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  For Meagan – everyone should have an extra sister like you

And for Ryan – always








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Author’s Note
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Why Not Us?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Author’s Note


Welcome to the world of Blue Vista Events. This book was written by a Canadian and takes place in Vancouver, BC. As such, you will find Canadian spelling within these pages. Some of it will look weird, but I promise, it’s on purpose. 






  
  Chapter 1

Ava


“How are there so many hot people at this wedding?” my friend and fellow photographer Bethany asks as we stand to one side of the room taking candid shots of the guests mingling while they wait for the two brides to arrive. 
Honestly, Bethany is better at candids than I am, but I’ve already taken all the stills we need until later.
“Aren’t you married?” I ask.
“Yes,” she says with a smirk. “That doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate the view. I mean, look at those two over there. Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome and Mr. Golden God.”
I smile as I take another shot of the guests. Bethany and I shouldn’t be taking pictures from the same location—our shots will all come out the same—but she’d come over to tell me about all the beautiful people, so I figure I should actually see these two men.
When I do, my breath lodges in my lungs and it feels like they’ve turned to stone.
“Fudge brownies!” I whisper.
“Whoa,” Bethany says with a chuckle. “Watch the language. What’s wrong?”
“I know that man,” I say, turning us both so we’re not facing him, my heart aching with how much it hurts to see him. Though he hadn’t been looking at me, I don’t want him to see me if he hasn’t already.
“Who?” Bethany looks around, but I make a hissing noise, and she turns back.
“Mr. Tall and Dark,” I answer. No way I can force the word handsome out of my mouth, even though he is. Derek Moritz has always been my definition of the perfect man. At least, when it comes to looks. “Be cool.”
She lifts her camera and scans through her recent shots until she finds the one of the two men. She shows me as well, though I don’t need to see the image to remember what he looks like. He was the most gorgeous boy in school. Of course he’s hotter now than he was back then. That’s just how my luck goes.
We’d been friends for a long time before we got together. When we did, I’d thought I was the luckiest girl in the world. He’d always made me feel safe and like I was important. The memory of the way he would look at me, hold me in his arms, surround me with his strength, has me wincing. No one has ever made me feel that way since.
“Who is he?” Bethany asks. “One of your conquests?” She gives me a sly grin and I roll my eyes. 
Bethany likes to tease me about the men I’ve gone out with, casual hookups only. She told me once that her teasing wasn’t serious, but she wished I would learn to let people in. I’d told her I had no time for relationships between my multiple jobs and raising my sister. I didn’t tell her I’d already had the kind of love people write stories about and he’d left me, so why would I want to try that again?
“No,” I say now. “We dated. A long time ago.”
She scoffs. “You never date.”
“Nope. And he’s why.”
She looks at her camera again. “Don’t tell me that’s the infamous Derek.”
“One and the same.”
She shoots me a glance, eyes wide. “You broke up with him?”
“Uh no. He broke up with me.”
“How long ago was this?” she asks.
I clear my throat. “Over eight years.”
“Tell me again what happened?”
I sigh and take a picture of the flower arch over the head table, stunning pink wisteria and white roses with gold accents creating a romantic spot for the couple. “My parents died, and I got custody of Lacey. Derek and I had been dating about two and a half years, friends for longer. I asked if he wanted to leave. He didn’t sign up for the whole raising an eight-year-old sister thing, you know? Anyway, I asked, and he left.” I shrug, trying to downplay the most painful time of my life.
“That’s horrible.”
I snort at the sheer understatement of that. “Yeah, well. It is what it is.”
“Is he a guest, or does he work here?”
“God, I hope he’s a guest. I don’t want to see him whenever we’re here to shoot a wedding.” I shudder at the thought.
“Derek seems pretty chummy with Mr. Golden God. And I’m pretty sure he’s the event coordinator,” she says, taking some more pictures of the crowd. “And Mr. Golden is definitely dating the maid of honour.”
I don’t bother to ask how she knows. She sees people in a way I don’t, capturing the dynamics and the emotion of a moment. I’ve come to trust her judgment when it comes to people she’s photographed.
“Which maid of honour?”
We’d just finished helping Cindy with the wedding party shots before coming here to capture the grand entrance that should take place any time now.
“Lis. The twin with the rainbow hair.”
Before I can respond, the entrance starts, the emcee announcing the two maids of honour, Lis and Kelly, in their mismatched dusty pink dresses. They’re exactly the same colour and length, but slightly different styles. The twin’s dress is more flowy, matching her sister, while the other bridesmaid has a more fitted dress to match the other bride.
As I’m snapping pictures, I clearly see Lis turn toward the event coordinator, a coy smile on her lips. He’s looking back at her with a matching grin. I’m able to capture them both in frame before taking the picture.
“Good call,” I say to Bethany, preparing for the brides to enter. “Maybe Derek is a friend or something? I mean, my luck can’t be that bad, right? My one-and-only ex working at the same place where my boss just got a contract as the main wedding photographer?”
Bethany laughs. “You’ve done it now. You think Murphy’s Law is bad, but the universe will wreak havoc with a statement like that. Hey, you still need a ride home tonight?”
“Yeah, if you don’t mind.” I hate asking for help, but with my car in the shop and all the camera equipment I have with me, Bethany had offered.
“Of course not.”
“Thanks. The new alternator goes in on Monday. Hopefully that solves the problems for a while.” I give her a grateful smile and we go our separate ways.
The brides enter and we spend the next half hour taking pictures until dinner. Since the brides had decided they didn’t need pictures of people eating, I take a few stills of a perfectly plated meal and head to the table Cindy mentioned had been set aside for us with some other people who work at the venue. When I get to the table, Bethany is proved right, because there he is, sitting between the event coordinator and a black-haired woman with icy blue eyes.
I can’t stop my hands from shaking as I sit down and his attention turns to me, our gazes colliding. For several heartbeats, he holds all my focus. Then he blinks, and the spell is broken. He turns back to his friend, a smile spreading at something the other man says. 
Ah. We’re pretending we don’t know each other. Fine by me.
Cindy’s voice pulls me back, and I realize she’s been speaking the whole time I’d been in the Derek induced haze. Thankfully, not directly to me.
“Adalie is the HR coordinator here,” Cindy says, indicating a woman with riotous red hair seated next to me. “Beside her is Vic, the CEO.” 
Bethany shakes Adalie’s hand first, then Vic’s, the black-haired woman.
Cindy starts at the other side where she’s going to sit and says, “You’re Spencer, right?”
He smiles and holds out his hand to shake. “Yes. Event coordinator.”
Finally, Cindy turns to him. “I don’t think we’ve been introduced.”
Derek gives her a smile and I wonder how she’s not blinded. How is she not a puddle at his feet with all his attention focused on her? Because I would be.
“Derek. Master of acquisitions.” He stretches his hand across to her and they shake.
Bethany has gone around the table shaking everyone’s hand as well, introducing herself. “Is that an official title?” she asks when she gets to him.
He shifts his head side-to-side. “No, but it’s close enough.”
Then everyone turns to me.
I don’t want to shake anyone’s hand because then I’ll be forced to shake his. I muster up a small smile and an even smaller wave. “I’m Ava,” I say before quickly dropping my hands into my lap.
I’m seated directly across from Derek. Throughout dinner, while I’m trying to focus on a conversation with Bethany and Adalie, seated on either side of me, I keep getting distracted, listening to what he’s saying, who’s talking to him, why he’s laughing. 
He laughs a lot.
It doesn’t take long to realize, not only does he work here, but these four people who run Blue Vista Events are close friends.
Bethany gets up as soon as the speeches start and continues taking photos.
“Do you need to go as well?” Adalie asks.
I shake my head. “I’ll take some more when the dancing starts. And I have a few more I want to get later. But I mostly take stills and portraits.”
“You should go up to the rooftop later,” Derek says, and my heart stops. 
It’s the first time he’s spoken directly to me all night. I turn to him and get lost for a moment in his brown eyes, so deep and intense.
“Get a few shots of the moon and stars over the bay.”
“Yeah,” Spencer chimes in. “It’s a clear night, so it’ll be good for that. Maybe we can take Daze and Sophie up later and get a few shots of them in the moonlight. Lis and Kelly, too.”
Everyone nods and the conversation moves on. But Derek is still looking at me, like he can’t look away any more than I can. Until the two bridesmaids arrive. Lis directs all her attention at Spencer.
The father-daughter dance is just ending, so I should head out there to start taking more pictures, but I linger to eavesdrop on the conversation.
“I know you usually don’t like it when bridesmaids hit on you, but I wondered if you’d make an exception tonight?”
Spencer catches her hand, rubbing her fingers. “I don’t know,” he responds, keeping a serious expression on his face. “It’s a pretty strict rule. I don’t break it for just anyone.”
“I understand. But maybe you’d like to dance?”
“I can’t say no to that,” Spencer says as he stands.
Before they leave, Lis turns to Derek. “This is Kelly. She won’t hit on you, but she is happy to dance.”
He stands, giving Kelly that grin, the one that used to make warmth spread to the tips of my toes. “I’m always happy to dance. You sure you don’t want to hit on me?”
Kelly grins back at him. I hate how easy they are together. “You’re not exactly my type, Romeo.”
Spencer and Lis have already made it to the dance floor, wrapped in each other’s arms, but Derek turns back to the table, his eyes meeting mine for just a second before he turns to Adalie and Vic. “You two want to join?”
Vic snorts. “You won’t get me on that dance floor.”
Adalie nudges her. “We will eventually. Have another drink.”
I get up and return to my job. The wedding is a really beautiful one, different shades of pink mixed with creams and gold at each table, from the linens and floral centrepieces to the gold sashes tied around each chair. Tea lights flicker in glass holders on every surface. It’s easy to find good shots. After a while, someone touches my elbow, and I turn, sucking in a breath through my nose. As I do, I inhale the scent of him: amber and cardamom, warm and sensual, a little sweet and a little spicy.
Refuge. The cologne I bought him for Christmas so long ago. He still uses it?
“You want to go up and get those pictures?” Derek asks, breaking the spell, obviously not as jittery about running into me as I am about running into him. 
“Sure.”
“Spencer is going to bring the ladies up in about fifteen. Will that be enough time?”
I nod, stopping to grab my tripod and a different flash before following him to a staircase and up to the rooftop terrace, .
I’d been up here earlier during the ceremony, but the view with the moon and stars is breathtaking, even if the early fall night is a little crisp. 
I’ve taken a bunch of shots before he speaks again.
“So you stuck with photography?”
Oh. We’re not pretending we don’t know each other. Cool. Excellent.
I turn back to him. He has his hands shoved in his pockets and his shoulders hunched like he’s almost as uncomfortable as I am.
“Uh. Yeah. Sort of. I’ve been in and out of it.”
It strikes me as funny how that statement is true and yet tells such a small part of the story of the last eight and a half years of my life. How everything had come to a screeching halt and only now seems to be starting up again.
I take another couple pictures, looking down at the screen before making an adjustment and taking the next ones. 
Then I blurt, “I thought you were going to be a doctor.”
His face splits into a grin as he relaxes and laughs—actually laughs. The sound takes my breath away, just like it always did.
“No. Turns out, I hate chemistry. Stuck with it way longer than I should have. But Mom always said I could be a doctor.” He rolls his eyes in obvious affection. “I went into business.”
“That’s… quite a change.”
“Led me here.” He shrugs. “I kind of like it here.”
We lapse into silence, and I take another couple of pictures.
“Have you worked here long?” I ask.
“Since the beginning. I’m a part owner.”
Owner. So not only would I be seeing him any time I do a wedding with Cindy, he’s my boss’ boss. Great. Perfect. Thanks, Universe.
We lapse into an uncomfortable silence. I’m finished with the pictures until the wedding party arrives. So I stand there, looking at Derek, holding my camera like a shield between us. After a moment that drags on, I say, “Well, this is awkward. Where are those brides?”
“Ava,” he says. “It doesn’t have to be.”
“We’re going to see each other at every wedding. You don’t think that’s going to be weird?”
“I’m not usually at the weddings. My job is almost always done before the vows, and I mostly stay downstairs. Tonight is different because it’s Daze and Sophie.”
“What makes them so special?” I ask lightly, but I’m very curious.
“Daze is Lis’ sister.”
“And Lis is dating Spencer.”
“Yes. She also works here. She’s our head chef.” He lets out a breath and runs a hand through his hair, shoving his curls into disarray. “Look. What happened between us is ancient history, right? There’s no reason it has to affect us or a working relationship now. Eight years is a really long time.”
Eight years, seven months, and three days, but who’s counting?
“You’re right,” I say out loud. “We’re both adults. There’s no reason we can’t work at the same place. We’ll probably barely see each other. Right?”
“Right. It’ll be fine.”
The smile he gives me is a little bit off, not quite the teasing, joy-filled grin I remember. But then, Derek is a different person now. Just like I’m a different person. He’s changed. 
Maybe we’d been in love once upon a time. Now, we’re little more than strangers.






  
  Chapter 2

Derek


When Spencer brings the brides up to the roof for a few extra photos in the moonlight, I make my escape from Ava’s presence. I’d had to psych myself up to approach her with any measure of calm before bringing her up to the roof. 
I go back to ignoring her as best I can for the rest of the night, though I know where she is every second. The party is in full swing: everyone is dancing, the speeches are done, the cake has been cut, everything is operating smoothly. I’ve danced with Adalie a few times, even convincing Vic to join us for one song. I’ve danced with Kelly a few more times, as well. She’s fun and very gay, which makes her a perfect dance partner. I never hook up with guests at our events, anyway.
Unfortunately, Lis and Daze’s cousin Marie doesn’t seem to get this message even though I’ve told her about half a dozen times. She goes so far as to spill her full glass of red wine over my black dress shirt, then offers to help me change it. I remove myself from the situation and find Lis and Spencer.
“I’m going to take off,” I tell them. 
“Is everything all right?” Spencer asks.
“Marie spilled wine on me. I’m soaked.”
Lis covers her mouth, but I’m pretty sure it’s to hide a smile because her eyes are sparkling with amusement. “Oh, Derek, I’m so sorry. I heard her talking about you, which is why I brought Kelly over. Marie had a bit more to drink tonight than she probably should have.”
“Did she dump it on you, or did she spill it?” Spencer asks.
“She dumped it. She offered to go downstairs and help me change.”
Spencer snorts. “What did you say?”
“I told her I don’t keep extra clothes here. So she said she’d clean these for me. Then made some suggestions regarding what we could do while we wait for them to dry.”
I shift, a little uncomfortable in my wet clothes.
“I have an extra shirt in my office,” Spencer offers. 
“Nah. I’ll change when I get home. I’ll say goodbye to Daze and Sophie and take off.”
Lis laughs. “Don’t bother. I saw them sneak off a while ago. They’re probably fucking in one of the rooms downstairs.” She holds my shoulder to reach up and plant a kiss on my cheek. “Thanks for all your help with the wedding.”
“No problem. It was my job.”
“I know. I still think everyone went above and beyond for my sister’s wedding and I’m grateful.”
“Just wait until it’s yours,” I say with a wink, leaving them before they can respond. They’re not engaged, but it’s only a matter of time.
I head down to the ground floor and grab my jacket from my office. September nights are cold, and the wine is sticky.
I make my way to the lobby, where Ava is talking to someone. I can’t quite hear what she’s saying, but it doesn’t sound like a fun conversation. I pause in the staff lounge just off the lobby and eavesdrop.
“I’m sorry,” Bethany, the other photographer, is saying.
“No. It’s fine. It’s an emergency. Go. I can take transit home.”
No fucking way. I’m startled by the vehemence of the thought. But I don’t question it. There is no way I’m letting Ava take transit. Not with all the camera equipment she has on her. I step out of the staff lounge.
“What’s going on?” I ask.
The two women turn to me. Bethany shoots a look between me and Ava, and I wonder what she knows about our past relationship. Then she says, “My grandfather fell tonight. They said he’s going to be okay, but they took him to Vancouver General and I want to go make sure. I was supposed to drive Ava home.”
“I’ll take her.” I say it without hesitation and both women seem shocked. I am, too, but I don’t take it back.
Then Ava shakes her head. “No. It’s not necessary. I’ll just take transit.”
“To Kensington?” I ask. If Bethany didn’t know about our past relationship before, she’s sure going to ask about it later now that I’ve mentioned the neighbourhood where Ava and I grew up. “With that gear? Unless you’ve moved. How long is the bus trip out there at this time of night?”
It takes a moment for her to respond.
“I haven’t moved,” she says. “And it’s at least an hour.”
“Well?” Why does it matter so much that she accepts my help in this?
“No,” she repeats firmly. “I’ll be fine. I don’t need you to give me a ride.”
I clench my teeth at her words, feeling like she’s slapped me. I take a deep breath. “Let me give you one, anyway.”
Bethany nudges her with her elbow. “Do it. I’ll feel better if I know you’re getting home safe.”
Ava looks between me and Bethany, the two of us basically ganging up on her, forcing her to accept my offer.
“All right,” she finally says with a shake of her head.
She’d always been stubborn about accepting help, but that was so long ago. With needing to raise her sister, I’d hoped she would get better at it. Turns out, she hasn’t.
I lead her out of Blue Vista toward the public underground parking garage around the corner before she can change her mind.
What am I doing? I ask myself. Why did I fight so hard to give her a ride? I don’t want this woman in my car where her presence will linger like a phantom for the next eight years. I take her to my little red Subaru WRX, anyway.
“If you don’t mind,” I say as we settle in and do up our seatbelts, “I’d like to stop at my place before we go to yours. One of the guests spilled wine on me and I’d like to change.”
“Sure.”
Perfect idea. First the car, now the house. I am an idiot.
I ignore my internal dialogue and pull out of the garage onto the Vancouver streets.
Her words from the day we broke up keep echoing in my mind, combining with what she said moments ago. I don’t need you. Well. I don’t need her either.
I drive out of downtown over the Granville Street Bridge, the water of False Creek sparkling in the moonlight. Just over the bridge, I turn onto my street. For the entire fifteen minute drive, we say absolutely nothing. I don’t turn on the music, worried about what might come on and remind me of something from our past. Eventually, I park in front of my townhouse and turn to her. “You can stay or come in. It’s up to you.”
What am I doing?
“Will you be long?” she asks.
“I shouldn’t be. I need to change. Maybe feed my cat.”
She smiles and my heart stumbles over its next beat. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
“You have a cat?”
I nod and get out. She follows me. 
The whole way up to my front door of the townhouse I own, I think of that soft smile, remembering how much I tried to get her to smile at me like that when we were younger. How I wanted to always make her happy.
I let us in, and Abyss runs to greet me like the good girl she is.
“Hello, your majesty,” I say as I come in and set my keys on the table by the door. “Are you happy to see me, or do you just want some food?”
Ava closes the door behind her, and follows me into the kitchen. Abyss rubs her black, fluffy body against my leg, meowing at me, so I pick her up. “I knew it. You want food.”
She makes some more whiny cat noises before I fill up her dish and leave her to it.
Ava trails behind me as I go to the living room. “I’ll be right back,” I say as she looks around.
Why did I do this to myself? Why didn’t I just walk away? Now, the woman who has haunted my dreams for the last eight and a half years is downstairs in my living room. Not that I’d ever consider taking her back after the way she broke up with me. 
I shed my clothes as soon as I reach my bedroom and rummage through my bottom drawer for a pair of pants. I hesitate for a moment before taking out a pair of grey sweatpants and putting them on. Then I grab a soft white t-shirt that stretches over my chest.
I catch sight of myself in the mirror above my dresser. 
“You are a fucking idiot,” I tell my reflection.
When I get back downstairs, I find Ava looking out my back door, the glass giving a view of my patio.
“Ready to go?” I say. 
She turns around quickly, her eyes widening a fraction before travelling from my head to my feet, gaze lingering on my crotch. I mean, that was the point of the pants, wasn’t it? 
What the fuck am I doing? I’m going to die tonight, and it will be no one’s fault but my own.
Ava blinks and her gaze shoots up to mine. I keep my face as perfectly neutral as I can. 
“You got a tattoo,” she says.
I laugh. “We haven’t seen each other for a long time, Ava. I’ve got a few.” 
She stares at me, and I wonder what she’s thinking. Is she wondering where the other tattoos are? I’m certainly wondering if she has any.
“Want to see them?” I ask.
Whoa now, Derek. Stop flirting with her.
Then she smiles at me again, and I can’t remember my name.
“Not today. You, um, have a beautiful home,” she says.
“Thanks.”
“Do you…” she trails off and looks away. 
“Do I what?”
She clears her throat. “Share it with anyone?”
Is she asking if I’m in a relationship? Why does she want to know? “Just Abby.”
Her eyes find mine and I wish I had turned on the light. I want to see the hazel colour of them. The flecks of gold that always shone for me, making me feel like I could do anything.
“Abby?” she asks.
I nod to where the little monster has come out of the kitchen to sit on the couch, cleaning her paw, her tail tucked around her body.
“Abyss. My cat. Well. I mean, she’s the ruler here. I’m more her human slave than she’s my cat.”
The tension leaves Ava’s face as she turns toward Abyss, who blinks up at us with bright yellow eyes.
“She’s very pretty.”
“She knows it, too. Ready?”
“Yeah.”
Just before we leave, Abyss jumps down and rushes to us. I think she’s going to whine at me to let her out onto her catio upstairs—it’s far too late for that—instead, she rubs against Ava’s leg, purring.
Ava crouches, stroking the little traitor’s fur.
“She knows a sucker for a snuggle when she sees one, huh?” Ava says, and I can hear the smile in her voice. 
“Considering how I ended up bringing her home, you’re not wrong.”
I grab a hoodie and a ball cap, step into my black Chucks, and we head out to the car after Abyss has acquired the exact number of pets she needs and leaves us.
“How did you get her?” Ava asks as we start the drive.
At least this is a safe topic to discuss. So I tell her the story of how I adopted my cat.
“After I bought my place, I went to the animal shelter—with the intention of adopting a dog, actually. For some reason, I saw the kitten room and went in. I sat down and was playing with these little babies. They must have been just weaned, eight, nine weeks old. They were adorable.” I smile at the memory of the fluff balls scampering around. “Anyway, I was sitting there, playing, and Abyss came up and sat next to me. She watched me play with the kittens for a while. Then she climbed into my lap, curled up, and lay down.” I shrug. “That was pretty much it for me. She knew what she was doing, too.”
Ava laughs and I spare her a quick glance and smile.
“She was bigger than the other kittens. I talked to the people at the shelter, and they said she was five months old. She’d been born there, and no one had adopted her. It’s apparently really difficult to adopt out a black cat. I took her home that day.” 
“So she took one look at you and was like, this is the man for me?”
“Considering how much money I’ve spent making her happy, I wouldn’t be surprised,” I grumble.
“What have you bought her?”
“Name it, I probably bought it. Cat tree, cat beds, toys, the best food, vet insurance. I built her a fucking catio. She lives like a queen.”
“Must be nice.”
At the wistful sound of Ava’s voice, I glance at her, but she’s looking out the side window. I want to tell her I would have done the same for her if she’d have let me. But I keep the words in. That’s all in the past. It’s been over for years. No matter that I still wonder what she’s doing. No matter that I still dream about her, fantasize about her coming back to me.
“So how long have you owned Blue Vista?” she asks, filling the awkward silence that descended. Our silences never used to be awkward.
“We opened it about five and a half years ago,” I say, turning onto the main road in Ava’s neighbourhood—the neighbourhood where my mom still lives.
“How did you guys get started?”
“We were at university together. Me, Vic, Spencer, and Adalie. We took a class, came up with a business plan. After school was over, Vic decided she wanted to bring it to life. She wanted to start a business and had the capital to do it. She didn’t want to do it on her own, so she asked the three of us if we would go in together. Demanded it, actually. She gave us each ten per cent.”
“You were all still close enough that she asked? How many years after the initial project did you start the business?”
I chuckle. “About two months. We were still close. Spencer kind of does that, though. He pulls people together and we kind of created a family of sorts. They’re my best friends. And now Lis, too.”
“Spencer’s girlfriend,” she confirms.
I pull up to her house and put the car in park. “They started dating about a month ago. Probably be living together before the year is up. I wouldn’t be surprised if he proposes, either.”
“That soon?”
“You don’t know Spencer. When he decides something, he goes all in.”
We look up at the house. I’d spent a lot of time there when we were growing up. It could maybe use a pressure wash and a fresh coat of paint, but the yard is neat, and the windows are clean.
“The place looks nice,” I say.
She shrugs. “It’s home.”
“How is Lacey doing?” I ask. She was only eight-years-old last time I saw her.
“She’s a teenager. How do you think?” She gives me a wry smile. “Well, thanks for the ride, Derek. I guess I’ll see you around.”
“I guess so.”
She gets out and gathers her camera equipment from where we’d stored it in the trunk. I grip my steering wheel to prevent getting out to help her. She doesn’t want my help. She didn’t before, and she doesn’t now.
Then I watch her walk toward the stairs leading to her door. I get out of the car before I’ve thought about what I’m doing. “Ava,” I call, jogging up to her. 
She turns back to me, questioningly. 
I pull my wallet from my back pocket and fish out one of my business cards. “If you need another ride. It’s a long trek from here to Blue Vista. With all the camera equipment, I’m happy to come get you.”
She takes the card, reading it. 
“Isn’t this...” She trails off and I wait for her to finish. “Your cell number. It’s the same as in high school.”
How does she remember that? Especially since she’s never decided to use it in the eight years, seven months, and three days since we broke up. 
I shrug. “Never felt the need to change it.”
“Thanks, Derek.”
I nod and turn back to my car, determinedly not looking at her again. I try to convince myself that my heart is not aching. I don’t want her anymore. I’m over her, and I have been for a long time.
I get into my car and take out my phone, sending a text.
Me:

I’m going to need to know every wedding Cindy and her team are booked to shoot.


I wait for a moment to see if he answers. He might already be busy with Lis. I look at the house in the darkness. It really could use a good pressure wash. Maybe in the spring— 
My phone dings before I can finish the thought. 
Spencer: 

What for?


I hesitate. How much do I tell him? I’d mentioned to him that Ava and I had dated, but hadn’t said anything else.
Spencer: 

Is there going to be a problem?


Me: 

No problem. Just want to make sure it’s not awkward.


Spencer: 

Okay. I’ll get you the dates this week. But I don’t think they’re back until November.


I sigh with relief. We have a few more weddings coming up, but they’d already had photographers booked when Vic signed the contract with Cindy. She and her team are only scheduled for a few more over the rest of this year. 
Spencer is going to ask me about this later. He’ll give me time, but Spencer will want to be sure my past relationship doesn’t mess with our current business. He won’t tell Vic or Adalie unless I make it a problem. And I am determined not to let this be a problem. 
I chuck my phone on the passenger seat, drop my head against the steering wheel and groan.
What the fuck am I doing?






  
  Chapter 3

Ava


Iwould like to say I put Derek out of my mind for the two months between the last wedding and today, when I would see him next. Unfortunately, I’d be lying. The smell of amber and cardamom has lingered, reminding me how it felt to be held in his arms, how his smile used to make me feel like I didn’t have to be any more than I was to be important. The memory of him in those darn grey sweatpants hasn’t helped either. That t-shirt he’d worn hadn’t been much better. He’d always been fit, taking part in the school track-and-field team and continuing to run and exercise after we graduated. The way the fabric had clung to him showed me he’d clearly kept up with that practice. 
Stupid Derek and his stupid hot body. Stupid me and my stupid libido and memories of how it used to be. I’ve been anticipating the wedding tonight—seeing him again—since he’d given me his business card. Though whether it’s nervous anticipation or excited anticipation, I have no clue.
I park in front of my house after working the morning shift at one of my three jobs and rush inside to get changed out of the restaurant’s ugly yellow shirt. I have fifteen minutes to change and grab my camera and equipment if I’m going to make it to Blue Vista on time for the wedding this afternoon.
When I get inside, Lacey, my sixteen-year-old sister, is sitting on the couch watching TV and scrolling on her phone.
“Hey,” I say, dropping my purse and keys by the door and heading toward the stairs to the basement. “I won’t be home until late tonight.”
“I remember. Geez, Ava. You told me yesterday.”
“I know. I left you money on the fridge for dinner. You saw it?”
“Yes.” 
She doesn’t look up at me as I pass, but I hear the eye roll in her voice. I race downstairs, stripping as soon as I close the door. I’d laid out my clothes last night, spending way longer than I should have picking a gold sweater dress, black leggings, and brown boots. I refuse to consider that I want to look nice for Derek, but as I turn to my mirror, buckling my brown leather belt around my waist, I know that’s why I spent so long selecting this outfit from my limited wardrobe. Thankfully, the braid I’d done this morning is still neat, so it’ll have to do. 
I shake my head, calling myself ridiculous for caring so much about my appearance. Yes, he’s single. Yes, I’ve fantasized about kissing him again about twenty times a day since September. Yes, I’ve wondered what he’s like and if I’d love the man he is now the way I did then.
No, I’m not going to act on any of those thoughts.
I load up my camera equipment, grab my purse and keys from where I’d left them, juggling everything while Lacey remains glued to two screens.
“Please don’t forget to do the dishes,” I say. “And if you have any homework, I’d like for you to have it all done before you go out tomorrow.”
She has plans with a friend to go to a craft market or something.
“Yeah, sure,” she says without looking at me.
I hesitate, wondering if I should be more forceful, if I should insist she do the dishes or her homework now. But I can’t really enforce it since I need to leave. That’s always been one of the problems with our relationship: I can’t exactly ensure she’s doing what she needs to do when I spend so much time working. I also can’t be there for her as much as I want to be. I need to work to keep up with the bills that continue to flood in.
After our parents had died, there had been enough in their life insurance policy to pay for the mortgage, and that was it. The money they’d saved for me to go to college had been transferred to an account for Lacey and I’d started working, quitting school to focus on keeping us afloat, keeping Lacey’s life on an even keel. For close to nine years, I haven’t stopped.
I’ve never really known how to deal with Lacey. We’d gone from being sisters to me being more of a mom to her when I was barely more than a child myself. I didn’t know what I was doing then, and I don’t know what I’m doing now. 
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” I say, then leave. I wave to my neighbour, Theresa, and get into my car again before she can try to pull me into a conversation. She’s nice, and has helped me a lot over the years, but once she starts talking, it’s hard to make her stop.
The drive to Blue Vista isn’t bad, traffic at a minimum. I park in the underground garage where Derek had taken me two months ago, pulling into a spot a few down from his little red car. 
I remind myself to calm down. I’d known he would be here. I’d been expecting it. I might not even see him.
Loaded with all my equipment, I march out of the parking garage, around the corner, and through the front doors of the venue. 
Of course, he’s right there when I come in, stirring a coffee in the staff lounge. Our eyes lock and he pauses his stirring.
He looks amazing, dressed in dark jeans and a blue button-up shirt that stretches across his shoulders. His curly, dark hair looks so soft that I want to shove my fingers into it.
He gives me a smile. “The one and only Ava Calligan. How’s it going?”
My heart flips over. Before we started dating, he used to greet me like that. It had always given me the sense that he was truly interested and glad I was there.
“Going okay,” I say, smiling back.
He opens his mouth, like he’s about to say something else, and I wonder if he’s going to remark on the fact that I’ve said okay instead of good. He’d always noticed when I wasn’t at my best, doing everything he could to make me feel better. However, Spencer comes into the lobby, interrupting the moment.
“Ava. It’s nice to see you again,” he says.
I blink as I turn to him. “It’s good to see you, too. Where can I set up?”
“Right this way.”
I glance at Derek, but he’s back to stirring his coffee, no longer looking at me, as though the moment hadn’t happened at all. I follow Spencer to a small room on the main floor near the kitchen, managing to keep my focus on what he’s saying as he leads me there.
“You can leave your things in here.” He hands me a key. “It’s not always available. We’ll usually set up a bride or groom in this room if the ceremony takes place here. Since the ceremony is at a church today, it’s free.”
I put the key in my pocket while Spencer uses his own to open the door. Cindy and Bethany are at the church, taking pictures there. It should have started about half an hour ago. I’m going to take some shots of the reception area before people show up, then have a break before people arrive after the ceremony.
“If you need anything at all, just let me or Derek know. Adalie will also be around for about another hour. Vic will probably be here too in her office, but she’s working on some spreadsheets, so go to her last.”
I set my things down so I can sort through what I’ll need, then turn to him. “I think I’m good for now. Thanks.”
“No problem.”
He hesitates and anxiety washes through me. What has Derek told him? Is he going to say something about it? Then he shakes his head and offers me a smile. “I’ll leave you to it.”
When he walks away, I let out a breath, trying to shake off the weird feelings roiling within me, avoiding thinking too hard about what they are. About how warmth had flooded me when Derek greeted me. About how an unexpected calm filled me, making me want to unburden myself to the one person who’d always been there for me.
Except for when he wasn’t.
I take my pictures, losing myself in the process of capturing the images. When I return to the room for my break, the thoughts flood in again, memories of the way Derek used to touch me like I was the most precious thing in his world. No one has ever made me feel as special as Derek did. And I’d be lying if I say I don’t want to have that back.
I’m immensely grateful when a woman breezes in, distracting me from my thoughts before I’ve taken more than a bite of the sandwich I’d brought with me.
“What do you think you’re doing?” she asks, staring at me.
I recognize her, but I can’t remember where I’ve seen her before. She’s obviously part of the kitchen staff, wearing a red chef’s jacket and black pants and Doc Martens. Her blonde hair is twisted and clipped to her head. She’s holding a plate with a dome over it.
“Taking a break before the guests arrive?” I say.
She rolls her eyes. “I meant, what are you eating?” She sets the plate in front of me, lifting the lid with a flourish. “When you’re here, if you’re hungry, you come to me.”
“Holy shirt, this is beautiful,” I say, quickly getting up to clear some things from the table and grabbing my camera. 
The plate is a gorgeous, clean white. On it are artfully arranged, bite-sized pieces. I take some pictures of the plate while the woman laughs.
“Did you just say holy shirt?”
I nod as I turn
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