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      For those who fight when the odds are stacked against them, knowing that family is all that matters.
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      Marilynn looked at her reflection in the full-length mirror. The woman staring back at her had a tough time over the last decade. The white gown was something she’d never thought she’d wear. Truth be told, she felt a little hypocritical. She had a fifteen-year-old son after all.

      She and her first husband, Dan, had been young and in love. Even though they’d been engaged for a few months and planning the big, traditional wedding, the bickering over details and the fact her father never thought too much of Dan pushed them to elope.

      They’d jumped on Dan’s motorcycle without a plan in mind and ended up at a justice of the peace in Kentucky. After six hours on the bike, their backs and legs ached. Dan wore his riding chaps and a black long-sleeve Harley T-shirt, and she’d been married in faded jeans and a Nirvana sweatshirt. Both of them were covered in road dust.

      It should have been a sign.

      At least her father was gracious enough to never once say I told you so after Dan walked out. His spirit disintegrated under his son’s diagnosis with Muscular Dystrophy.

      Two years later, Eli had come back into her life like a white knight, if white knights had long hair and wore motorcycle leather.

      Dan and Eli had been best friends in high school and beyond. When she started dating Eli after her divorce from Dan, it felt like an eighties pop song had come to life with the tensions between the three of them hitting heights. These days Dan and Marilynn made solid attempts at co-parenting, and Dan and Eli had mostly repaired their fractured friendship.

      Her mother came closer, touching the veil lightly. “You are as beautiful as I always imagined you would be.”

      She tried to glance toward her mother without twisting too much. Rhonda was sticking pins in the dress, and she didn’t want them in her flesh.

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Your father’s going to cry. So you better be ready for that.”

      “Mom! I’m a long way off from being his little girl. I’ve been out on my own for a lot of years.” And married once before.

      “But you’ve finally got yourself a good guy.”

      “Please don’t.” Sure, she shared the sentiment, but Dan was the father of her son. For that, Marilynn decided, he deserved a little respect.

      Rhonda spoke from where she sat cross-legged on the floor, making the gentlest alterations to the hem of the dress. “What? Eli is a good guy.”

      “My mother was suggesting my first husband wasn’t.”

      “Oh,” Rhonda said. “Him. And to think Eli considered asking Dan to be his best man.”

      “He didn’t!” her mother, Rose, said.

      “They were best friends, but that would have been weird,” Marilynn agreed. “We’re both thrilled Trevor is going to do it.” Trevor, Rhonda’s husband, was now Eli’s closest friend. He’d helped Eli get his current job when the garage closed. He’d also pushed Marilynn to call Eli the night Joss’s lift broke. Eli answered the call and came right over to help her and her son. That reconnection was their first step toward this moment.

      “Trev was thrilled to be asked.” Rhonda found her feet. “You’re all set, hun. Do you need help getting out of it?”

      Marilynn’s mother stepped forward. “Let me help her. Is that okay?”

      Marilynn nodded. “I know you have to get home to those babies. I can hang it up.”

      Rhonda moved toward the fitting room and held open the curtain. “Bring it to me. You know how I am. Max is there helping Trevor. Since Abbey and Alex started to walk, it’s been crazy. We’ll do one more fitting a few days before the wedding.”

      Trevor had custody of his younger brother Max from the time he was twelve. It had taken Rhonda time to forge a relationship with the troubled kid, but now, you’d never know there had once been tension.

      Rhonda had been hesitant to become a mother. Her chain of clothing boutiques and two lines of designer clothing didn’t leave a lot of time for a traditional family. But no one could have been happier when she became pregnant. Then they found out it was twins.

      Instant full family. One pregnancy. I’m that efficient, Rhonda had said.

      Rhonda had been more than a friend to Marilynn. She’d helped alter clothing for her son, Joss. She’d given her a job—that afforded her flexibility in caring for her son—and paid for business classes from the community college. Besides helping Eli, Rhonda’s husband, Trevor, was Joss’s physical therapist and an integral part of his medical team.

      The couple meant the world to the two of them, and it was fitting they were going to be the matron of honor and best man.

      In the dressing room, Rose unfastened each button methodically. “It’s such a beautiful dress. It’s perfect. You’re so lucky to have an R. Gables wedding dress.”

      “There are only three others in existence.” Rhonda only designed wedding dresses for herself and her closest of friends.

      “Now four.”

      “Thanks to you and Dad. She gave us a break on the cost. Even with that, I could never have afforded something this nice.”

      “Your dad walked your sister down the aisle and always regretted not having the same opportunity with you.”

      “Still. I’m a full-fledged adult. Same as Eli. We were fully prepared to pay for our own wedding. No one expected you and Dad to lift a finger, especially not to pay for my dress or the reception hall or the catering.”

      After helping her out of the dress, Rose carefully draped it over her arm. She walked around her daughter so she could look her in the eye. “Both you and Joss deserve a day of joy to celebrate your new life with Eli.”

      Marilynn felt the tears pressing against her eyes and simply nodded, knowing words would choke her up and open the floodgates.

      “I’m going to take this to Rhonda so she can hang it up and get home.”

      Marilynn nodded. Alone in the dressing room, she put the white satin shoes into the box and stepped into the dress she’d worn to work. It had a denim skirt and a flannel top from the Wren collection. It was one of her boss’s new designs and had quickly become a favorite piece in her closet this fall.

      When she came out of the dressing room, Rhonda had left.

      “She said she’d be in tomorrow afternoon,” Rose explained.

      “I should get back to work.”

      “It’s nearly five. Isn’t the store closing? Can’t I take you for a cup of coffee or something?”

      “It’s my job to close the register and the store, but you and Dad should come to the house for dinner.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Eli and Joss will be happy to see you both.”
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        * * *

      

      Eli finished up the grocery order on his phone and dropped it down to the table. “Thank goodness for Instacart,” he said. Then, looking at Joss, he continued, “Do you think we should plan to eat outside, or should I put the leaf in the table?”

      Eli believed Marilynn would want to eat inside, but he knew putting the leaf in would make it a lot harder for Joss to maneuver his wheelchair through the kitchen. Also, he liked including Joss in discussions and decisions.

      Joss’s face contorted, telling Eli he was giving it serious thought. “It’s October. Grandpa won’t want to eat outside. He’ll say it’s too cold.”

      “We ate outside last night.”

      “Yes, but you know Grandpa. Tell me I’m wrong.”

      Eli laughed. Joss was right. Though kind, the man was set in his ways. While Marilynn, Eli, and Joss enjoyed grilling and eating outside, even though the temperatures were starting to dip, Marilynn’s father probably would not like it.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “I bet your mom would appreciate it if you straightened up the living room a bit. I think both our laptops are still out.”

      Joss had been doing homework, and Eli had been working on paperwork associated with his sales job when they’d received the call from Marilynn about her parents joining them for dinner. She’d suggested putting together a pasta dish with the ingredients she knew they had in the pantry, but Eli decided to go big and order some steaks and the fixings to go with them from the grocery store.

      He knew Marilynn was grateful for her parents’ help with the wedding, but she was also self-conscious about taking so much from them. To Eli, the steaks were a small gesture of gratitude.

      As Eli
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