog

 


“M. Ullrich’s Fake It Till You Make It just
clarifies why she is one of my favorite authors. The storyline was
tight, the characters brought emotion and made me feel like I was
living the story with them, and best of all, I had fun reading
every word.”—Les Rêveur
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Chapter One

Bradley

Being a savior isn’t a role you request, you’re
chosen for it. I, Bradley Richter, was chosen for this. I was
gifted my purpose the moment Cheryl told me we couldn’t be together
anymore. She gave me back the diamond ring I had spent a small
fortune on and told me to leave. I begged and pleaded. I tried to
make her understand, but she turned me away. I made it through
every stage of grief except acceptance, because I knew Cheryl and I
knew we were meant to be together. And I planned on proving it to
her.

I wanted to know what Cheryl was doing and who she
was with so I followed her on every social media platform. It all
started as a way to remain close and work out a way back to her. I
created fake accounts and didn’t leave comments. I flew under the
radar and went unnoticed, just as I did when I stood across from
our—no, her house and watched her come and go. I even started to
follow her new boyfriend to see who exactly posed as a fair
substitute for me. I’d have been willing to make any changes for
Cheryl. It wasn’t until they walked out of a restaurant one night
with a group of friends and family, hand in hand and laughing, that
I saw the diamond on her finger. A diamond much larger than I gave
her. The scene seemed staged. Cheryl’s sister, Lisa, whispered into
someone’s ear as they fell behind the group. Everything hit me at
once: the people around Cheryl were feeding her lies and tricking
her into a life she’d never find happiness in.

They were all forcing her to become just another
easy bitch. I couldn’t let that happen to my Cheryl.

I could forgive her every indiscretion if she were
to come back to me. I knew I could look past the way she ripped my
heart out and took everything from my life. I had spent so much on
the wedding just to make her happy. I paid to fill every corner of
the home her parents helped us buy. My bank account bottomed out
and she kept our house and everything I bought her. I used to hate
her for forcing me into a shitty, run-down apartment. Now I hated
everyone else.

I leaned heavily on my bathroom sink before staring
into the mirror. I laughed at my own reflection. I knew I wasn’t
crazy, but the eyes that stared back at me from the mirror told a
different story. I’ve never been very fond of my eyes. They’re
narrow-set and dull brown, the kind no one connects with because
there are better things to focus on. I couldn’t look at myself
anymore so I turned on the faucet and watched as my hands filled
with water. I splashed it against my face. Droplets clung to my
uneven beard. No, I wasn’t crazy. Everything I had planned was
calculated, deliberate, and would be done for my Cheryl. What I was
about to do was for love.

I dried my face before heading to my small bedroom.
I slid the plastic bin and lockbox from underneath my bed. This
particular bin was dedicated to Cheryl’s friends. I shuffled
through the photos to review the faces because I needed to be
familiar with the enemies I was up against. I opened the lockbox
next. I picked up my gun and smiled as I turned it over in a slow
appraisal. I was damn near giddy looking at the .40 caliber in my
hand. I took up shooting as a hobby years ago and went as far as
getting my own gun. I loved my gun, but today was not its day to
shine. I placed it back in the lockbox and grabbed the more basic,
less appealing 9 mm I had acquired through illegal channels two
weeks ago. I couldn’t believe how easy it was to purchase a handgun
and hollow-point bullets without any paperwork. God bless
America.

I loaded the gun and grabbed two extra clips,
putting one in each of the front pockets of my jeans. I didn’t know
how many bullets I’d need, but I knew I had plenty for the
occasion. Moving targets are harder to hit than the bull’s-eye at
the far end of a firing range. I tucked the gun into the back of my
waistband. It was a little bulky and the metal pressing into my
skin was painful, but I liked it. I felt more powerful, more in
control. It had been a long time since I felt any sort of
control.

A pair of plain white high heels sat in their box on
my kitchen table. I dumped them into a bag. I pulled on a hooded
sweatshirt. When I gripped the door handle, I felt my nerves start
to build. I breathed in deeply and let it out slowly through my
nose. It was time for me to be heard. My mission would be
completed.

Cheryl would listen to me the moment I broke
whatever brainwashing connection she had with her best friend, Pam.
According to Cheryl’s sister’s posts, “the gang” was heading to
Angelina’s Bridal Boutique for fittings. I’d meet them there and
talk some sense into Cheryl. I knew that would mean forcing sense
into Pam. I started to smile and my racing heart calmed. Whoever
else was there, every person who stood in the way of Cheryl’s
awakening, would be eliminated. When it came to my Cheryl’s
happiness, I’d leave no room for misinterpretation.

I left my apartment and waved politely to the
elderly man who lived across the hall from me, Lester. I told him I
was running to grab my mail and offered to get his. He declined. I
knew he got his mail over an hour ago. Lester and I, we’re both
creatures of habit. He was also quiet, kept to himself, and his
memory was slipping, which is exactly what I liked and needed in a
neighbor. He never asked where I’d been when I came up the stairs
late at night, or what my camera was for. Hell, I could come home
with a dead body and he wouldn’t spare me a second glance. Lester
was the only part of the shithole apartment building that I didn’t
hate.

I walked quickly to my marina blue BMW, the only
possession Cheryl couldn’t take from me. I was very proud of my car
and not because a luxury sedan is a general status symbol, but
because it was a personal symbol of my status. Corporate IT
companies didn’t always pay well, but if you were willing to work
the extra hours that were always up for grabs, you could make a
good living for yourself. Not surprisingly, that was how I wound up
on Cheryl’s radar. I dressed well, was kind, and never hesitated to
spend a little extra money on her. I would do anything for her and
work to give her anything. But that wasn’t enough once Pam started
chirp, chirp, chirping in Cheryl’s ear.

I started to get myself worked up, so I took another
deep breath to calm down. I needed to keep my body language in
check if I wanted to go unnoticed in public.

My leather seats were soft and expensive, made to
cradle my body just so as I sat back to catch my breath. I slid on
my aviators. The engine came to life and purred like a delighted
kitten when I pressed the ignition button. I missed turning a key,
but having the latest and the best was more important. After
waiting for a short parade of cars to roll by, I pulled away from
the curb. It was early enough on a Saturday to beat afternoon
traffic, but late enough to not be caught in a flock of early
birds. The perfect time to head to the Seaside Mall.

I drove carefully. I didn’t want to bring any
attention to myself, the gun that was nestled between myself and
the seat, or the way I was shaking. From both nerves and
excitement. Soon enough Cheryl would be mine again. We’d start the
life we were both meant to live. I rolled down the windows and took
a deep breath of warm spring air as it whipped through the car. I
pulled into the mall parking lot in just under thirty-two minutes,
which was a record for me. I used to come here regularly with or
for Cheryl, and this time I was here simply because of Cheryl. I
collected my thoughts and pictured the layout of the moderately
sized outdoor shopping mall. I drove around at a slow pace, taking
in the clusters of cars around the entrance closest to Angelina’s
and looking everywhere for Cheryl’s car. She wasn’t there yet. I
pulled out of the parking lot in search of a shaded spot to park
across the street. I parked far enough away from large
intersections where traffic cameras were usually stationed, but
close enough for a quick, discreet getaway. I had to be prepared
for anything.

I pulled out my phone one last time to double-check
my information. Angelina’s Bridal Boutique was still the location
Cheryl’s sister mentioned in her nauseating post about wedding
dress shopping and how happy she was that her big sister found her
soul mate. Pam chimed in with smiley faces and hearts. The fury in
my chest swelled so strongly I wanted to throw up. I felt even more
confident in my decision. Every single person who stood between me
and Cheryl had to be eliminated today.

I had to refrain from sprinting toward the building.
I carefully calculated my pace as I walked across the blacktop and
entered through the first archway of the outdoor shopping mall. I
didn’t know where every surveillance camera was, so I pulled up the
hood of my dark green sweatshirt and continued to walk with a cool
confidence. I was doing my best to pull off the laid-back, careless
look so many young men seemed to think was attractive. I would
never understand it, but it helped keep me anonymous. I kept my
head down and my eyes on the ground, counting on the rest of my
senses to keep me from walking into anyone or anything. Angelina’s
was close. My heart started to beat faster and my mind was already
jumping ahead to having Cheryl in my arms once more.


Chapter Two

Tory

“Could this day get any worse?” I couldn’t find my
keys or my other heel and I was supposed to leave ten minutes ago.
I knocked over a stack of mail and cringed as it fanned out all
over the living room. My twenty-pound cat, Jäger, pounced on the
mess and shuffled it around like a blackjack dealer with a new deck
of cards. From the crazy look in his eyes, I knew better than to
reach down and try to take the envelopes from his paws. Destroying
the mail was his thing. I’d check under the couch for any missing
bills when I got back. Where were my keys? Where the hell was my
other shoe? I limped back up the stairs to my bedroom to check
under the bed as a last ditch effort before I abandoned the heels
that matched my suit for shoes that at least paired up.

“Jäger, you fluffy asshole. Quit taking Mama’s
stuff.” I found my keys under the bed along with a pair of workout
shorts, a sock, a stuffed animal my last girlfriend won for me at a
pop-up carnival, and a Corona bottle cap. I didn’t even drink
Corona. I kicked off the heel I was wearing and opted for lower
black ones. They looked okay with my suit, but I wanted to wear my
higher heels since I was trying on a bridesmaid’s dress in about
twenty minutes. I grabbed my suit jacket and raced to the garage,
anxious to get on the road. I was late to almost everything.

My gas light blinked at me. “Son of a bitch.” I
should have gassed up the night before, but it was raining and I
wasn’t in the mood to be out any longer than absolutely necessary.
I could hear my grandfather scolding me, “Tory Michelle, E does not
mean enough.” I’ve been this way since birth. I wait until the last
minute to do everything.

Thankfully, the gas station was just to the right
once I exited my neighborhood. The attendant wasn’t anywhere to be
found. Great. I honked and waited a solid ten seconds before I
decided to pump the gas myself. Illegal, my ass. I was sure there
were better things for the New Jersey police to do than arrest me
for doing something the rest of the world did on their own.

I slipped my credit card through the reader. After
approval, I grabbed the nozzle handle. I felt a slick substance and
pulled my hand back in disgust. My fingers were covered in oil or
grease or whatever had been on the attendant’s hand. I groaned in
frustration and grabbed paper towels from the dispenser above the
windshield cleaner. They were virtually worthless, but at least
covered the handle enough to grab the nozzle. Before I even started
pumping, the attendant busted out of the store and yelled at me. I
threw my hands up at him and stomped inside to wash up. I didn’t
even care that I was getting grease on every handle I touched. It
took forever to get my hands clean and I wondered if I was on video
somewhere as a joke. I glanced at the clock on the wall of the
convenience store and sighed. I was past being fashionably late and
now was just a jerk.

Surprisingly, the traffic was light for a Saturday
morning. I figured every woman in the tristate area would be at the
mall trying on dresses for the upcoming wedding season. The parking
lot was packed. I parked on the side near Angelina’s Bridal
Boutique, raced inside the mall, and found the store.

“You must be Tory.”

My frazzled, I-am-so-late look must’ve been a dead
giveaway. I nodded sheepishly. “I should have been here thirty
minutes ago.”

The friendly associate continued, “I’m Amanda. Stacy
said you were coming this morning. This shouldn’t take long at all.
Would you like some water or a cup of coffee before we get you
fitted?”

Coffee. That sounded lovely. I smiled and followed
her to a sitting area with comfortable chairs and an espresso
machine. An indoor fountain completed the calming feng shui of the
room. As a Realtor who staged houses, the arrangement impressed me.
The stress of trying on dresses couldn’t be easy for anybody
involved, so I tipped my hat to Angelina or whoever designed this
space.

“Let me go pull the dress for you and we’ll get
started.” Amanda disappeared behind a door.

Stacy, my best friend since high school, had
guilt-tripped me into being a bridesmaid. I’d missed every single
wedding get-together because I didn’t work normal hours. I had to
work with the rest of the world’s schedule. Most people needed to
see houses after hours and on weekends. I didn’t mind that I’d
missed so many of the bridal activities. There was only so much
traditional crap I could take. And I didn’t know the bridal party
that well. This was the first wedding I’d been asked to participate
in and would probably be my last. Marriage wasn’t something I was
against. I just thought weddings were a waste of money. Instead of
plopping down twenty-five thousand dollars on a single day that
very few people would remember or care about, I would rather put
that down on a house that I planned to live in for at least five
years. Investments were more of a sure thing than a marriage. I’d
promised Stacy that I wouldn’t miss her bachelorette party,
regardless of my schedule. It was coming up in a few weeks and I
had it highlighted and circled in red on my calendar.

Waiting made me antsy, so I casually strolled around
the boutique, touching the lace and silk on the racks. I liked the
feel of different textures. It was calming. Some of the dresses
were really beautiful, yet some reminded me of Little Bo Peep or
something from Gone with the Wind. I nodded at a group of
ladies trying on dresses and tried not to smile at the hideous
sea-foam green picked out by the bride. There was another group of
women in the corner serving as an audience for a bride trying on
gowns. The older woman close to tears must have been her mother.
She was trying to encourage her daughter to try on a more modest
dress.

“Honey, in twenty years you might not like this
dress or how you look in your wedding photos. Those pictures will
be forever. Don’t you want to look like a princess?”

I almost snorted. There was no way the young woman
wearing the short, tight, sleeveless wedding dress cared if she
looked like a princess or not. My guess was that she picked the
dress so she could show off her tattoos and cleavage. The others
nodded in agreement with the mother. I didn’t know why I was just
standing there, soaking in the scene, but when the mother turned to
me, I suddenly realized I should have left ten seconds earlier.

“What do you think about that dress?”

“Really? You want my opinion?” I knew the mother and
sidekicks wanted me to agree with them. “Okay.” I dragged out the
word a bit. I saw the mother’s eyes widen in expectation as I
prepared my thoughts. “I think it’s a dress for the bride to wear
on her special day and she should be the one who picks it out.”

“But I’m paying for it and I think she should have
something that actually covers her and doesn’t make her look
trampy.”

I heard regret in the mother’s voice. I knew she was
sorry she even asked me.

“Again, it’s your daughter’s special day. I think
it’s great that you are paying for it, but if this dress makes her
happy, then this should be the one.” I couldn’t believe the mother
actually tried roping me into this conversation.

The bride smiled at me and I gave her a wink. Things
were different in today’s world and her mother had to face it. I
held my hands up and backed away slowly, indicating I was done with
the conversation. I turned and headed back to the bridesmaids’
dressing area. I was the kind of person that when asked for an
opinion, gave it.

“Here we are,” Amanda said. She held up a lavender
knee-length dress in front of her.

I stared at the layers of taffeta and shook my head.
“This can’t be right. Seriously. This must be a mistake.” I pulled
out my phone and snapped a picture to send to Stacy while Amanda
double-checked her paperwork. I paced until my phone rang a minute
later.

“What’s wrong with the dress? You don’t like
it?”

I sat on one of the comfy chairs and digested the
ominous fact that this explosion of taffeta was the dress I was
expected to wear. “I like the color. I’m just surprised at the cut
and all of the layers.” I poked at the bottom row of taffeta and it
bounced back with vigor. The back of my knees already itched just
thinking about sitting in this dress.

“It’s a little eighties, but that’s the look Mark
likes,” she said.

I rolled my eyes. Mark was sixteen years older than
Stacy. I gave the marriage two years tops.

“Come on. It’s only for one night. It’ll be fun, I
promise.”

I closed my eyes and told myself not to be selfish.
This wasn’t about me.

“Okay, okay. I’ll wear it, but only because I love
you.” I already knew I would bring a change of clothes just in case
something dreadful happened like if an entire glass of red wine
spilled on it.

“Don’t forget to try on shoes. The shop will dye
them to match the dress.”

So my morning struggles were for naught. “Sounds
great. Okay, got to go. Amanda wants me to try this cream puff on,”
I said.

Stacy laughed. “You look good in everything. You
could pull off wearing a potato sack.”

“I would actually wear a potato sack instead of
this.” I told her good-bye and dragged myself back to the fitting
rooms. I stopped in the sitting area to grab a tiny bottle of water
first. They had Angelina’s Bridal Shop labels on them. Cute, but
not the best marketing idea. People would throw them away or
recycle them and not give the label a second thought. I couldn’t
even remember the name brand of the water I had at home, and I had
cases of them. I took the tiny bottle with me and continued my
casual pace.

I had no idea why it took Amanda so long to get my
room ready. How hard was it to unlock a door and hang a dress up? I
groaned and tried to settle down. Today already had long day
written all over it and it wasn’t even noon.


Chapter Three

Peyton

Oh my God. This was what death felt like.

That was my only thought as I heard the click of the
door behind me. I took a few seconds to let myself rest on the
dressing room’s tiny bench seat. With my head back against the
wall, I prayed for the Motrin to kick in. I needed headache relief
and coffee. Major coffee. The second I was done with this fitting,
coffee was going to be my first stop. I couldn’t believe I was
hungover. I never drank the night before I was scheduled to work
because I prided myself on being sharp and bringing my A game every
day. In my line of work, you never knew when shit would go down. So
I stayed regimented. It was one of the reasons I was good at my
job.

It was also probably the main reason I was still
single. It was hard meeting the right girl with such self-imposed
limits hampering the social calendar. Yesterday, I was feeling
rebellious and honestly, a little lonely, so I allowed my friends
to talk me into ladies’ night at Lulu’s in Hoboken. First Fridays
of the month were reserved specifically for the ladies who like
ladies. They were somewhat legendary. Lulu’s was the hottest scene
for miles.

It had been so long since I’d been out partying, I’d
clearly tried to make up for lost time. Tons of dancing, way too
many drinks, but so much fun. I did not find Ms. Right, but I had a
lot of laughs with the girls. Not that I really believed I’d find
my soul mate at ladies’ night, but you never knew. People were
always saying that you found love when you least expected it and
who was I to argue with that conventional wisdom? As I thought back
on the last twelve hours, I smiled to myself in spite of my current
state. It was okay to mix things up. Last night had been a good
time, even if I was paying the price now.

I was just about to stand up and put on my dress
when my phone rang.

“Hi, Mom,” I said.

“Peyton, I’m going to ask nicely one last time
before I come to your apartment and drag you to Angelina’s
myself.”

My mom had been needling me for weeks to get fitted
for the bridesmaid dress for my sister’s wedding. I smiled at the
familiar rant before I responded.

“Syd’s not getting married for over a month. But you
can relax, I’m at Angelina’s now. Just about to try it on.”

I heard her breathing settle on the other end of the
line. It was obvious she was appreciative this item could be
checked off her list and her voice was lighter and more animated
when she continued. As she spoke I was overwhelmed with the desire
to touch the dress’s smooth fabric, but when I stood up, I felt
nauseous. A flash memory of doing shots at the end of the bar
rushed through my mind.

I interrupted her. “Can you put Dad on?” My dad
always made me feel better. I was hoping one of his pep talks would
miraculously cure my hangover.

“Hey, Peyton.” I heard his smile through the phone.
“Thanks for taking care of this dress stuff.”

“No problem, Dad.”

“What time are you on today?”

“Twelve.”

“You’re headed there straight from the store, I
assume?”

I balanced the phone between my chin and shoulder as
I started to undress. “I have to stop home quick and grab my gun
first. I didn’t want to bring it with me.”

His silence told me he didn’t 100 percent approve of
my plan. I knew he was concerned about the time. He wasn’t wrong. I
would be cutting it a touch close to the start of my shift.
Normally, I would simply have gone shopping with my firearm
holstered to my hip, covered it with a light jacket, and no one
would have a clue I was armed. But since I was going to be in a
dress, I knew there would be no way to conceal the gun effectively.
And I wasn’t nuts about leaving it in the dressing room unattended
while I was being measured and pinned everywhere. I’d opted to
leave it home even if it meant rushing back and forth before my
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