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Kallie

Kallie stood calmly at the center of the storm. Farther up the aisle, her mom was arguing with the woman who would have been her mother-in-law had the wedding not so spectacularly derailed. Her father and brother were shouting. At who, she hadn’t bothered to check. One of her bridesmaids was not-so-secretly sneaking drinks in the back corner, and Kallie frankly couldn’t blame her.

She looked down at her hands, a little surprised to find marks on her palms where her perfectly manicured nails had dug into the soft flesh. She hadn’t realized she was clenching her fists quite so tightly. Her knuckles ached from the tension.

How had things gone so wrong? How was it possible for her to be looking at the remnants of a life she thought she was about to live? Kallie looked down at the white dress donning her figure and smoothed her aching hands over it. The intricate beading. The pearls. The sparkles. The strapless figure that was corseted beyond reason to give her fiancé a reason to drool through the reception.

Ex-fiancé.

“My son is lucky to be rid of her anyway!”

Kallie turned, still feeling as though she was caught in some kind of dream. Everything moved slowly around her. She looked down at her shoes. The beautiful white heels one of her bridesmaids had spotted for her. They were definitely not the kind of shoes she would’ve picked for herself. She wasn’t the most graceful in heels. But with the right arch supports and a bit of coaching one drunken night during her bachelorette weekend, Kallie had gotten the hang of them.

For him.

Always for him.

Magda hadn’t raised her voice, but the words carried clearly through the high-ceilinged sanctuary. Her almost mother-in-law, with her eyes bulging and her dyed-red hair hair-sprayed within an inch of its life, was leaning into her mother’s figure. Trying to hover over her mother’s short frame. The sight was sickening because she could recall several times where James had done that to her. Had hovered over her the way his mother was doing at that very second.

It gave her a small glimpse into why James was the way he was.

“She’s always been after my son’s money. A gold digger is what you raised.”

“As though Kallie is to blame here!” her mother said. “Your son was the one fucking around!”

Her mother was livid, all five foot nothing of her radiating fury. And her mother had never been one to cuss. Her mother was never even one to raise her voice. But seeing the anger wafting behind her eyes gave Kallie a newfound respect for her mother. She watched her protective angel step up to the plate for her as she stood at the end of the aisle, looking down through the pews and up into the face of a very distraught priest.

Yelling and cussing. In a damn cathedral.

“Your son’s the one who broke his vows when he went to screw one of the bridesmaids in the closet before my daughter was supposed to walk the aisle!”

“My son never took any vows. He had no dedication to her up until the point of ‘I do,’” Magda said.

“Oh!” Kallie’s mother threw up her hands. “Because that makes it better. He wasn’t married so he can cheat and get away with it. Tell me, is that a standard you hold all rich men in your life to? Or just your spoiled, asshole of a son? Hate to tell you, Magda dear, but no one is going to have any sympathy for a man caught fucking his best man’s wife on his own wedding day!”

Magda went white. And then red. Kallie felt a laugh bubbling up somewhere in her stomach. Her mother had never been the kind of woman to beat around the bush, and watching her lay into her the terrible woman she had almost called family, was soothing to her.

A little bit.

Not that there was much of a bush to beat around when things were so open and shut. There wasn’t much of a gray area to the groom cheating on his bride-to-be half an hour before they were meant to walk down the aisle.

Kallie’s father yelled something about castration.

It was time to get things under control. That much Kallie had decided. Pretty soon, fortifications were going to be made out of the pews that held two families meant to be joined. Two families who would’ve been brought together in love instead of anger.

But anger was all that filled the church walls of the place Kallie had hoped to fill with love. With vows. With a future and the prospects of a family.

The priest had tried—was still trying. It wasn’t easy, however, making peace with two families at war. Three, technically, if Kallie counted the best man who was an inch and a half away from beating her ex-fiancé into oblivion. The priest was scurrying from group to group in an attempt to at least convince the people who were shouting to lower their volume. To keep some sort of decorum. To understand the holy ground they were treading on.

Holy ground.

The thought made Kallie roll her eyes.

He didn’t seem to be having much success, and Kallie felt a pang of sympathy for him through the vague floating sensation that had enveloped her. She was standing in her wedding dress at the end of the aisle, looking out at all the commotion. Her father pointing his fingers in James’s father’s face. Her mother biting into the pale-red corpse who was her no longer future-mother-in-law.

She felt like she was swaying in the breeze of the voices filling up the sanctuary.

“Kallie.”

James.

What the hell did that man want?

She really didn’t want to deal with James. Kallie dragged her attention from the little knot of wedding guests, who had stayed to watch the show when the rest wisely fled, and turned to look at him. With his jet-black hair and his brown eyes that shone with absolutely no remorse. A selfish man with a selfish job and a selfish soul who thought he could have his best man’s wife before taking another woman as his wife.

Was he really that entitled?

He was still wearing his tux. Neither the bride or groom had found any time to change yet. His bow tie was crooked and there was lipstick smattered against his collar. Not surprising, given that it hadn’t even been an hour since Kallie’s maid of honor, Eris, had caught him tucked away in an alcove with his best man’s wife. A woman who had given her a beautiful crystal set of candleholders to put in their newly wedded bedroom.

For those more intimate moments shared with your husband.

Kallie could remember the card and it made her want to vomit. But more than that, it made her want to smack her fiancé.

Ex-fiancé.

Ex-almost-husband?

“What do you want, James?”

The words came out steadier than she had expected. In a clipped, strictly business tone she used with her most obnoxious clients. But it shouldn’t have shocked anyone. Kallie was a professional at organization. At helping people get their lives together. At taking frazzled individuals and helping them turn their lives around. She’d built a career out of it. Out of organization and building schedules and setting marks for unorganized people to reach.

Yet her wedding was crumbling around her. A chaotic mess of angry shouts, pointed fingers, and lipstick-smudged tuxedo collars.

Of course she was poised.

It was her job to be.

It still didn’t hurt yet, though. Kallie knew the numb shock wasn’t going to last. That sooner or later—and most likely sooner—the full reality of her ex-fiancé’s betrayal would hit her. Sink her. Pull her into the depths it did every bride-to-be who’d had her future ripped out from underneath her. It was like a terrible magic trick. Like a small boy ripping the tablecloth from the table and hoping all the dishes would stay put.

But the dishes didn’t stay put.

They were crashing to the ground, and Kallie was watching it happen.

However, she was going to take advantage of the time she had before it did hit her. Before she realized all the broken glass on the floor and went about cutting herself to clean it up. Because, deep down, she knew he never would. James was an entitled rich bitch who never picked up a finger unless he had to. He’d leave her to clean up the mess, deal with the catering, cancel the honeymoon.

The honeymoon.

She was really looking forward to that honeymoon.

James was looking at her with the hangdog expression he’d always used to get out of trouble, all wide brown eyes and contrition. That lower lip of his jutted out just far enough for Kallie to want to suck on it. She had fallen for it in the past. Given into it hoping and praying things would be different. Believing the best in her boyfriend. The love of her life. Her fiancé.

But not this time, she promised herself. It didn’t matter how many apologies he offered. It didn’t matter what he said he could do to fix it. It didn’t matter what excuse he gave for being balls deep in another woman thirty minutes before they were due to say their vows.

Because if there was one woman she’d caught him with, there were others she hadn’t.

And she knew that rule always rang true.

“I’m sorry,” James said.

He took a step toward her, hands outstretched. Like he was trying to play peacemaker.

It made her sick

“I really am, Kallie. It was a moment of weakness. She came onto me, and—”

“Seriously?” Kallie asked. “You think I want to hear your voice right now?”

“I’m telling you, sweetheart. She came onto me.”

“Shut. Up,” Eris said.

Kallie wasn’t sure when her best friend had joined them. Her maid of honor. The other two bridesmaids were standing behind her, arms crossed over their chests. Minus the one he fucked, of course. She was probably holed up in a bathroom somewhere fixing her lipstick. They looked as if they were two seconds away from clawing James’s eyes from his face with their manicured wedding-day nails. Kallie could feel their angry heat behind her and it fueled her strength. Her inner goddess. It helped her to rise up over the overbearing man she knew she was about to get.

The man who was going to drop the puppy dog look and try to intimidate her like one of his investors.

“Excuse me?” he asked Eris.

James was staring down Kallie’s maid of honor with narrowed eyes, a predatory look settling over his face.

What the hell was he angry about?

“Do I need to repeat myself?” Eris snapped.

“Kallie,” James said sharply.

She stared at him. Blankly. Her mind swirling with a thousand things that would never fall from the tip of her tongue. She looked up into the eyes of the man she had allowed herself to trust. Allowed herself to love. Allowed herself to enjoy. A man she had promised her world to and, in exchange, had gotten down onto one knee and promised her happiness. Children. A life without monetary worry or the stresses of everyday life. A life with butlers and maids and a chef, so she could spend her time cultivating her career or running around with children. A life spent being whisked around the world and shown all the sights while eating the most decadent foods.

She wanted nothing to do with it any longer.

She was done with selfish, spoiled little rich bitches.

The other conversations had stopped. Everyone was silent, waiting on her response. Waiting for her to jump when he called. Magda was already taking a step in their direction, ready at the slightest provocation to step in and rescue her darling son. Her beloved son. The rich, cheating fucker who could do no wrong.

But Kallie’s mother caught her by the elbow, ripping her from her trance.

Twenty-four hours ago, Kallie would have let James get away with that tone. She would’ve backed down and written it off as one of his downfalls. Because she had them too. Everyone had downfalls, and marriage was about compromise. Any relationship was, really. But standing in the church where she was supposed to have been married, looking at the man who’d had his hands up another woman’s skirt while she’d been lacing up her wedding dress.

Kallie shook her head as anger bubbled in her gut.

“No,” she said.

James’s eyebrows drew together.

“What do you mean, ‘no’?” he asked.

“I mean no,” Kallie said, her voice rising with her words. “No, I won’t accept your bullshit excuses for why you couldn’t keep it in your pants on your own fucking wedding day. No, I won’t take your hand in marriage. No, I won’t try this again. No, you can’t take that tone with me any longer. And no, I won’t forgive you.”

She swallowed a sob. He wasn’t going to get the satisfaction of seeing her cry. That was a time for another day, when she was buried in the sheets of her bed and grieving over the life she thought she could’ve had with the man she thought she knew. A man she loved and had lost. A man she had dreamed about ever since she was a little girl, riding in on his white horse with his sword drawn with a duty and a passion to carry her away from all of life’s woeful sorrows.

A man who really had never existed at all.

Maybe that was what happened. Maybe they were simply ghosts of who they wished to be with. Maybe James was nothing but a failed attempt at a man she tried to change him into and maybe she was the phantom spirit of a woman James wished her to be.

Either way, she was done looking at him.

“Get out of my sight.”

James didn’t move, and she didn’t wait for him to. She gathered up the long skirt of her dress and swept past him without another glance in his direction. Eris and the other two girls followed in her wake, their eyes staring him down until they were around the corner and out of sight. They followed her up the steps and back into the bridal suite where she would unzip her wedding dress, watch it pile to the floor, and take with it the life she was no longer going to live.

And behind them all, someone started up a round of applause.
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