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    Prologue: This is the Beginning  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I can’t breathe. 
 
    “Blake, what are—” 
 
    “Brittany.” He grins and opens the velvet black box that’s in his hand, revealing the most beautiful ring I’ve ever seen. “We’ve been together ever since high school and I think that we’re ready to be together for the rest of our lives…so, will you marry me?” 
 
    Marry Blake? Blake’s proposing? 
 
    Several gasps can be heard from the tables that are surrounding around ours; and without even looking, I already know that most everyone in the restaurant is watching us. They’re all waiting for me to answer. I’m still in shock though. He’s proposing. Blake is proposing to me. I feel so light-headed. Get a hold of yourself, Britt! 
 
    Right. I’m supposed to say— 
 
    “Yes!” I blurt out with a slight laugh. “Yes, I’ll marry you!” 
 
    The restaurant erupts with cheering, hooting, whistling, and clapping as Blake slips the ring onto my finger before leaning over the table to kiss me. At this point, I’m pretty sure my cheeks are redder than the spaghetti sauce on Blake’s plate… 
 
    “It looks good on you,” he says, nodding in approval as he sits back down. “Do you like it?” 
 
    “I love it,” I assure him, trying not to focus on the fact that we still have an audience. “It’s gorgeous, Blake.” 
 
    I can’t think straight. There’s no way I’m dreaming this right now, is there? I discreetly slip my arm under the table and give it a quick pinch. Nope. Definitely not dreaming. Which means that Blake really did propose and that I really am getting married to him. Oh my— 
 
    “You okay, Britt?” he asks, laughing some. “You’re not going to pass out on me, are you?” 
 
    “No,” I manage to say while shaking my head, “no, I’m not going to pass out. I’m just so surprised!” 
 
    He takes my left hand in his and brushes his thumb over the ring. “You said yes.” 
 
    “I said yes,” I whisper, giving his hand a little squeeze. 
 
    I said yes. 
 
    I’m engaged! 
 
    Oh my gosh, I’m engaged. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1: I’m Getting Married 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe that I’m getting married,” I state in disbelief while staring at my engagement ring. I look up at Delanie. “Can you believe it?” 
 
    She rolls her blue eyes at me. “How can I not when you’ve been saying the same thing since Saturday?” 
 
    I gasp at that. “It’s already been three days? I’ve been engaged for three days!” 
 
    “Brittany,” she groans, giving me an exasperated look, “you’re killing me here.” 
 
    “Let her be excited, Del,” Mariana says, sitting back down beside her, “getting engaged is a big deal.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never been engaged before,” Delanie replies dryly, “so I guess that I can’t really relate like you can.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not my fault that you refuse to be in a serious relationship,” Mariana retorts, shooting her a pointed look, “engagements don’t happen from meaningless flings.” 
 
    “Interesting ones do,” Delanie mutters, turning her attention back to her phone. 
 
    Mariana sighs before saying something in Spanish, and then she looks at me. “So, I know that it’s still early on…but do you already have a date in mind, Britt?” 
 
    “Not really,” I reply with a shrug, “Blake and I haven’t had a chance to talk about any plans yet.” 
 
    “Oh yeah…that reminds me,” Delanie says, glancing up from her phone, “my mom said to tell you that she’d be more than happy to help you plan the wedding.” 
 
    Mrs. Moore has been a wedding planner for over twenty years and is considered to be one of the best top five wedding planners in our region. I’ve seen the pictures before, she is definitely talented, I just never really thought of hiring a wedding planner though. 
 
    “I’ll mention it to Blake…” I trail off, sipping some of my coffee. “We’re supposed to be going out tonight.” 
 
    Delanie gives me a flat look. “Do you really think he’s going to care whether or not you decide to have a wedding planner?” 
 
    “Chance cared,” Mariana pipes up, referring to her now-husband, “he wanted to be involved in anything that had to do with the wedding.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Delanie huffs, tossing her blond hair over her shoulder. “If I had known that all we were going to be talking about is wedding crap, I would’ve totally passed on getting coffee with you guys.” 
 
    Mariana rolls her light-brown eyes at that. “You are so flipping dramatic.” 
 
    “At least I’m honest,” Del says, throwing a hand up. “Unlike someone we used to know…” 
 
    “Delanie, we’ve talked about this,” I reprimand her, knowing very well that she’s once again throwing shade at Liv, “remember?” 
 
    “Am I seriously the only one that’s NOT okay with the fact that she bailed on our friendship when she cheated on your brother and dumped him?” Delanie crosses her arms with a scowl. “How does it not bother anyone else?” 
 
    “Because some of us have decided to forgive her and move on,” I say, raising an eyebrow at her, “just like you should. It’s been years, Del…don’t you think that it’s time to stop bringing her up?” 
 
    “She came up as a friend suggestion the other day,” Del continues, as if not hearing what I just said, “apparently she’s still married to that cowboy guy from Las Vegas…it’s only a matter of time though before she cheats on him too.” 
 
    “Britt’s right about moving on,” Mariana drawls, fingering one of her large hoop earrings. “I don’t know if I’d be able to forgive her though—that girl definitely did all of you wrong, big time.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mar,” Delanie tells her while side-glaring at me, “I’m glad at least you understand.” 
 
    “Guys,” I sigh, giving them both a pleading look, “we don’t have to talk about wedding stuff…but I’d rather not talk about Liv either. Please?” 
 
    Sure, I’ve forgiven her, but that doesn’t mean I want to focus on what she did to us and Zach. I still get upset about the whole thing if I think about it too much… 
 
    “Well, I hate to bring up work,” Mariana says with a slight wince, “but, Britt—we have to do something about Saffron. I know she’s a hard worker, but I’m tired of putting up with this boyfriend nonsense.” 
 
    “Me too,” I agree, drinking more of my coffee. “She’s scheduled to work tomorrow, so I’ll have a little chitchat with her then.” 
 
    After becoming fast friends during our freshman year of college, Mariana and I had joked about co-owning her mom’s business one day when she retired; but the idea eventually grew on us. So, after finishing school and saving up our money, Mrs. Santos let us take over the Hidden Serenity Day Spa. It’s a decent-sized place and business is always good…the only problem right now is one of our receptionists, Saffron. 
 
    As of recently, she’s been texting/calling her new boyfriend while she’s on the clock. Which is why Mar and I made a “general” announcement a few days ago to remind all our employees that they shouldn’t be using their phones while they’re supposed to be working…but obviously Saffron didn’t catch the hint. 
 
    Delanie suddenly curses. “Ugh, seriously?” 
 
    “¿Qué pasa?” Mariana asks, her eyebrows creasing in confusion. 
 
    “Michelle is pregnant…again,” Delanie says, looking up from her phone. “That’s what’s wrong.” 
 
    Michelle is the wife of Delanie’s cousin Aiden. They’ve been married for almost four years now and have three “little monsters” as Del likes to call them. 
 
    “Tell them I say congrats,” I drawl, taking a bite out of my scone. 
 
    She scowls at that. “Don’t encourage it, Brittany.” 
 
    “Ay, Del.” Mariana laughs a little while shaking her head. “Tú eres demasiado, chica.” 
 
    And that was probably a diss at Delanie.  
 
    “Come on, Del,” I tsk, turning my attention back to her, “why can’t you just be happy for them instead of complaining about how they have too many kids?” 
 
    “I don’t do kids, Britt.” She widens her eyes at me “Everyone knows that, but Michelle and Aiden keep trying to push them on me anyway! And the boy? Yeah…he screams, for no reason. All. Of. The. Time.” 
 
    She’s right. Trent is a little bit of a screamer. 
 
    “What about Kacia?” I ask, referring to Trent’s twin sister. “She’s not that ba—” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” she cuts me off. “Kacia is AWFUL! Instead of screaming at the top of her lungs, she whines—” 
 
    “All the time,” Mariana and I finish in unison, exchanging glances with each other. 
 
    “And that baby!” Delanie shakes her head with a shudder. “Nope. No kids.” 
 
    “You might change your mind,” Mariana tells her, offering a slight shrug. “Look at me and Chance…we didn’t want to have kids anytime soon, and now we’re taking adoption classes. Anything can happen.” 
 
    “Not me,” Delanie mutters, sipping some of her coffee, “not in this lifetime...” 
 
    Yeah, Delanie is definitely not a fan of kids.  
 
    “Oh great,” she says with a groan, “I’ll have to buy Michelle something for the hundredth time. I’m telling you…they’re going to make me go broke!” 
 
    Mariana rolls her eyes at that. “You’ve gotten them the same thing both times.” 
 
    “Hey,” Delanie scoffs, putting up a hand, “everyone can benefit from socks.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow at her. “Does that mean you’re giving me socks as my wedding gift?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she replies, shrugging a shoulder, “or I might just give you a gift card like I gave to Mar.” 
 
    Well, there are worse gifts that she could give me. Like gardening shears. Or a juicer. Or a book about divorce (that happened once on a reality TV show I used to watch). Or a— 
 
    “Oh my gosh!” Delanie gasps, interrupting my thoughts. “I just realized something that you probably haven’t thought of yet, Britt.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I ask with a slight laugh. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Who Blake’s best man is going to be,” she states in a matter-of-fact way. “Do you think he’ll ask Connors?” 
 
    Connors. As in, Derek Connors. 
 
    Blake’s…best friend. Right. Derek is Blake’s best friend.  
 
    So, it would only be natural for Derek to be Blake’s best man. Is Blake actually going to ask him though? I know they talk, but they don’t really see each other that often because of Derek moving away… 
 
    Maybe Blake won’t ask him. But what if he does? Am I okay with that? Am I okay with facing Derek again after all this time? 
 
    I’m not sure. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2: Speaking of the Wedding 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      “How was your day, babe?” Blake asks, setting his glass down. “Did you have fun with the girls?” 
 
    “Yeah…” I trail off, tracing the brim of my own glass. “It was fine.” 
 
    Except for the fact that I’ve been driving myself crazy, wondering if you’re going to ask Derek to be your best man… 
 
    “That’s good,” he replies with a nod. “So, listen, my mom and dad suggested that we should have the wedding sometime in June. I know that’s kind of cliché, but what do you think?” 
 
    I manage some kind of smile. “Being a June bride could be fun.” 
 
    Being a June bride could be fun? Did I really just say that? How lame of me. 
 
    “We’d have to do it toward the end of the month though,” he states in a matter-of-fact way, “because I have a business conference during the second week of June.” 
 
    My eyebrows crease at that. “They plan conferences a year in advance?” 
 
    I don’t know much about business conferences, but that seems a little extreme to me… 
 
    “Britt.” He laughs a little, tilting his head to the side. “I’m talking about this year, babe.” 
 
    “W-what?” I ask, staring at him in disbelief. “This year? You want us to get married this year? In June? In less than three months?” 
 
    He can’t possibly mean that. There’s no way. 
 
    “I know that doesn’t give you a lot of time to plan,” he drawls, taking my hand in his, “but we can always just hire a wedding planner…Del’s mom is one, right?” 
 
    “You’re serious right now?” I practically choke out. “You really want to get married this year? This June?” 
 
    “Yes,” he drawls, the corner of his mouth going up, “of course I’m serious. I mean, we’ve been dating for more than five years already…I don’t see any reason why we should have a long engagement, do you?” 
 
    “I-I guess not,” I reply, still trying to process all of this. “But Delanie’s mom might not even be able to plan a wedding that soon.” 
 
    Breathe, Brittany. Just breathe. 
 
    “She’s one of the best though, isn’t she?” he asks before drinking more of his wine. “I’m sure she could do it. I don’t know how much she charges, but I’ll…” 
 
    I don’t hear the rest of his words though. All I can focus on is how happy and excited he looks. Sure, planning a wedding in less than three months is absolutely crazy, but Blake is right—why should we wait? We’re in love and we want to get married. It makes sense to have the wedding sooner than later. 
 
    “And I—” 
 
    “Blake,” I interrupt him, lacing my fingers through his, “if Delanie’s mom says that it’s possible…then I will most definitely marry you in June.” 
 
    “That’s like hearing you say yes all over again,” he says, still smiling. “So, this June if Del’s mom can do it. Right?” 
 
    This is so weird seeing him enthusiastic about something other than work…I can’t lie though, I’m kind of loving it. 
 
    “This June,” I agree with a nod, “yeah.” 
 
    And then it’s quiet between us as Blake resumes his eating and I push my green beans around with my fork. I should ask him about Derek… 
 
    “Speaking of the wedding,” I say, cutting one of my green beans in half so I seem more casual, “I wanted to ask you about something.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow at that. “Like what?” 
 
    “Like…” I trail off, cutting another green bean in half. “Like, are you going to ask Derek to be your best man?” 
 
    I’ve decided that it’s totally fine if he chooses to have Derek as his best man. I forgave Derek and the past is in the past; I’d still like some peace of mind though, which is why I’m asking. 
 
    “Yeah, I asked him,” he replies, his blue eyes shifting as they study me. “Is that okay? I figured that it’s been years since everything happened between the two of you.” 
 
    “Of course, it’s okay, babe,” I tell him in complete honesty, “he’s your best friend…I was just curious, that’s all.” 
 
    “Good, good,” he says, digging his fork into his mashed potatoes, “I’m actually really glad you asked about that, because I was wondering if you could pick Derek up from the airport tomorrow?” 
 
    I almost spit out my iced tea. “Wait, what? He’s coming tomorrow?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he drawls after eating a forkful of his mashed potatoes. “He was planning on coming back for a few months anyway, so it works out with the wedding and everything else.” 
 
    Everything else? What the heck does that even mean? And how is Derek going to be here tomorrow? I’m not mentally prepared for that! 
 
    “He’s coming tomorrow?” I repeat myself. “And you want me to pick him up?” 
 
    Why ME? I don’t want it to be me! I can’t even believe this. It’s not that I’m mad, but I would’ve preferred to know about this ahead of time—not the night before. 
 
    “Well, I was going to pick him up,” he replies with a sigh, “but I forgot that I have a meeting tomorrow; and he wants to surprise his family, so…” 
 
    Gahhhh. He’s trying to guilt me. Andddd it’s working. 
 
    “I can pick him up,” I say, refolding my napkin for no reason whatsoever. “What time?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Connors is coming here tomorrow?” Delanie asks from her spot on the couch. 
 
    I nod. “Yep.” 
 
    “And you’re picking him up from the airport?” 
 
    I nod again. “Yep.” 
 
    I’m supposed to pick him up at like, eleven and then...drive him to his parents’ house, I guess? I don’t really know. Blake wasn’t clear on that part. And the rest of our dinner date was pretty much spent in silence until he had to take a work call, which I— 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s going to be awkward?” Delanie interrupts my thoughts, raising an eyebrow at me. 
 
    I walk over to her while carrying the bowl of popcorn. “Why would it be?” 
 
    Okay, so I know exactly why it would be. I’d rather not focus on that though. 
 
    “Oh, come on, Britt,” she says, giving me a disbelieving look. “You guys fake-dated, kissed, and he had a huge-butt-crush on you…of course it’s going to be awkward!” 
 
    I roll my eyes as I sit down next to her. “Del, that was a long time ago.” 
 
    Don’t. Want. To. Focus. On. It. 
 
    “Still,” she insists, sitting cross-legged, “what if he still—” 
 
    “That’s all over, Del,” I assure her. “I mean, it’s not like we’re in high school anymore.” 
 
    I can’t believe that high school was five years ago… 
 
    “Well, I hope you’re right,” she drawls, examining her French manicure, “for your sake.” 
 
    I sigh at that. “Delanie—” 
 
    “I’m just saying,” she interrupts, putting her hands up. “I’d hate for all that kind of drama to happen to you again.” 
 
    “It won’t,” I say, widening my hazel eyes at her. “Stop worrying about it.” 
 
    Which is weird to say, because Del rarely worries about anything. 
 
    “I wonder what he’s looking like nowadays…” 
 
    “Like Derek,” I tell her with an eyebrow raise, “duh. Just like I look like me and you look like you.” 
 
    Seriously, it’s not like he got a face-transplant or something. Blake would’ve mentioned that…right? 
 
    “It’s been five years, Britt!” she insists, pulling her phone out. “He’s bound to look different.” 
 
    “You’re not going to stalk him…are you?” I ask as she taps her nails against the phone screen. “Del, that’s just creepy!” 
 
    “Yeah, sure it is,” she agrees sarcastically. “Don’t act so innocent, Brittany. Everyone stalks on social media—it’s human nature.” 
 
    Here I was, just wanting to watch a simple movie and eat some buttery popcorn…is that too much to ask for? 
 
    “WHAT THE CRAP?!” 
 
    I can’t help but jump as I rest a hand over my heart. “Del, don’t—” 
 
    “Ooh, Mariana is sooooo going to regret choosing to hang out with Chance instead of us,” Delanie cackles, her eyes still on her phone. “I just found out something juicy about Connors.” 
 
    No. I’m not going to take the bait. Don’t take the bait. Be strong, Brittany. Be. Strong. 
 
    “What is it?” I mumble with a wince. 
 
    She fakes a gasp. “I thought stalking was creepy.” 
 
    “Del,” I whine, smacking my hands down onto my thighs, “would you just tell me what you found out!?” 
 
    “He’s engaged.” 
 
    I jump up at that. “What?!” 
 
    Derek’s engaged? How? When? To whom? Does Blake know? Why wouldn’t he tell me? 
 
    “To whom?” I go ahead and ask out loud. “Delanie, who is he engaged to?” 
 
    “Some girl named Jessica Hanning?” She rolls her eyes with a sigh. “Jessica is such an overused name…” 
 
    “Don’t be rude, Del,” I manage to say, despite how shocked I am. “So, what does it say about her? How long have they been engaged?” 
 
    “There’s not a lot of info, actually…” she trails off, turning her attention back to her phone. “Just some pictures of them. Want to see?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “No,” I tell her instead, “I’m good. Let’s just watch the movie, yeah?” 
 
    We shouldn’t be stalking Derek and…his fiancée. I feel so guilty now. Why did I have to take the bait? 
 
    “Are you sure? Connors has gotten pretty hot.” 
 
    She thinks Derek is hot? How weird is that? 
 
    “I’m positive,” I insist with a firm nod. “So what movie are we going to watch, hmm? A chick-flick? A mystery? A comedy?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” She waves me off without sparing a glance. “That’s fine.” 
 
    “Stop stalking him,” I say, grabbing the TV remote off her coffee table, “enough is enough.” 
 
    “Relax…I’m not looking at his profile anymore.” 
 
    And yet, her eyes are still glued to her phone. 
 
    “Well, whose profile are you looking at then?” I ask, sitting back down beside her. “Not Liv’s again—right?” 
 
    She gags at that. “Don’t bring her up.” 
 
    Because she totally didn’t earlier… 
 
    I turn her TV on. “Are you stalking that guy you modeled with from your last photoshoot?” 
 
    “No,” she replies with a slight nose twitch, “Diego is old news, Britt.” 
 
    It hasn’t even been two weeks yet. 
 
    “And stop being so nosy,” she says, raising her eyebrows at me. “What movie are we watching?” 
 
    “Love in Pine Creek,” I drawl, pulling the movie up on MoreFlix. 
 
    Delanie immediately groans. “No, Britt…anything but one of your squeaky-clean romances! They’re so boring and predictable!” 
 
    “No, they’re not!” I defend them as the movie starts to play. “And I asked you what kind of movie you wanted to watch, but you were too busy stalking to answer me.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she mutters, rolling her eyes, “don’t get upset though when I complain the whole time about how lame it is.” 
 
    Unfortunately, that’s not an empty warning.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3: I Just Want it to be Perfect 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Guinevere (our other receptionist) says as I walk into the spa. “Just so you know, Mrs. Palmer cancelled her appointment for today.” 
 
    Mrs. Palmer is one of our biggest customers. She usually comes in at least twice a week— 
 
    sometimes more—and she’s only cancelled once since she started coming here. Well, now makes twice. 
 
    “Aw,” I reply with a pout, resting my arms on top of the front desk. “Did she say why?” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” She nods, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “Apparently she has a dentist appointment that she forgot about.” 
 
    I wrinkle my nose. “Well, I hope it goes well for her.” 
 
    Dentist appointment aren’t all that bad, it’s just kind of hard to answer questions when their gloved fingers are in your mouth and you— 
 
    “Vivien Moore also called,” Guinevere interrupts my thoughts. “She said that she couldn’t get a hold of you on your cell phone, but she wants to schedule a sit-down sometime today or tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say with a nod, “I’ll have to call her back later. Anything else?” 
 
    “Your fiancé called,” she replies, giving me a sly look. 
 
    I instantly perk up. “What did he say?” 
 
    It’s kind of weird that he’d call here instead of calling me on my phone. 
 
    “He said not to forget about Derek?” Her eyebrows crease as she shrugs a shoulder. “I have no idea what that means though, do you?” 
 
    My eyes widen at that. “Guin, what time is it?” 
 
    “Almost eleven twenty…why?” 
 
    “Crap!” I exclaim, yanking my arms off the desk. “I’m late!” 
 
    “Late for what?” she calls after me. 
 
    “Mariana can explain it to you!” I holler back. “I’ll be back later!” 
 
    Ugh, how could I forget? Well, I didn’t really forget…I just really lost track of time. 
 
    Once I’m in the parking lot, I unlock my car then throw open the driver door before getting in. 
 
    “Crap, crap, crap,” I chant as I put my seatbelt on and close the door. 
 
    I quickly start the car up and pull out of my parking space. Dang it, I’m going to be stuck in lunch traffic and the airport is more than thirty minutes away. Why the heck didn’t I put a reminder for myself? 
 
    After ten minutes of smooth, carefree driving—I get stuck behind a very slow-moving car. What are they going? Five miles per hour? I can’t even go around them because there isn’t any space to. Seriously? What kind of joke is this? 
 
    Eventually—eventually—I make it to the airport right at noon. I’m a terrible person, I know. Why did I agree to do this? What was I thinking?? 
 
    I rush into the building and stand on my tiptoes before jumping up and down as I scan the area for Derek. And yes, I’m well aware that I look crazy doing so. No seriously, I probably have the whole airport’s attention. Not intentionally though. I don’t even know what flight he had! The next thing for me to do, would be to start yelling his name while standing on a chair... 
 
    I’m not that crazy though. 
 
    So, I just walk around instead and stretch my neck out as much as I can. Would it totally embarrass him if I asked someone to call his name using the overhead speakers? Probably. I would be embarrassed. Ooh, gift shop! 
 
    Seriously, Britt? 
 
    Right. I need to find Derek. But, oh my gosh! How cute is that little— 
 
    “OOF!” 
 
    Okay, so yeah…I literally just walked into someone’s back. Way to go, Britt. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I—Brittany?” 
 
    I look up and familiar cerulean eyes meet my hazel ones. “Derek?” 
 
    My gaze drifts over all of him. He looks…wow. 
 
    “Did you come with Blake?” he asks with creased eyebrows. “Where’s he at?” 
 
    “Blake didn’t tell you about me picking you up?” 
 
    Derek proceeds to look at me like I just said the most bizarre thing ever. “No…was he supposed to?” 
 
    “He has a meeting,” I say with a sigh, “so I told him that I’d come instead.” 
 
    Why he wouldn’t tell Derek that is beyond me… 
 
    “Oh, well—” 
 
    “Sorry I’m late by the way,” I interrupt him, “I feel awful that you were stuck waiting here.” 
 
    He laughs some. “No biggie. I listened to this lady talk about her twenty grandchildren, so I was pretty well entertained.” 
 
    I wince at that. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to be late, but I—” 
 
    “You look great.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say, knowing my cheeks are now probably bright red, “well, thanks. You do too.” 
 
    He really does. And besides his auburn-brown hair being a little shorter, he looks just like he did back in high school…but almost in a hotter way. 
 
    Did I actually just admit that in my mind? What the heck? 
 
    “Five years, huh?” Derek sighs with a shake of his head. “It feels like it’s been forever.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agree thoughtfully, “it does…” 
 
    He clears his throat some. “So, you’re okay with me being the best man then?” 
 
    “I’m totally okay with it,” I assure him. “Blake is my fiancé and you’re Blake’s best friend…of course you have to be his best man.” 
 
    “I just don’t want—” 
 
    “Derek,” I cut in with a slight laugh, “it’s okay. Really.” 
 
    “I just don’t want you to think that I’m trying to break my promise,” he says, his voice turning solemn. “Because that is the last thing I—” 
 
    “Can we just…forget about the promise?” I interrupt, tucking a loose strand of my dark hair behind my ear. “I want us to be friends, Derek.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asks after a few moments of silence. 
 
    I nod without hesitating. “Positive.” 
 
    “Is that what you really want?” His eyes shift as they study me. “Us to be friends?” 
 
    “Yes,” I insist, “I do.” 
 
    “Okay, then…” He holds out his hand to me. “Friends?” 
 
    I smile before shaking his hand. “Friends.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, what have you been doing?” I ask, squirting ketchup onto my plate. 
 
    We both decided that we were pretty hungry, so we stopped somewhere to get lunch…giving us time to catch up with each other. 
 
    “I work for an advertising agency,” Derek replies with a shrug. “I like it. Keeps me busy.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I say, dipping a fry in my ketchup. “So, is there a special someone in your life?” 
 
    Crap. I wasn’t supposed to ask like that. 
 
    He coughs some before taking a couple of gulps from his soda. Oh great, I embarrassed him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I apologize with a wince, “I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “No, it’s okay,” he assures me, setting his cup down. “Uh…there was someone. It just didn’t work out though.” 
 
    Wait—what? Was someone? Didn’t work out? What about Jessica? They’re supposed to be engaged! 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I say, watching him carefully. “No one else then?” 
 
    He laughs at that. “Are you trying to play matchmaker or something?” 
 
    “What about Jessica though?” 
 
    Crap, again. I definitely need to work on that… 
 
    His laughing ceases and his smile dissolves into a frown. “Who told you about Jessica?” 
 
    I can’t help but squirm in my seat. “Well, I mean—” 
 
    “Britt,” he cuts me short, “who told you?” 
 
    “What’s the big deal?” I ask, forcing a laugh. “Just because she’s your fiancée—” 
 
    “She’s not my fiancée,” he interrupts in a dry voice, “let’s leave it at that.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    My shoulders drop at the intent look on his face. “Yeah, sure…no prob.” 
 
    I’m so confused though. What the heck is going on? How are they engaged if Jessica “isn’t” his fiancée? 
 
    Derek nods and resumes eating as I carelessly bury my fry in ketchup. Why is it such a touchy subject? I mean, most breakups are…but this doesn’t make any sense! Why does his relationship status say he’s engaged if he’s not? 
 
    “How are your mom and dad doing?” 
 
    I look up at that. “They’re fine. How about your parents?” 
 
    “Doing well. Uh…Britt?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    He smiles some. “Don’t you think that’s enough ketchup?” 
 
    I glance down at my red-covered French fry. Yeah, that doesn’t look very appealing anymore. 
 
    I turn my attention back to Derek and laugh a little. “You’re probably right.” 
 
    “So, how’s wedding planning going?” he asks, biting the tip off one of his fries. “Do you guys have a date picked out yet?” 
 
    I let out a loud sigh. “Do you really want to know?” 
 
    His eyebrows crease at that. “I…asked?” 
 
    “You could just be asking because you feel obligated to,” I point out. “You might not want to actually hear about it.” 
 
    “Of course, I want to,” he states in a matter-of-fact way, “I meant what I asked.” 
 
    “I’ve barely started to plan,” I admit with a shrug, “Blake wants the wedding to be in June, which is fine…it just obviously doesn’t give us a lot of time. Delanie’s mom is a wedding planner, so I’m supposed to meet with her later today or tomorrow, but I have no idea what kind of information she’s going to need from me. Like the date, for example. Blake said sometime toward the end of June…I don’t know which day is going to be best though.” I sigh once again. “I’m already stressing out and I haven’t even been engaged for a week yet.” 
 
    Derek nods, an understanding look on his face. “You’ve got a lot going on.” 
 
    “I know that I probably sound like a whiny bride-to-be,” I say, tracing the brim of my cup. “I just…I just want it to be perfect, I want everything to go off without a hitch. No drama. No problems. No—” 
 
    “Maybe I should fly back home then,” he cuts in with a teasing grin. 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Ha. Ha. I didn’t mean you.” 
 
    He clutches his heart in apparent relief. “Oh, thank goodness. I was worried that you were ready to drive me to the airport.” 
 
    “You and your jokes,” I say, shaking my head. “I guess that hasn’t changed, huh?” 
 
    He shrugs. “It’s a gift.” 
 
    “Or a glitch,” I reply before taking a bite out of my sandwich. 
 
    Or a glitch? 
 
    Where did that—oh, right. 
 
    “I almost forgot about that,” he comments with a thoughtful expression on his face. “Weird, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agree in a quiet voice, “I know what you mean.” 
 
    And I do. Really. It’s hard to believe that it’s been so long… 
 
    I forgot about most of that stuff. The little things. Even if everything didn’t turn out how I thought it would, we did have fun. Sure, most of it was embarrassing on my end—but it was still fun. 
 
    “Remember when you twisted your ankle?” 
 
    Okay, well that wasn’t fun. 
 
    I groan at that. “How could I forget?” 
 
    “And I carried you to the clinic?” He laughs some. “I never heard anyone scream that loud.” 
 
    “It was painful!” I exclaim with a laugh of my own. “Do you remember when you acted like I hurt your feelings in detention?” 
 
    “Hey, my singing was amazing!” 
 
    I dip another fry in my ketchup. “It was something else, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Or how about the time we went to the park? And you were so scared of—” 
 
    “I was not!” I’m quick to disagree. “I just…didn’t like heights.” 
 
    Okay, so yeah…maybe I was a little scared. 
 
    “Remember the surprise picnic?” 
 
    I nod before munching down on my fry. “You made those delicious grilled cheese sandwiches.” 
 
    They. Were. The. Bomb. 
 
    No joke. I can still taste them. All buttery and salty. Gooey and crispy. Perfection. 
 
    “There really wasn’t anything special about them,” he drawls, shrugging a shoulder. “Just bread, cheese, and butter.” 
 
      
 
    “You really like it?” 
 
    I finished chewing then swallowed. “Yes! It’s amazing, what’s in it?” 
 
    “Well…cheese, butter, and a little love.” 
 
      
 
    Of course, when Derek had said that, I almost choked on the sandwich and started coughing like crazy. Yeah, it was embarrassing. 
 
    I drink some of my tea, then set the cup back down. “So, how are your sisters doing?” 
 
    “Well, Faith is married and pregnant.” 
 
    I can’t stop my mouth from dropping. “What? No way! How far along?” 
 
    Delanie would be rolling her eyes if she were here… 
 
    “Around eight months or so?” 
 
    I let out a happy squeal. “Oh my gosh! So, is she having a boy or girl?” 
 
    “She and Evan want to be surprised,” he replies, shaking his head. 
 
    At that, I feel my shoulders drop. “Oh, bummer.” 
 
    I can’t imagine going through a whole pregnancy without knowing.  There’s no way I could it. 
 
    “You wanna join in on the bet?” 
 
    My eyebrows crease at that. “What bet?” 
 
    “On the baby’s gender,” he explains. “Mads and I are betting that it’s a girl while my dad is betting that it’s a boy.” 
 
    “You’re betting on their baby?” I ask in disbelief. “Does Faith know?” 
 
    He shrugs. “She’s fine with it.” 
 
    “Oh.” What else is there to say? 
 
    “I’m betting fifty, Madison’s betting twenty, and my dad is only betting ten,” Derek says before grinning. “I think he knows deep down that the baby isn’t a boy. So, are you on team girl?” 
 
    I laugh some. “Sure, why not?” 
 
    “All right,” he drawls with a nod, “how much should I put you down for?” 
 
    “I’ll do fifteen,” I reply, dipping another fry in my ketchup. “So, how is Madison?” 
 
    “It seems like she’s doing well…” He drums a few of his fingers on the table. “She’s grown up a lot.” 
 
    “I’m sure. She’s what—seventeen? Eighteen?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s almost eighteen.” 
 
    Well, I feel old. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4: We’re Friends 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you want to come in?” Derek asks as I stop my car in front of his parents’ house. “I know everyone would love to see you.” 
 
    I bite my lip with a tsk. “I probably shouldn’t.” 
 
    It’s not that I don’t want to see the rest of the Connors again, but it’ll just be awkward. I mean, what am I? Derek’s ex-girlfriend-now-friend? What if they ask questions? What if I don’t have the right answers? 
 
    “Come on, Britt,” he insists, taking his seatbelt off. “They don’t bite.” 
 
    Why do people say that? It’s a scary thought if you really think about it. Ew, gross. 
 
    I sigh as I turn my attention to him again. “What am I supposed to say to them, Derek?” 
 
    “Hi?” 
 
    I give him a disapproving look. “I’m serious!” 
 
    There shouldn’t be this much pressure about seeing his family! Why does everything have to be complicated? 
 
    “Britt, just be yourself.” 
 
    “But what if—” I let out a deep breath. “What if they ask about us?” 
 
    There, I said it. Or…asked it. Either way, it’s out there now. 
 
    He shrugs. “We’re friends.” 
 
    “That’s it?” I ask, my eyebrows raised. “We’re friends?” 
 
    “Well, we are,” he drawls with a laugh. “Right? You said that—” 
 
    “I know what I said,” I interrupt him. “And we are friends, it’s just—” 
 
    “What?” he cuts in. “They already know you and Blake are together, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    Oh. They know about me and Blake? Why? Why would Derek tell them? Not that it’s a secret or anything…it’s just weird, I guess. Then again, he is Blake’s best friend. 
 
    “Stop worrying, Britt,” Derek says, opening his door, “because there’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Maybe he’s right. 
 
    “All right,” I give in. “I’ll come inside.” 
 
    And hopefully won’t regret it… 
 
    He grins before getting out of the car and I mutter a curse under my breath as I turn the car off. 
 
    I’m probably going to regret this. 
 
    While Derek gets his bags from the backseat, I go ahead and unbuckle my seatbelt before getting out of the car as well. 
 
    Five years later and they still remember me? Well…I guess if Derek tells them about me, they kind of have to remember. 
 
    “Should I ring the doorbell?” I ask once we’re both on the front porch. 
 
    He offers a shrug. “If you want.” 
 
    I’ll take that as a “yes.” 
 
    I reach past him and press the button. This is so awkward. I knew it would be. Here we are, standing on his family’s front porch, and I don’t even belong here. I can’t believe I let him talk me into this… 
 
    The door opens, and a wavy-haired brunette with light eyes…oh my gosh, it’s— 
 
    “DEREK?!” Madison squeals, throwing her arms around his neck. “WHAT THE HECK?!” 
 
    He laughs, dropping his bags so he can hug her back. “Surprise.” 
 
    Wow, she really has grown up. Why. Am. I. Here? 
 
    I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear as they pull away from each other. Have I already mentioned that this is awkward? Because it is incredibly awkward. 
 
    “You’re growing too fast,” Derek comments, ruffling Madison’s hair. “Last time I saw you, you were like ten inches shorter.” 
 
    She swats his hand away with a smile before turning to me. “Hi!” 
 
    I manage to smile some. “Hey.” 
 
    Awkward. That is the only word to describe this whole situation. Awkward. 
 
    “DEREK?!” a voice calls from inside the house. “Mads, let them come inside for crying out loud!” 
 
    “Faith!” Derek exclaims as we follow Madison into the house. “How’s that niece of mine?” 
 
    “Shut up, it could be a boy,” Faith tells him with a laugh as he carefully hugs her. “What are you doing here? We thought you weren’t coming for another couple of weeks?” 
 
    “Change of plans,” he drawls, shrugging a shoulder. “I wanted to surprise you all.” 
 
    “Speaking of surprise…” Faith trails off, her attention now on me. “Brittany, it’s so good to see you!” 
 
    Awkward. 
 
    “You too,” I reply as she gives me a side-hug, “and congratulations by the way.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she says with a smile, “and congrats to you as well.” 
 
    Right, of course they know about Blake proposing.  
 
    “Hey,” Derek says, nudging Madison some, “why aren’t you in school?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Some kind of senior free day.” 
 
    “Ah,” he replies with a nod. “I know Dad’s at the office…where’s Mom though?” 
 
    “She had to run some errands,” the girls say in unison. And then they all laugh. 
 
    Why did I come in? I should’ve just gone home and tried to plan my wedding… 
 
    “Derek—” Madison’s words are cut off by the ringing doorbell. “I’ll get it.” 
 
    I raise a curious eyebrow as she goes to open the door. Are they expecting someone? 
 
    Oh please, Britt. It’s probably the mail or something. Stop being so dang nosy. 
 
    Duke didn’t bark though. Don’t dogs usually bark at mail carriers? Duke? I remember their dog’s name? What? How the— 
 
    “Hey!” Madison exclaims after opening the front door. “Um…” 
 
    The rest of her words fade out as she lowers her voice and blocks my view of whoever’s at the door. Ugh, who is it? Why can’t I see? The suspense is killing me! 
 
    “Maddles—” 
 
    “Derek,” Madison interrupts him as she steps away from the door, “and Brittany…this is Josh.” 
 
    I blink as she wraps her arm around the brown-haired guy that’s standing beside her. 
 
    “Josh?” Derek echoes, looking him up and down. “Mads, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Josh is my boyfriend,” she explains, snuggling closer to him. “We’re dating.” 
 
    “B-boyfriend?” Derek stammers, obviously shocked. “Why didn’t anyone tell me about this?” 
 
    I can’t help but squirm a little as I remember how upset and hurt I was when I found out that Zach and Liv were secretly dating back in high school… 
 
    Awkward. 
 
    Madison smiles some. “Well, I wanted to surprise you.” 
 
    “I uh—” Derek laughs as he runs a hand through his hair. “I’m definitely surprised.” 
 
    Okay, so he’s taking this a lot better than I took the news about Liv and Zach. 
 
    Derek shakes Josh’s hand while peering closely at him. “If you hurt my baby sister, I’ll—” 
 
    “Derek!” Madison scolds with wide eyes. “Be nice!” 
 
    “I am,” Derek replies, giving her an exasperated look. “You should be glad that I didn’t take him down when he first walked in.” 
 
    Josh looks glad. 
 
    “So, Brittany,” Faith says, gathering my attention. “When’s the big day?” 
 
    “Uh…” I let out a nervous and awkward laugh. “That’s still…up in the air. We’re planning on it being sometime in June though.” 
 
    “As in…” Madison trails off with creased eyebrows. “This June?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nod, trying to seem sure of myself. “I think that it’s possible, so—” 
 
    “Of course, it’s possible!” Faith cuts in with a bright smile. “You’re obviously in love and eager to get married, right?” 
 
    “Right!” I exclaim, probably a little-too-enthusiastically. “Exactly. I’m in love and…eager to get married.” 
 
    Yep.  
 
    The room becomes DEAD QUIET, and I wish that someone would say something. 
 
    “The weather’s been nice, huh?” 
 
    That “someone” shouldn’t be me though, obviously. 
 
    “Yeah,” Derek agrees with me, “it seems nice.” 
 
    But he literally just got back into town today… 
 
    Josh whispers something to Madison, causing her face to light up as she whispers back to him. I should just go. I mean, really. This is awkward enough without their adorable couple-ness. 
 
    “I um—” I clear my throat some. “I should probably get going.” 
 
    “Oh!” Madison exclaims, now looking at me. “But Mom will be home any minute!” 
 
    “And you just got here,” Faith pipes up, “how about some lun—” 
 
    “Thank you,” I interrupt, starting to feel somewhat anxious, “but I really can’t stay. It was good to see you both.” I nod at Josh. “And to…meet you.” 
 
    Awkward. 
 
    “Bye, Brittany,” Faith says, hugging me again. “Drive safe, okay?” 
 
    “I’ll walk you out,” Derek drawls, opening the front door. 
 
    “You don’t have to,” I reply, waving to everyone before stepping outside, “I’m—” 
 
    “I want to,” he cuts in, joining me outside as he closes the door. “And I forgot to tell you, but congrats on the engagement. Even though you’re stressed about it all right now, I’m sure everything is going to work out just the way you want it to.” 
 
    I don’t know why, but I find myself hugging him. “Thank you, Derek…that means a lot to me.” 
 
    He laughs a little as he returns the hug. “Sure thing, Britt.” 
 
    Anddddd time to pull away before it starts to feel—you guessed it! AWKWARD. 
 
    I step aside and clasp my hands behind my back. “Well, I guess I’ll be seeing you.” 
 
    He nods, running a hand through his hair. “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    Leave. Brittany. Just go already! 
 
    Taking my advice, I turn and start to walk off. 
 
    “Hey, Britt?” 
 
    I stop and look back at him. “Mmhmm?” 
 
    He smiles. “It was nice spending time with you again.” 
 
    And I smile too. “Same here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5: Brittany-Grayson-For-Now 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hi,” I tell the black-haired receptionist, “I’m here to see Mrs. Moore?” 
 
    She looks up and sighs. “Are you Brittany Grayson?” 
 
    “Well,” I say with a slight laugh, “for now.” 
 
    After I marry Blake, I’ll be Brittany Henderson. 
 
    “Well, Brittany-Grayson-For-Now,” she drawls, motioning to a sitting area, “you can wait over there.” 
 
    Even though she totally just made fun of me, I manage a smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    Instead of smiling back though—or even replying—she turns her attention back to the computer that’s in front of her. Okay, then… 
 
    I walk over to where the chairs are and sit down before flipping through a random bridal magazine. 
 
    “Ooh, that’s—” My phone starts to ring, and I answer it after seeing that Mom’s calling me. “Hey, Mom.” 
 
    “Hey, hon…I’m going to be a little late. The traffic is crazy!” 
 
    I wince at that. “How late it a little late, Mom?” 
 
    “Maybe twenty minutes or so? I’m really not sure.” 
 
    Ughhhh, I don’t want to do this by myself… 
 
    “Okay, Mom. See you then. Love you!” 
 
    “Love you too!” 
 
    I end the call and slip my phone back into my purse. 
 
    “Brittany-Grayson-For-Now?” the receptionist calls, standing a few feet away from me. “Mrs. Moore will see you now.” 
 
    Did she really have to call me that again? 
 
    “Oh,” I reply, trying not to sound annoyed as I stand up, “where—” 
 
    And she’s gone. 
 
    I sigh as I grab my purse. Well, where am I supposed to go? 
 
    “Are you coming?” she asks, reappearing out of nowhere. “We don’t have all day.” 
 
    “Yes, but—” I stop when she whips around and disappears to another section, then I quickly follow her. “So…how long have you worked here?” 
 
    Maybe if I make some conversation, she’ll be a little friendlier. 
 
    She just ignores me though. 
 
    “Here we are,” she announces when we reach a set of double doors. She proceeds to throw both doors open before walking into the room, and I scurry behind her. 
 
    Is that what a double-door entrance feels like? Because it honestly wasn’t anything special… 
 
    “Brittany!” Delanie’s mom exclaims, sitting behind her rather large desk. “Come in, come in!” 
 
    I nod and sit in one of the two gray lounge chairs that are across from her. “How are—” 
 
    “Don’t you just look lovely,” she comments with a tsk. “You have that bride-to-be glow.” 
 
    “Oh, um thank—” 
 
    “I’m so glad that you’ve decided to take me up on my offer,” she cuts me off. “I was thrilled when you called earlier!” 
 
    “Well, I’m—” 
 
    “So, how’s the…salon, right?” 
 
    I clear my throat some. “It’s a spa, actu—” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asks, looking up from the open white folder that’s in her hands. “I could’ve sworn that it was a salon.” She shakes her head. “Oh, never mind. Let’s get down to business, shall we?” Her eyebrows suddenly crease. “I thought your mother was going to be joining us?” 
 
    “She’s going to be a little late,” I start to explain. “She got stuck in—” 
 
    “Well, we can begin without her,” she states in a matter-of-fact way. “Now first off, we need to decide on a date. I already know that you and your fiancé want to get married this June, but have you two decided what day already?” 
 
    I shrug. “We haven’t really—” 
 
    “The twenty-eighth!” she interrupts with a gasp. “It just came to me!” 
 
    I blink at that. “Oh, okay, yeah…that’s fine.” 
 
    Blake did say at the end of the month. 
 
    “Mallory,” Delanie’s mom says, turning to the moody receptionist, “take notes!” 
 
    Is it bad that I didn’t realize she was still in here? 
 
    “Now, Brittany…where would you like the wedding and reception to take place?” 
 
    I direct my attention back to Del’s mom. “Um—” 
 
    “You do want a reception,” she cuts in, “correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” I quickly say, bobbing my head up and down. “I do.” 
 
    “I thought so…” she trails off, looking down at her folder again. “How about a nice hotel? Or a resort? Or we can go the more traditional route and have it at a church? What do you have in mind?” 
 
    A place. I’ve never really thought about where I’d be getting married at… 
 
    “I don’t really know,” I admit with a sigh. “Something nice and not too far?” 
 
    That seems reasonable, right? 
 
    Her lips purse. “I’ll see to it. Now, what about your guest list?” 
 
    “It’s not going to be a lot of people,” I assure her. “Fifty maybe?” 
 
    I never considered the guest list before either. I guess I thought the whole wedding would all come together and just…happen. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she says, writing something down. “It’s my job to worry.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Your colors?” she questions, looking up at me. “Do you have an idea on those?” 
 
    I try to ignore that slight jab. “Uh, maybe…pink?” 
 
    Isn’t that usually a wedding-ish color? 
 
    “Oh, Brittany.” Del’s mom sighs as she massages her temples. “You don’t do this very often, do you?” 
 
    My eyebrows crease at that. “Of course not, this is my first time getting married. 
 
    Normally a comment like that would be an obvious joke, but she didn’t even laugh…so clearly, she’s being serious. 
 
    “There are many shades and variations of the color pink, Brittany,” she tells me in a dramatic voice while standing to her feet. “I have a chart that—” 
 
    “Mrs. Moore, a chart isn’t necessary,” I interrupt her, “really.” 
 
    “Call me Vivien, dear,” she says, giving me an exasperated look. “So, you know what shade and variation you want, then?” 
 
    I bite my lip. “Um…a pale…pink?” 
 
    She arches a thin eyebrow at me. “A pale pink?” 
 
    “Uh…yes?” 
 
    “Hmm.” She licks her lips before taking a few steps away from her desk. “How many people are you and your fiancé planning on having in your wedding party? 
 
    Fiancé. It’s like the most beautiful and most perfect word, ever. 
 
    “Well,” I drawl, forcing a little laugh, “we haven’t…really…talked about it.” 
 
    We totally should have done that though before I agreed to meet with Del’s mom. And I probably should have asked Blake to come with me—but he did have that meeting today, which means he’s more-than-likely swamped with work again. 
 
    “Three or five are simple and common numbers for bridesmaids and groomsmen,” Vivien states in a professional tone. “And there’s obviously the maid of honor—or matron of honor if she’s married—and then the best man.” 
 
    “I’d like to have Delanie and Mariana both be my maids of honor,” I explain, ignoring the side-glare that Mallory is giving me. “When Mariana got married, Del and I were her maids of honor and that worked out really well.” 
 
    “Yes, dear,” she says, resting her hip against the side of her desk, “but this is your wedding…are you sure that’s what you want?” 
 
    “I’m sure,” I reply with a firm nod. 
 
    That’s like the one thing I am sure of. 
 
    “Very well. If you’re going to have two maids of honor though, your fiancé will—” 
 
    “Need two best men,” I finish for her, “I’ll mention that to Blake.” 
 
    “Good, good.” She snatches up the white folder with a loud huff. “Okay, so I will most definitely need a list of who you’re inviting and their addresses.” 
 
    “Right…” I trail off, adjusting my purse strap. “How soon do you need that?” 
 
    She sniffs, momentarily closing her eyes. “Technically, I needed it weeks ago.” 
 
    I open my mouth to say that I didn’t know I was getting married weeks ago, but she just continues to talk. 
 
    “But no matter,” she verbally waves me off, “tomorrow will be fine. Saturday at the latest. You and your fiancé also need to choose the rest of the wedding party members. Oh! Did I mention the caterers already? Tomorrow is Thursday, right? Yes. We’ll have to…” 
 
    I am—without a doubt—incredibly stressed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey, babe,” Blake says before kissing my cheek, “what’s up?” 
 
    “Blake…” I can’t help but sigh. “We haven’t really decided on any wedding details and Del’s mom needs to know a bunch of stuff.” 
 
    He nods. “That’s fine. Have a seat.” 
 
    I collapse into one of the chairs that’s in front of his desk as he sits in his own chair. “Well, first off she—” 
 
    “Everything went okay, right?” he interrupts. “With Derek, I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, sitting up straighter, “it went fine.” 
 
    Besides me being late, anyway, and the awkwardness with his family… 
 
    “Sorry about asking you to pick him up last minute,” he apologizes again, “Dad just has me crazy busy right now.” 
 
    One of the “ups” about Blake working for his dad, is that he’s getting into the business earlier on…but one of the “downs” about it, is how much his dad expects from him. And I don’t know, but I feel like Blake’s parents just—don’t like me that much? Maybe? So, there’s that, too. 
 
    “That’s okay, babe. I understand.” 
 
    “I know you do,” he tells me with a smile. “So, what did you need to ask me?” 
 
    “Who is your other best man going to be? And your groomsmen?” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “Other best man?” 
 
    “I’m having two maids of honors,” I explain it to him, “Del and Mar. So, you need two best men.” 
 
    “Oh.” He shrugs. “I mean, I guess I could ask Darren.” 
 
    “Darren?” I echo in confusion. “Have you even been keeping in contact with him?” 
 
    The last time we were even really around Darren, was back when he and Del were dating over the summer before we started college… 
 
    “Yeah, he’s into real estate or something.” 
 
    “Darren,” I say again, “wow. Okay, it’s been a bit…but yeah, that could work.” 
 
    I guess. 
 
    “As for my groomsmen…” he trails off, drumming a few fingers on top of his desk. “I can just ask some of the guys from here at work.” 
 
    I didn’t think about it before, but why can’t Zach be his other best man? Or even one of his groomsmen? I mean, he and Zach get along really well together! 
 
    Maybe that’s not what Blake wants, Brittany. 
 
    True. But still, I think it would be nice if— 
 
    “Britt?” 
 
    “What?” I ask, refocusing on Blake. “Did you say something?” 
 
    “How many groomsmen do I need to have?” 
 
    “Oh. Um…” I sigh once again. “I don’t really know, apparently having three or five is most common.” 
 
    Although, I’m not even sure that I will be able to come up with that many. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll work on that then…anything else?” 
 
    I almost laugh. Anything else? There are like a MILLION other things that we have to figure out if we want this wedding to happen. 
 
    I just smile though. “Yeah, there’s also the guest list. Who do you—” 
 
    “Well, my family obviously,” he states in a matter-of-fact way, “and most, if not all, of the people from my dad’s company.” 
 
    I blink at that. 
 
    Wait, what? I wasn’t planning on the WHOLE COMPANY being at our wedding. I mean, that’s going to put us way over fifty people. Even still, this is Blake’s wedding too…and if he wants to invite everyone from work, I guess that’s what we’ll do. 
 
    I clear my throat some. “That’s fine. I’m going to need all the names and addresses though.” 
 
    “Sure thing, babe. I’ll have Ellen get them.” He holds up a finger. “One sec.” He proceeds to press a button on his intercom. “Ellen, get me all the company’s employees’ addresses and their names…please and thank you.” 
 
    “Right away, Mr. Henderson,” she replies automatically. “Printed or—” 
 
    “Printed is fine,” he interrupts her. “And this list is going to be for the wedding, so make sure you only include appropriate potential guests.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll have it ready momentarily.” 
 
    “Appropriate?” I ask with creased eyebrows as Ellen clicks off. 
 
    “Yeah,” he drawls in a nonchalant way. “Basically, all the employees who have higher or better positions in the company. I mean, we obviously don’t want a janitor at our—” His cell phone rings, and I mentally sigh as he answers it. “Dad, hey…yeah I—sure.” He stands up. “I’ll be there in five minutes? Okay. Great. Bye.” 
 
    “Blake—” 
 
    “Dad needs me,” he cuts me short, “I’m sorry, Britt. We’ll finish tomorrow…okay? I’ll call you.” 
 
    Tomorrow? Tomorrow! Isn’t that when Delanie’s mom wants us to meet with the caterers? 
 
    “Blake,” I say, following him to his office door, “we’re supposed to be meeting with the caterers tomorrow and—” 
 
    “Of course, babe.” He nods as he opens the door. “Tomorrow. Caterers. Got it.” He then proceeds to press a quick kiss to my lips. “Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too.” I sigh as he leaves the room. “Even though you’re too busy...” 
 
    I then mentally chide myself. Blake works hard with good reason. He’s important to the company. To his dad. To me. This isn’t about me though—this is about Blake—and I need to be more understanding. I need to be a better fiancée. 
 
    A better future Mrs. Henderson. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6: Are You Sure? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “Where is your fiancé?” Delanie’s mom asks, upon seeing me the next morning. “You said that he was coming.” 
 
    I awkwardly tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “He is, but—” 
 
    “Do you have the list of guests for me?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, handing her the stuffed manila folder, “they’re—” 
 
    “You said fifty,” she interrupts, looking up from the stapled stack of papers. 
 
    “I know,” I reply with a wince, “but Blake wants to invite some—” 
 
    She waves me off. “It’ll be fine. Mallory! Come take care of this!” 
 
    Mallory comes over and takes the folder from Delanie’s mom with a curt nod. “I’ll handle it now.” 
 
    “Well, then…” Mrs. Moore sighs, turning her attention to me. “Shall we wait for your fiancé, or shall we go ahead and begin?” 
 
    “I’ll call him.” I rush to pull my phone out. “I’m sure he’s almost done at work and—” 
 
    “I’m going to converse with the caterers,” she informs me, motioning to the other side of the room. “Do hurry, Brittany.” 
 
    I manage a nod as I start to “select” Blake’s number, but then I remember that he likes me to call Ellen…so I call his office’s number instead. 
 
    “Ellen,” I say, not giving her the chance to greet me, “is Blake available?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll put the call through.” 
 
    A moment later, Blake’s voice comes on. “Hey, babe. What’s up?” 
 
    “We’re supposed to be meeting with the caterers this morning,” I get straight to the point, “remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah…totally.” I hear some shuffling and then he sighs. “Don’t worry, all right?” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, trying to keep my voice light. “Hurry if you can. I love you!” 
 
    “Yeah, I love you too.” 
 
    He ends the call and I let out a frustrated groan. 
 
    He forgot. There’s not a doubt in my mind about that. How could he forget? I called him last night to remind him and gave him the address, time—EVERYTHING. 
 
    Chill out, Britt. He’s coming. That’s all that matters. Right, he’s coming. 
 
    I force a smile as I walk over to where Mrs. Moore is at, now using her phone. “He’ll be here soon.” 
 
    “Hmm. Well, have a seat and we’ll start going over some different options. 
 
    Ten minutes later or so, I hear a car pull up and I eagerly go outside to greet Blake. My eyebrows crease though when I see a car that is NOT Blake’s car. I don’t know whose car that is. Is Delanie’s mom expecting someone else to come? 
 
    My eyes widen at the sight of Derek getting out of the car. What the— 
 
    “Derek,” I say, trying not to sound too surprised, “what are you doing here?” 
 
    He offers a grim smile. “Blake sent me.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” I mutter, cursing under my breath. “Of all the…” 
 
    “I can go if you want,” he drawls, motioning to his car. “Blake just thought—” 
 
    “That since he can’t make it, you could just come instead,” I finish for him. “He should’ve told me.” 
 
    “Sorry, Britt.” He proceeds to scratch the back of his neck. “I guess I’ll just leave then.” 
 
    I sigh as he turns to go. “Derek, you don’t have to leave.” 
 
    He stops and glances at me over his shoulder. “Are you sure? Because I really don’t want to put you out or anything.” 
 
    “Yes, you can stay. I’m sure.” 
 
    He grins, walking back over to me. “Well, good…because I heard that we’re tasting food, and I barely had breakfast this morning.” 
 
    “Because of me?” I ask, instantly feeling bad. “I didn’t—” 
 
    “Nah.” He shakes his head as we walk toward the building. “That’s what happens when it’s a school day and you sleep in.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, there’s plenty to try. I don’t recommend the spinach and artichoke platter though.” 
 
    He makes a disgusted face as he opens the entrance door. “Spinach? Seriously? It’s a leaf.” 
 
    I laugh at that. “I know, right?” 
 
    “After you.” He motions ahead of us. 
 
    I smile before going inside. “Thank you.” 
 
    “So,” he says, coming in after me, “what else is there besides spinach?” 
 
    “I think there’s—” 
 
    “And is this your fiancé?” Delanie’s mom asks, striding over to us. “Hello, I’m—” 
 
    “No, he’s not my fiancé,” I correct her, feeling somewhat flustered. “This is Derek, Blake’s best friend.” 
 
    “Ah!” she exclaims, looking him over. “One of the best men!” 
 
    Derek nods. “Yep, that’s—” 
 
    “And why are you here, exactly?” she cuts him off. “I don’t remember inviting any—” 
 
    “Derek is here to help decide the menu,” I quickly interject, “on my behalf.” 
 
    “Very well,” she says, arching an eyebrow. “Let’s carry on then.” 
 
    Derek and I both sit down just as one of the caterers sets two small plates in front of us that have— 
 
    “Cornish hen,” Delanie’s mom announces. “Go ahead and try it.” 
 
    Staring at the cooked hen on my plate, I can only focus on how small it is and how it reminds me of like…a toddler chicken. That’s enough to make my stomach churn. 
 
    “No Cornish hen,” I say, pushing my plate aside, “I can’t.” 
 
    Derek gives me a guilty look as he sets his fork down. “What’s next?” 
 
    “You didn’t even—” Delanie’s mom sighs. “Never mind. Next!” 
 
    The hen is switched out for salmon; and even though I’m not a big fish person, I go ahead and take a bite out of it. Is that orange? Maybe some maple? Some cinnamon? It’s kind of weird chewing it… 
 
    I glance at Derek, who’s literally chewing his food like a professional taste-tester. “What do you think?” 
 
    “It’s pretty good,” he answers after swallowing, “a little too orangey for me.” 
 
    I nod in agreement. “Yeah, I—” 
 
    “Next!” Delanie’s mom exclaims. “Bring out the escargot!” 
 
    “No!” Derek and I protest in unison. 
 
    Gross! Why would I want SNAILS at my wedding? 
 
    Her lips purse at that. “I guess caviar and calamari are out of the question, as well?” 
 
    I bob my head up and down so vigorously, I almost give myself whiplash. 
 
    By the time we go through other various options, I’m ready to just have pizza or chicken tenders…food shouldn’t be this stressful! 
 
    Mrs. Moore massages her temples for the umpteenth time. “Maybe we should just move on to dessert and the cake.” 
 
    That’s what I’m talking about! What can be better than dessert? 
 
    I’m pretty sure my mouth drops when multiple plates holding different types of desserts and slices of cake are set on the table. And as if she can’t bear to see this much sugar, Delanie’s mom excuses herself before leaving the room. 
 
    Derek rubs his hands together with an eager smile. “I’m going to enjoy this.” 
 
    I barely nod as I reach for a plate that has cheesecake on it. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” I moan, scooping a spoonful of the creamy dessert. “Beautiful—” I shove the spoon into my mouth and savor the caramel/chocolate flavor. Oh. My. Gosh. That is some flipping amazing cheesecake right there. I mean, wow. Just…wow. 
 
    I turn to Derek and motion to the cheesecake. “You have GOT to try this!” 
 
    To my UTTER horror, Derek takes the plate and buries his spoon into my cheesecake. 
 
    “Derek!” I gape at him. “That’s mine!” 
 
    “Mmm,” he mumbles after sticking the spoonful of my cheesecake into his mouth. “Mmhmm...” 
 
    “Derek!” I whine as he continues to eat it. “I said try—not devour!” 
 
    “It’s good,” he replies, as if that fixes everything. “Really good.” 
 
    I swipe some frosting off from one of the cake slices, and then rub it on his nose. Except, he turns…so it smears across his face instead. Oops. 
 
    Looking calm and collected, he asks, “Did you just smear frosting across my face?” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh at how half of his face now looks like a Santa beard. “You look—” I gasp when he suddenly wipes icing down the side of my face. “Derek!” 
 
    He grins. “Now we’re even.” 
 
    “We are not!” I exclaim as he finishes off the cheesecake. “You ate all of my cheesecake!” 
 
    He motions to the wide variety of desserts. “There’s a bunch of other stuff you can eat.” He pats his stomach before giving me a knowing look. “Besides, I don’t think you want that cheesecake now.” 
 
    Yeah, no…definitely not. But still, he hogged my dessert! And he is going to pay for it. 
 
    I grab a pink-frosted cupcake then place it upside-down on top of his head…and you can HEAR the squish sound. 
 
    His blue eyes widen as he pulls the cupcake off and looks at me in disbelief. “You didn’t.” 
 
    I cross my arms, not regretting it one bit. “I did.” 
 
    He laughs, but in a dark and fake way. “Oh…this is war, Grayson.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at him. “Bring it on, Connors.” 
 
    He grabs a handful of some chocolate cake and holds it up with a threatening look; so naturally, I dive under the table before I’m a target for hundreds of calories. 
 
    “Come on, Britt,” he drawls after a few moments. “You can’t hide under there forever.” 
 
    I crawl over to the opposite side of him, peek over the table, then grab whatever’s on the nearest plate and throw it at him. After that, I scramble to get under the table again. 
 
    “You missed,” he informs me in a haughty voice, “by like…five feet. 
 
    I roll my eyes at that. “Well, sometimes you have to throw and run.” 
 
    And hide. Definitely hide. 
 
    “All right then, Miss Throw-And-Run,” he says, now sounding closer, “try to run from this.” 
 
    I gasp as the tablecloth is pulled up and something yellow flies past me. “Cheater! This is my hiding spot!” 
 
    He shrugs. “You’re being ambushed. Eat cupcakes, Grayson!” 
 
    I try to crawl around and dodge the stupid cupcakes, but end up getting hit anyway. 
 
    “You give up?” 
 
    “Never!” I holler, despite seeing the streaks of frosting in my hair. “Swallow custard, Connors!” 
 
    He successfully avoids getting hit by it though. “Ha! Nice try!” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have eaten the cheesecake,” I tell him in an icy tone, “it was mine!” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have offered it,” he shoots back. “And now?” He holds up an oozing jelly pastry. “You’re going to know what revenge really tastes like.” 
 
    I squeal as I make my way out from underneath the table. No way am I getting jelly all over me. 
 
    “Surrender!” he yells from under the table. 
 
    I grab a handful of carrot cake. “Not today! Now come out here, you coward! I’m going to—” 
 
    “What in the world is going on?!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7: It Was My Fault 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I blink at Delanie’s mom. Oh crap, I can’t even begin to imagine what she must be thinking. Forget her—what was I thinking? So much for trying to be a better future Mrs. Henderson… 
 
    “Well?” she asks, looking at me expectantly. “Care to explain?” 
 
    Realizing that I’m still clutching carrot cake, I awkwardly set the mound of it onto a plate. “Mrs. Moore—” 
 
    “It was my fault,” Derek interrupts, coming beside me. “I started…the dessert fight.” 
 
    Dessert fight? I’d laugh if I didn’t feel so bad. 
 
    “No,” I say, shaking my head, “it wasn’t him. I—” 
 
    “Go,” she cuts me off, putting both of her hands up. “Go and clean yourselves up.” 
 
    I bite my lip, tasting something sour. Probably that lemon stuff Derek threw at me. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    I feel like I’m getting detention… 
 
    “You didn’t have to take the blame,” I tell Derek as we walk toward the restrooms. “I was—” 
 
    “I wanted to,” he interjects. “And besides, I don’t mind. It was fun.” 
 
    “It was,” I agree with a nod, “but a jelly pastry…really?” 
 
    “Hey,” he says, putting his hands up, “you tried to fling strawberry shortcake at me.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” I drawl, laughing some, “is that what it was?” 
 
    “Yes, and you…” He points to my hair with a slight grin. “You have frosting in your hair.” 
 
    I carelessly motion to his hair. “Yeah, well you do too.” 
 
    “But mine looks better.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” I say with a scoff, “purple is so not your color.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he hums, squinting an eye, “maybe you’re right.” 
 
    I flip my hair over my shoulder. “Duh, I’m right.” 
 
    “And so humble.” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” I pretend to admire my chocolate-covered nails. “I get that a lot.” 
 
    “Here we are.” He gestures to the restrooms before turning to me. “And now, we must part ways.” He then proceeds to bow dramatically. “Until we meet again.” 
 
    I laugh, offering a pathetic curtsy. “Until we meet again.” 
 
    Once I’m in the women’s restroom, I see how POSITIVELY AWFUL I look. No wonder Delanie’s mom freaked out! I look like a flipping bakery threw up on me. Ugh, where do I even start? My hair, I guess… 
 
    It’s weird. And it’s gross. Trying to rinse your hair in a public restroom sink? Yeah, not fun. At least the sink is clean though. I’m sure Derek is having a much easier time cleaning up with his SHORT hair. 
 
    I try my best to dry my hair some with the paper towels, and then I clean my face off before washing my hands and nails. Well, at least I don’t look like a sugar-coated clown anymore. 
 
    “You clean up pretty well,” Derek says once I come out of the bathroom. 
 
    “I guess it could be worse,” I reply with a sigh. “It took a lot of paper towels though.” 
 
    He nods with a slight chuckle and then motions to my hair. “I can see that.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “What? Is there more frosting or—” 
 
    “Just a little piece of paper towel.” He steps closer to me and easily pulls it out of my hair. “There…gone.” 
 
    I awkwardly rub my arm. “Thanks, I must have missed that.” 
 
    “Must have,” he agrees. “So, ready to face…the wedding planner?” 
 
    I laugh at the way he says it. “You make it sound like—” 
 
    “She’s an alien-cyborg sent from the future to overtake all weddings for the rest of eternity?” 
 
    I blink at that. “Yeah…” 
 
    I was going to go with a single and simple adjective: evil. Obviously, she’s not evil though. Or an alien-cyborg that—oh, whatever. 
 
    “Shall we?” 
 
    I slip my arm through his offered one. “We shall.” 
 
    We walk back over to where—well, the employees are cleaning up our mess and I instantly feel terrible. 
 
    “Mrs. Moore,” I say, pulling away from Derek, “I would’ve cleaned—” 
 
    She puts a hand up to stop me. “It’s being taken care of.” She proceeds to sigh. “Now, before your little…fiasco, did you decide on any of the desserts?” 
 
    “The caramel, chocolate cheesecake was good,” I reply, ignoring Derek’s snickering. “And uh—the cupcakes?” 
 
    She raises an eyebrow. “Which cupcakes?” 
 
    I laugh a little. “Um, the ones with the pink frosting?” 
 
    “I see,” she huffs, jotting something down onto her notepad. “Was there anything else you liked?” 
 
    “Um…” I trail off, trying to rack my brain. “Those little meatball appetizers weren’t bad, and I didn’t mind the cheese and veggie platter?” 
 
    She gives me a forced smile. “I think we’re done for today. I’ll see you tomorrow so we can go over some more details and choose your flower arrangements.” She starts to walk away and then glances over her shoulder at me. “Oh! I sent you an email with a list of eligible hotels. You do still want the wedding and reception to be at a hotel, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” I tell her with a nod, “that’s the plan.” 
 
    “Well,” she sighs, “seeing as how the guest list number changed overnight…I just wanted to make sure.” 
 
    She gives me a pointed look before leaving the building. 
 
    Okay, then… 
 
    “Well,” Derek drawls, slipping his hands into his jeans’ pockets, “I guess that’s my cue to go.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess—” I stop, now realizing that I don’t have a ride because Blake was supposed to drive me home. “I have to call my mom.” 
 
    Derek’s eyebrows crease at that. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “She dropped me off earlier,” I explain with a shrug, “and Blake—” 
 
    “Was going to take you home,” he finishes. “No biggie, I’ll take you.” 
 
    “Derek.” I sigh. “No. You don’t have to. Really, I—” 
 
    “I want to,” he corrects me. “And besides, I could go for some lunch right about now.” 
 
    “I feel bad enough that you had to come today,” I state in a matter-of-fact way, “I’m not going to make you suffer through driving me and having lunch with me.” 
 
    “Don’t feel bad. No one made me come, I chose to. And I had fun.” 
 
    I smile some. “It was kind of fun, huh?” 
 
    “Dang straight,” he says, slinging an arm over my shoulders. “So, how about pizza?” 
 
    “Ooh, pizza sounds good,” I reply as we leave the building. “All that dessert fighting made me hungry.” 
 
    He laughs at that, and so do I. 
 
    “Man, it’s good to be home,” he comments as we walk to his car. “I’ve missed being here.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve been missed,” I say, smiling up at him. “Things haven’t been the same without you.” 
 
    It’s true. Derek being here now makes me realize that he’s like…a missing piece in the puzzle. I’ve missed him. I really have. 
 
    “Things haven’t been the same without me, huh?” he asks once we’re both inside of his car. “I guess I can believe that. It’s not like there’s anyone else to keep Moore in line.” 
 
    “Well,” I drawl, buckling my seatbelt, “let’s just say that no one’s calling her Moore. Why did you guys argue so much anyway?” 
 
    “It all started in ninth grade,” he begins, putting his own seatbelt on, “back when I purposefully ruined her chance with Freddie Billard.” 
 
    “Fresh Freddie?” I ask in disbelief. “Del liked him?” 
 
    “I know, right?” He looks at me with wide eyes. “The guy was a total loser. Well, anyway, I basically told him that she was only interested in younger guys, specifically eighth graders.” 
 
    “You were trying to help her then?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he drawls, “but she didn’t see it that way. And of course, as the years went on, she just started to dislike me even more.” 
 
    Huh. 
 
    So, that’s the story behind Delanie and Derek’s feuding…I would’ve never guessed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have to ask you something,” Derek says after we’ve been driving for a few minutes. 
 
    I eye him curiously. “Yeah, go ahead.” 
 
    He lets out a deep breath. “Do you really forgive me?” 
 
    “Of course, I do,” I reply without hesitating, “I wrote—” 
 
    “I know what you wrote,” he interjects, “but did you really mean it? Do you still mean it?” 
 
    “Derek,” I say gently, “it was a long time ago.” 
 
    “I hurt you, Britt,” he states in a solemn voice, tapping his thumb against the steering wheel. “That wasn’t supposed to happen, but it did.” 
 
    “I’m fine, it’s okay.” 
 
    “No, it’s not okay,” he replies in frustration. “I should have never lied to you or tricked you like that…it was so stupid of me.” 
 
    “It’s—” I stop and bite my lip. 
 
    What else can I say besides: “It’s okay?” 
 
    It really is okay. I’m over it. I’ve forgiven him. It’s done. 
 
    After what feels like forever, he says, “I want to make it up to you.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Derek, you don’t—” 
 
    “I do,” he insists with a firm nod, “I have to.” 
 
    “You don’t need to, truly.” 
 
    “Britt, please…let me make it up to you.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to make up,” I tell him softly. “I’ve forgiven you, Derek, you just need to forgive yourself.” 
 
    His jaw tightens, as does his grip on the steering wheel. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Sure you—” 
 
    “I’ve tried, Brittany,” he says, sounding exasperated. “And every time I do, I just end up feeling even guiltier.” 
 
    “Stop feeling guilty. You don’t need to feel guilty about it.” 
 
    “I can still picture it. You trusted me, and I let you down.” 
 
    I tsk at that. “Derek…” 
 
    “Seeing you cry,” he continues, “hearing you scream that you hated me…it made me hate myself too.” 
 
    “I don’t hate you, Derek,” I say quietly. “Even back then, I don’t think that I did.” 
 
    “Of course, you did,” he disagrees in a hollow voice. “And I don’t blame you. I just…I just wish I could take it back.” 
 
    “I don’t,” I reply in all honesty. “Blake and I might have never gotten back together if it wasn’t for you.” 
 
    “You don’t get it. Everything…everything that happened was my fault.” 
 
    “Stop the car. Pull over.” 
 
    He looks at me like I’m crazy. “What?” 
 
    “Do it,” I order with a stern look. “Now.” 
 
    He mutters something under his breath as he pulls over onto the side of the road. “All right. I pulled over.” 
 
    I unbuckle my seatbelt and turn so I’m facing him better. “Look, I’ve completely forgiven you and there’s nothing to make up. Everything that happened…happened for a reason.” I let out a deep breath. “So, please stop feeling guilty and just forgive yourself! If you won’t do it for you, do it for me.” 
 
    Seeing him beat himself up is too much for me to take, especially after all this time. It’s not the Derek I know…and I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all. 
 
    “Blake’s lucky,” he says after few moments of silence, “most people wouldn’t—” He stops and sighs. “I’ll try to forgive myself.” 
 
    I smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    I shrug. “I haven’t really done anything.” 
 
    “Ah,” he replies with a nod, “the modest card.” 
 
    “It’s the truth,” I insist, putting my seatbelt back on, “all I did was forgive you…and that wasn’t even hard to do.” 
 
    He cocks an eyebrow at that. “Are you lying to me, Brittany Grayson?” 
 
    “Nope,” I say, shaking my head, “forgiving you was actually easier than you’d think.” 
 
    “Easy?” he echoes, getting back onto the road. “I don’t know how it was easy.” 
 
    “I think it’s because I eventually realized that you were trying to do the right thing…but just went about it the wrong way. And I owe you an apology, Derek.” 
 
    “No,” he disagrees, “you don’t owe me anything. Especially not an apology.” 
 
    “I think I do,” I insist, fingering my engagement ring. “When I told you all of that stuff and yelled at you, it was in anger and frustration…I was just really confused.” 
 
    “You had every right to say what you did,” he states in a matter-of-fact way. “I deserved it.” 
 
    “Either way, I’m sorry.” 
 
    I can’t imagine someone screaming at me the way I did to him. And to think that he’s been living with the guilt of hurting me during these past five years while I’ve barely thought of him. Now I feel guilty. Why didn’t we have this conversation sooner? 
 
    Because you didn’t want to focus on it and life was going great for you… 
 
    It’s true. I was worried that if the old stuff was brought up, it’d ruin the new stuff—and all that really happened was me missing out on being a part of Derek’s life. 
 
    And I regret that so much. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8: You Should Tell Him 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh my gosh,” I say as we sit across from each other in the pizza place, “it smells—” 
 
    “Incredible,” Derek finishes with a satisfied nod, “yeah…pizza is always a good idea.” 
 
    I laugh at that. “I’m not going to argue with you.” 
 
    “Hi, what can I get for—” The server stops, and she looks between us with a large grin. “Oh my gosh! Congratulations!” 
 
    My eyes widen. “Oh no, we—” 
 
    “When is the big day?” she asks, nodding toward my engagement ring. “Gorgeous ring, by the way!” 
 
    Derek shakes his head. “We aren’t—” 
 
    “He’s my fiancé’s best friend!” I blurt out. “We’re not getting married!” 
 
    Everyone’s eyes are on us now and I wish I could just…you know, disappear? 
 
    “Okay…” she trails off, looking somewhat taken aback. “Well, um—what would y’all like to drink?” 
 
    “Water, please,” I mutter, completely avoiding any eye contact. 
 
    Derek clears his throat some. “Ah…water’s fine for me too.” 
 
    Once she leaves, I run my hands through my hair and groan out loud. 
 
    “It could’ve been worse,” Derek offers in a totally unhelpful way. “She could’ve thought we were already married.” 
 
    I sigh at that. “Yeah, well…it was still embarrassing.” 
 
    He shrugs, a slight smirk on his face. “I thought it was kind of funny.” 
 
    “There was nothing funny about that.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he agrees, his expression turning serious. “There was nothing funny about it.” 
 
    I cross my arms. “I’m serious!” 
 
    He crosses his arms too, obviously trying to keep a straight face. “So am I.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as if I’m annoyed at him…when honestly? I’m glad that he’s back to acting like his normal, goofy self. 
 
    “So,” he drawls, resting his folded arms on top of the table, “what kind of pizza do you want?” 
 
    “You can pick.” 
 
    “Well, what if I want you to pick?” 
 
    “Then we’ll never get to try that incredible-smelling pizza,” I reply in a dramatic voice. “So, you have to pick.” 
 
    “Here are your drinks,” the server announces, setting our cups down in front of us. “Now what are we getting to eat today?” 
 
    “Pizza…shocker, I know.” Derek chuckles. “But, uh, we’ll just have a medium cheese pizza, please.” 
 
    Good. Plain cheese is honestly my favorite, so that works out well. 
 
    “Cheese is okay with you,” Derek says as she leaves again, “right?” 
 
    “Totally. Who doesn’t love cheese pizza?” 
 
    “Beats me.” 
 
    I lightly tap the side of my cup as I mentally debate whether or not I should bring Jessica up. He seemed really set on not talking about her; but I’m curious, SUPER curious. I mean, what happened between them? 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Derek comments in a teasing voice, “someone’s got their thinking cap on.” 
 
    I force a little laugh. “Yeah…” 
 
    He leans back in his chair. “Whatcha thinking about?” 
 
    “You don’t want to—” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t really want to know,” he interrupts me. “But, if you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine.” 
 
    “I was just thinking about you and…you-know-who.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow at that. “You-know-who?” 
 
    “Jessica,” I clarify. 
 
    His shoulders drop as he frowns. “I guess I shouldn’t have asked, huh?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I apologize with a sigh, “I just—” 
 
    “No, it’s okay,” he says, shaking his head. “I might as well tell you.” 
 
    My eyes probably triple in size. “You’re going to tell me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he replies with a nod, “I’m going to tell you.” 
 
    I don’t know if I’m more shocked or nervous… 
 
    “So,” he starts, a thoughtful look coming over his face, “Jessica…she was amazing, or least that’s what I had thought. Everything was fine until she tried to change me to fit this ideal and better person that she wanted me to become.” 
 
    “Derek, I—” 
 
    “That happened after I proposed,” he interjects, a muscle in his jaw twitching. “I was good enough to be her boyfriend, but apparently I wasn’t good enough to be her fiancé or husband for that matter.” 
 
    What the heck? Derek is already a great person! Why would anyone want to try and change him? 
 
    “So…she was ashamed of you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t really matter,” he verbally waves me off. “It’s over anyway.” 
 
    “No!” I exclaim, leaning in some. “You loved her enough to propose! I mean, that has to count for—” 
 
    “It doesn’t, Britt,” he cuts in. “Jessica isn’t someone I want to be with, if I can’t be who I really am.” 
 
    My shoulders drop at that. “But you still love her?” 
 
    “No,” he replies simply, “not anymore. The person she is now isn’t the same person I proposed to.” 
 
    “How did you propose? Oh wait, is that too—” 
 
    “It was a perfect day,” he states as if lost in thought, “bright and sunny. We were strolling downtown and I uh…I proposed.” He lets out a dry laugh. “It wasn’t even a week later when I broke the engagement.” 
 
    “How’d she take it?” I ask, unable to stop myself. 
 
    “She was upset,” he says before drinking some of his water. “She told me that I didn’t love her enough to change for her.” He tilts his head to the side. “And then she said some…impolite things that I’m not going to repeat.” 
 
    I wince. “Derek, I’m so sorry. You didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    “Well,” he drawls, “crap happens…it’s probably for the best anyway. I’ve had more time to focus on my career, and that’s important.” 
 
    I sigh, drumming a couple of my fingers on top of the table. “I know what that’s like. Blake has been really wrapped up with work lately.” 
 
    “Hey,” he says gently, “I know he’s been busy…but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t care.” 
 
    “I know,” I reply, playing with the paper from my straw, “I just wish he weren’t so busy.” 
 
    “Have you told him how you feel?” 
 
    I immediately look up at him. “No! Gosh, no. Please don’t tell him that I said anything.” 
 
    “You should tell him, Britt,” he coaxes. “Just explain to him that—” 
 
    “No,” I repeat myself, “Blake’s busy as it is. He doesn’t need to be worried about being…busy.” 
 
    Great, Brittany. Blabbing to your fiancé’s best friend in self-pity is a wonderful choice! 
 
    “You sure about that?” he presses, looking unconvinced. “Blake would probably want to know.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” I insist. “Let’s just keep this between us.” 
 
    “Okay…if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “I do. And Derek?” 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “I think it was stupid that Jessica wanted to change you,” I say softly, “you’re fine just the way you are. And if she can’t see that, it’s her loss.” 
 
    He smiles some. “Thanks, Brittany.” 
 
    “Hey…what are friends for, right?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, what are we doing now?” I ask as we leave the restaurant, and then I quickly correct myself. “Not that we have to do anything! I don’t even know why I asked that.” 
 
    Why would I ask that? Just because we had lunch together doesn’t mean we’re automatically going to do something else! 
 
    Derek laughs a little. “Well, I’m glad you’ve enjoyed my company.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I apologize with wide eyes. “I just—we really don’t have to do anything, Derek.” 
 
    He feigns being hurt. “And here I was thinking that you actually wanted to spend more time with me.” 
 
    “Of course, I do!” I exclaim as we reach his car. “But you don’t have to—” 
 
    “Again, with the have to?” he interrupts with a sigh. “Britt, if I didn’t want to hang out with you, I’d tell you. Okay?” 
 
    My eyebrows crease. “Um, okay? Was that supposed to assure me or...?” 
 
    “Yes,” he states in a matter-of-fact way. “So, did you have something in mind?” 
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    “Great,” he says, unlocking the car, “we’ll go to the park.” 
 
    “The park?” 
 
    This is high school all over again. Except, going to the park as someone who is in their mid-twenties will probably be even MORE embarrassing than going when I was a teenager. 
 
    “Yeah,” he replies with an eager look in his eyes. “You know…the place that has swings, slides, and—” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. “I see that your inner-child is still intact.” 
 
    “And like yours isn’t?” He scoffs as he opens the passenger door for me. “I bet you still have your stuffed animal collection.” 
 
    My mouth drops. “You remember that?” 
 
    Delanie can’t even remember my shoe size! 
 
    “Of course, I remember,” he drawls, resting his arm over the door. 
 
    “Why though?” I find myself asking. “I mean, that’s hardly worth remembering.” 
 
    He just shrugs. “Why not remember?” 
 
    Why not remember? 
 
    That didn’t really answer my question… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9: I’m Such a Pushover 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I can’t believe I’m doing this. 
 
    “Come on!” Derek exclaims from the monkey bars. “You know you want to!” 
 
    And by: “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I mean that I can’t believe I’m standing in the middle of the park with my arms crossed as I avoid weird looks from bystanders while Derek tries to go across the monkey bars. Tries, because he’s so tall that it’s not working out very well for him. 
 
    “No, I’m good!” I holler back. “I’ll just…keep standing here!” 
 
    He frowns before jogging toward me. “You can’t just stand here.” He throws his arms out wide. “It’s the park, Britt! You play at the park.” 
 
    “Little kids play at the park,” I point out. “I’m not a little kid, Derek.” 
 
    He holds a finger up. “Ah, but you have played at the park before and not as a little kid.” 
 
    “That was different! I’m not a teenager in high school anymore!” 
 
    “What do you know?” He gasps as if shocked. “Neither am I!” 
 
    I roll my eyes at him. “Derek…” 
 
    “Please?” he whines. “What happened to missing me?” 
 
    “That’s manipu—” I stop when I see that his lower lip is pushed out and quivering. “What are you—a puppy-dog face? Really? Derek!” 
 
    He sniffles some. “Pleaseeeee, Britt?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Unbelievable…” 
 
    He sniffles again. “So, will you play with me?” 
 
    “You know how abnormal that sounds,” I say with a sigh, “right?” 
 
    “Do I hear a yes?”  
 
    “Fine,” I give in, “but only because even more people are starting to stare now.” 
 
    “Eh…” He throws an arm over my shoulders. “Who cares?” 
 
    “I care!” I exclaim, pointing to myself as we begin to walk. “It’s embarrassing!” 
 
    “No,” he disagrees, shaking his head, “embarrassing is when one of my grandma’s friends wouldn’t stop flirting with me.” 
 
    My mouth drops at that. “Oh my gosh! Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says with a laugh, “she was relentless.” He gives my shoulders a light squeeze. “See? That’s embarrassing, but I got over it…and now I can laugh about it.” 
 
    “Well, I—” 
 
    He suddenly pulls away from me and taps my arm. “You’re it!” 
 
    “What the—” I watch in disbelief as he runs off. “Derek! What are you doing?” 
 
    He grins. “Come and get me, Britt!” 
 
    “No! I—oh, fine!” 
 
    So, I chase after him, and trying to catch him is NOT easy…at all. Seriously. Either he’s super fast, or I’m just super slow. It’s probably the latter. 
 
    “You’re not even trying!” he yells, running past a tree. “Come on!” 
 
    I groan as I keep trying to catch him, and eventually I do. Except… 
 
    “You cheated!” I exclaim, shoving his arm playfully. “You let me catch you!” 
 
    “Maybe…” he trails off, faking an innocent smile. “But either way, you got me, so now I’m ‘it.’” 
 
    I clasp my hands and prop them under my chin. “Can I have a twenty second start?” 
 
    “Fifteen.” 
 
    “Twenty.” 
 
    “Five.” 
 
    I clear my throat some. “Fifteen’s good.” 
 
    “I thought so,” he responds with a nod, “ready?” 
 
    I immediately take off running and soon he’s coming after me. “Why—are—you—so—fast?” 
 
    “Practice!” he yells as I run around the merry-go-round. “And—” All of a sudden, his arms go around my waist, and he lifts me off the ground while whirling me around. “Got’cha!” 
 
    “Derek!” I laugh as he slowly stops spinning. “Put me down!” He gently sets me down and I turn around to face him. “You didn’t have to rub it in that you’re way better at tag than I am.” 
 
    He shrugs. “I told you, practice.” 
 
    “Sure…” I run a hand through my hair. “Well, I—” 
 
    “Merry-go-round!” He grabs his hand. “Let’s do it!” 
 
    Why is there even a merry-go-round here? Aren’t they considered too dangerous for parks? 
 
    But I go ahead and follow behind him anyway. 
 
    “It’ll be fun,” he assures me, “I’ll spin you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I mutter, getting onto the multi-colored deathtrap. “But not too—” I clutch one of the handles as he starts to spin it. And he spins it fast. “DEREK!” 
 
    Oh my gosh. I’m so going to be sick. I don’t feel good at all. Why did I agree to this? I literally just ate lunch… 
 
    Is it moving even faster now? My vision is so distorted, I can’t even— 
 
    The spinning comes to an abrupt stop, and I straight-up puke into the grass while still clinging onto the handle as if my life depends on it. 
 
    “Oh…Britt.” 
 
    I glance up to see three Dereks crouching down beside me. “I…hate…merry-go-rounds.” 
 
    They wince. “I’m sorry. That was a stupid idea.” 
 
    I groan, leaning my head against the handle. “Derek, my head won’t stop spinning.” 
 
    “Britt—” 
 
    “Why are there three of you?” I interrupt, gagging at the awful taste that’s now in my mouth. “Stop it…fix the spinning…Derek.” 
 
    “Okay,” he replies in a soothing voice. “I’ll fix it. Just relax, Britt.” 
 
    “I’m dizzy,” I can’t help but whine, “and—” My words are cut off when Derek scoops me up and I let out a loud gasp before wrapping my arms around his neck. “What…?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” he assures me, “I’m going to take you home.” 
 
    “You’re going to walk all that way?” 
 
    He laughs some. “No, we’re going to take the car.” 
 
    “Oh…” I rest my head against his shoulder. “Right…the car…” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he apologizes gently, “I didn’t mean for you to get sick like this.” 
 
    I sigh as I snuggle closer to him. “I know you didn’t.” 
 
    I’m actually very comfortable despite my dizziness. How weird. Maybe it’s his shirt? It’s so soft… 
 
    “We’re almost to the car, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” I mumble into his shirt. “Your shirt smells nice.” 
 
    It really does. Kind of like a fresh-woodsy smell…it’s good. 
 
    Goodddddd. 
 
    “Thanks, Britt.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Once we make it to the parking lot, Derek manages to unlock the car while still holding me and I’m so impressed. 
 
    I don’t tell him that though as he sets me down on the passenger seat. 
 
    “You all right?” he asks, studying me carefully. “Doing better?” 
 
    “Well,” I drawl with a little laugh, “there’s only one of you now.” 
 
    “Good, good.” He puts my seatbelt on for me. “You’ll be home in no time.” 
 
    I close my eyes as he closes my door and I try to relax. I feel like crap though. My mind is so hazy and scrambled… 
 
    Ugh, my mouth tastes horrible. I need water. I hate throwing up. Why did I agree to the park? I’m such a pushover. But maybe part of me wanted to come? I guess so. Or maybe I just wanted to be around Derek… 
 
    Yeah, that’s probably it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How ya feeling?” 
 
    “Fine,” I reply into my phone, “I took some medicine and then a nap…so I’m all good now. Thanks for checking on me, Derek.” 
 
    “Well, considering that it was my fault—” 
 
    “Derek,” I cut in, “it wasn’t on purpose. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to…so, what’s up?” 
 
    “Nothing much,” I say with a sigh, “I just got back from work about an hour ago and now I’m looking online at some of the hotels that Del’s mom picked out for the wedding.” 
 
    “That’s terrible!” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow at that. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You can’t look at hotels online.” 
 
    “I’m lost,” I admit in confusion, “why can’t I look at hotels online?” 
 
    “Because the only way to know what a hotel is really like, is to see it in person…not online.” 
 
    “I guess I could go visit them, in person. I mean, they’re all within an hour’s distance or so.” 
 
    “Want some company?” 
 
    Well, it’d be nice if Blake could keep me company…but he has to work late tonight. And everyone else is unavailable. Mom and Dad are out on a date, Delanie left for Chicago early this morning, and Mariana is with Chance at one of their adoption classes. 
 
    “Okay,” I say, turning my computer off, “do you want me to pick you up…or?” 
 
    “I better drive. Just in case you’re not completely better.” 
 
    “I am completely better,” I drawl, standing up. “But if it makes you feel better, you can drive.” 
 
    “It does. I’ll be there in…fifteen minutes?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “All right, fifteen minutes.” 
 
    He hangs up and I text Mom, letting her know what I’ll be doing—so she doesn’t freak out when her and Dad come back to an empty house—then I change outfits and re-touch my makeup. 
 
    Shortly after that, I hear the doorbell ring and I go downstairs to open the front door. 
 
    “Hey,” Derek greets me with a smile. “Ready to go?” 
 
    I nod and step down, closing the door behind me. “I don’t understand why you’re so willing to put up with me more than you have to.” 
 
    His eyebrows crease as I lock the door. “I don’t know why either.” 
 
    I swat his arm with a laugh. “Not the reply I was expecting.” 
 
    “Oh?” he asks, looking at me expectantly. “And what reply were you expecting?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” I trail off. “Maybe something like: ‘Because you’re so fun and great that it’s not putting up with you, it’s just hanging out with you.’?” 
 
    “Wow. Do I really say stuff like that?” 
 
    “Yes. But that’s what makes you, you.” 
 
    “Huh. Well, then…” He grins at me. “You’re so fun and great that it’s not putting up with you, it’s just hanging out with you.” 
 
    “That’s the Derek I know.” 
 
    “So, how many hotels are there?” he asks as we walk to his car. “One, two—” 
 
    “Five,” I interrupt, “but I’ve already decided against three. So now there’s only two.” 
 
    “Not bad,” he says, opening the passenger door. “At least it’ll be easy to decide.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” I sigh as I get into the car. “Thank you, by the way.” 
 
    “No prob.” 
 
    He closes the door and I put my seatbelt on. 
 
    Should I have told Blake what I’m doing? No, he’s busy. I don’t want to bother him. It’ll be fine. 
 
    “My mom and dad were sorry that they missed seeing you,” Derek comments as he gets in and starts the car. “They wanted to give their congratulations in person.” 
 
    “Aw, that’s so sweet,” I say as he buckles his seatbelt. “I’m sorry that I missed them too.” 
 
    “Well,” he drawls, pulling out of the driveway, “they want you and Blake to come over for dinner one night.” 
 
    “Oh,” I comment in surprise, “that’s so nice of them! But they don’t have—” 
 
    “They want to,” he interjects, beginning to drive, “and I’m pretty sure they won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    I smile at that. “I guess my answer is yes, then.” 
 
    “Good, I’ll let them know. So, what’s on the agenda for tomorrow?” 
 
    I sigh. “Picking out flower arrangements in the morning and then meeting with the reverend in the afternoon.” 
 
    “Ah,” he says with a nod. “Well, like I told you…everything is going to work out fine. Just wait and see.” 
 
    “I hope so…” I trail off, leaning my head back against the headrest. “I never really imagined that planning a wedding would be so stressful.” 
 
    “Hey, at least it’s a once in a lifetime experience,” he replies, glancing over at me, “right?” 
 
    “Right,” I agree with a laugh. “Yeah, I’m definitely not planning on doing this all over again.” 
 
    After a few minutes of silence, I go ahead and speak again. “So, Blake said that you’re planning on being here for a few months…what about work though?” 
 
    “I actually do a lot of it through the computer anyway,” he replies, shifting in his seat, “so my boss is okay with me working from here.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good. Oh my gosh! You haven’t seen the spa yet!” 
 
    “Nope. I have not.” He glances at me again. “But if that’s an invitation, I’ll take it.” 
 
    “Of course! You’ll love it!” I give him a sly look. “Especially our exclusive royal treatment package.” 
 
    “Sounds expensive.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at that. “Oh please, like I’d let you pay…” 
 
    “Sounds biased.” 
 
    “It’s not,” I disagree with him. “Consider it my gift to you for all those birthdays and holidays that I’ve missed.” 
 
    “Well, then,” he drawls as he makes a left, “I’ll just have to get you something.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. You’re here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10: A Good Friend 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “This hotel is huge,” I say as we walk into the building, “which means the price will be huge too.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Derek replies, glancing around. “You might be able to get a discount or something.” 
 
    “Poor, Derek,” I coo, patting his cheek. “Poor, innocent, optimistic, Derek.” 
 
    His eyebrows crease. “So that means no discount?” 
 
    “Of course, there’s no discount!” I exclaim, letting my hand drop. “Hotels like this, don’t do things like that.” 
 
    “I see. So, do you still want to look? Or…?” 
 
    I shrug. “We can look.” 
 
    We stroll through the lobby, and I admire all the ornate details…yeah, this hotel is prettyyyy sweet. 
 
    “I’m surprised gold isn’t coming out of the fountains,” Derek whispers to me. “That or chocolate.” 
 
    I nudge his arm with a laugh. “You’re such a goofball.” 
 
    He nudges me back. “Like you weren’t thinking it.” 
 
    “Maybe…” I trail off. “Hey, do you think we’ll get in trouble for looking around outside?” 
 
    He proceeds to survey the area. “Nah…I don’t think so.” He gives me a mischievous grin. “As long as we hurry, anyway.” 
 
    I quickly follow him out a side-exit door and into an amazing garden area with twinkly outdoor string lights hung EVERYWHERE. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathe out, “it’s—” 
 
    “Beautiful,” he finishes. “Totally.” 
 
    I slowly nod, turning my gaze to the little pond that’s surrounded by multi-colored flowers. Oh, and it has a WATERFALL. “Definitely.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that no-discount thing?” 
 
    My shoulders drop and I glare at him. “Way to kill the mood, Derek.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he apologizes with a shrug. “But seriously, maybe they can work something out for you.” 
 
    I exhale loudly. “I suck at negotiating like that though.” 
 
    He laughs some. “Yeah, you do.” 
 
    “Hey! You don’t have to agree with me!” 
 
    “Well, it’s the truth,” he states in a matter-of-fact way. “And besides, you said it first.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I mutter, taking a few steps forward. “Maybe the other hotel will have something like this.” 
 
    “Who’s being optimistic now?” 
 
    I glance over my shoulder to smile at him. “Well, I learned from the best.” 
 
    “Oh,” he groans, clutching his heart, “don’t flatter me so much…it makes me weak.” 
 
    “You’re so weird,” I say, shaking my head, “we need to find you a hobby.” 
 
    He comes beside me, slipping his hands into his pockets. “It’s called work.” 
 
    “A girlfriend then.” My eyes widen right after I say the words. “Oh, Derek! I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “It’s okay,” he interrupts, “that’s a usual suggestion…no harm done.” 
 
    “No, I’m so sorry,” I apologize. “That was so thoughtless of me and frankly, just really rude.” 
 
    Ugh, how inconsiderate can I possibly be? And I know he’s trying to make me feel better, but there’s no way I totally didn’t hit a nerve. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” he assures me, “it’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “But it is,” I insist. “You were open with me about what happened with your ex, and I just threw it in your face!” 
 
    “You didn’t do it on purpose.” 
 
    “See?” I motion to him with an exasperated look. “I did throw it in your face!” 
 
    He sighs in obvious frustration. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t it bother you? Why doesn’t it still hurt?” 
 
    It’s unbelievable. After everything she put him through, he’s just…okay with it? How? How is that even possible? 
 
    “It’s over,” he replies simply. “She made her choice and I made mine.” 
 
    “Is it weird that I can’t wrap my mind around that?” 
 
    “No.” He shakes his head. “That’s what makes you, you.” 
 
    I smile a little. “Of course, you’d tell me my own words.” 
 
    “And that’s what makes me, me,” he says with a wink. “Don’t stress about the whole thing with my ex…all right?” 
 
    “Okay,” I give in. “But I am sorry.” 
 
    “I know you are.” He proceeds to smirk. “That’s what makes—” 
 
    “You don’t have to say it again,” I interrupt him. “I get it.” 
 
    His eyebrows crease. “Are you sure? Because I’d hate to disappoint.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. Ready to go?” 
 
    He motions ahead of us. “After you.” 
 
    “Why, thank you,” I reply as I lead the way back into the hotel. “So, you work a lot then?” 
 
    “Yeah…keeps me busy.” 
 
    I mentally frown at that. I hate to play the “blame game,” but I’m blaming Jessica for this. Everyone knows that the victim of a breakup throws themselves into some kind of hobby or their job. Even though, Derek broke up with her…so I guess she’s technically the victim? But she was the cause of their breakup; so, Derek is the true victim. In my opinion anyway. 
 
    “Where did you go?” Derek asks in a teasing voice. 
 
    I laugh a little. “Sorry, I guess I just got caught up in thinking.” 
 
    He drapes an arm over my shoulders as we stroll through the lobby. “Don’t we all…” 
 
    “Thanks for taking care of me at the park, by the way,” I say, looking up at him. “I forgot to tell you earlier.” 
 
    He throws his head back with a moan.  “You don’t have to thank me, Britt. It was my fault that you got sick in the first place.” 
 
    “But you took responsibility for your actions, and I appreciate that.” 
 
    “And you say that I’m weird,” he comments as we leave the hotel. “It’s a given that I’d take responsibility.”  
 
    “Not everyone would,” I point out. “Plus, instead of grumbling about it, you did it willingly. And that means a lot to me.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Britt,” he drawls. “So, hey…are you and Blake taking dance lessons for the wedding? Because Faith wanted me to tell you about the dance studio that she and Evan went to when they were engaged.” 
 
    “That’s so nice of her,” I say, managing a slight smile. “But there really isn’t time for that.” 
 
    Maybe if Blake and I were getting married next June… 
 
    “Of course, there’s time,” he says as we near his car. “If you want to take dance lessons, then you should do it.” 
 
    “Even if I did want to,” I start, shaking my head, “Blake is too busy for that.” 
 
    It’s the truth. He is. And if he can’t even make it for wedding planning choices, there’s no way that he’ll be able to make it for dance lessons. 
 
    “I’m sure he’d make time,” he says, pulling out his car keys. “You’re everything to him.” 
 
    Well, it doesn’t feel that way. 
 
    “I don’t know, Derek…” I take a few steps away from him and let out a loud sigh. “I mean, this is our wedding, and it just seems like he doesn’t want to be a part of it.” 
 
    That sounds crazy, but what else am I supposed to think? He seemed so excited at first and now— 
 
    “Brittany…of course he wants to be a part of it.” 
 
    “He didn’t even show up this morning,” I say, fingering my engagement ring, “and he said that he would.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Derek replies, drawing me into a hug. “But Blake loves you, Britt…you know that.” 
 
    “I know,” I mumble into his shirt while slipping my arms around him, “but it doesn’t always feel like it.” 
 
    “You should talk to him,” he suggests in a gentle voice, “it’ll probably help.” 
 
    “No. I can’t tell him.” 
 
    “You told me. That should count for something, right?” 
 
    “But you’re not Blake,” I explain, trying not to sound exasperated. “You’re easy to talk to and Blake…isn’t.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything, but his arms tighten around me in a comforting way…just like in high school, after Delanie’s ex— 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I reply quietly. “You’re a good friend, Derek.” 
 
    He really is. 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    The second hotel wasn’t as fancy, but it was still really nice, and so is the price. Derek and I both agreed that it’s a good option, so we rewarded ourselves last night with some ice cream to celebrate. And now, I’m on my way to the florist place—unfortunately, though, I’m having a hard time remembering the name. 
 
    Flora’s Flowers? No, too easy. Flowertopia? Unlikely. Flowery—you know what? I should just call Del’s mom and ask her what the name is. I pull into the parking lot of some restaurant and after parking in an empty space, I grab my phone just as it starts to ring. Blake. 
 
    “Good morning, babe.” 
 
    “Morning,” he greets me back. “Sorry again about yesterday, Britt.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I assure him, “you’re going to make it today though…right?” 
 
    After talking with Derek last night, I don’t feel as anxious about Blake being so busy; it’d still be nice though if he could participate in some of the planning. 
 
    “I’m going to try. What’s on the schedule again?” 
 
    “I’m on my way to look at flowers now,” I reply, still trying to rack my brain for the place’s name. “Then we’re meeting the reverend later…plus, I think Mrs. Moore has some other things to go over with us.” 
 
    “Okay, well I have to go. I’ll talk to you later, Britt. All right?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s fine. Love you!” 
 
    “Love you too. Bye.” 
 
    He hangs up and I “select” Mrs. Moore’s number. 
 
    “Where are you?” she practically shrieks before I even get the chance to say anything. “We’re here waiting for you!” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I apologize with a wince. “I kind of forgot the name of the flower shop.” 
 
    She makes a frustrated sound. “They have apps for this sort of thing, Brittany.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I apologize again, “it was—” 
 
    “Never mind,” she cuts me off, “it’s Flo’s Flowers. Hurry up!” 
 
    Well, I was pretty close… 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’ll meet with the reverend at my office after I have my lunch break,” Delanie’s mom informs me as we walk out of the flower shop. “Will your fiancé be joining us today?” 
 
    Oh, I really hope so… 
 
    “He’s going to try,” I reply, forcing myself to sound positive. “He’s just been busy with work and—” 
 
    “I don’t want to seem pushy,” she interrupts, “but a wedding is a joint effort…not a solo act, Brittany.” 
 
    “I know,” I agree with a sigh, “but—” 
 
    “You might want to look into counseling,” she suggests, pulling her phone out. “I’m sure it will help.” 
 
    I blink at that. “Counseling?” 
 
    She doesn’t respond, though, because she walks over to her car while talking on her phone. 
 
    Counseling? For me and Blake? Do we need counseling? I should ask—who? Mom? I don’t want to worry her. Especially if there’s no reason for us to get counseling…but what if there is? I mean, couples get counseling all the time. Right? Maybe I could ask— 
 
    No, I can’t keep dumping all my problems onto Derek. I could ask Blake. He’s busy though, of course. But still…who better to ask? First things first, it’s lunchtime and I’m hungry. 
 
    I drive back home then start rummaging through the fridge for some leftovers. My phone rings and I check to see that it’s Delanie calling. 
 
    “Hey, Del,” I greet her, pulling my head out of the refrigerator. 
 
    “Hey, how’s wedding planning going?” 
 
    Odd. She didn’t want to hear about the wedding and now she’s asking about it? 
 
    “It’s fine,” I reply, trying not to sound suspicious. “How’s Chicago?” 
 
    “Busy,” she says with a laugh. “I’m loving it though. Not to mention that the guys over here are smokin’ hot.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as I close the fridge door. “I’m sure.” 
 
    “Which reminds me…” she trails off. “I am planning your bachelorette party, right?” 
 
    “Oh, Del.” I can’t help but groan. “I don’t think that—” 
 
    “Brittany!” she whines. “You have to have a bachelorette party! Everyone does!” 
 
    “Mariana didn’t.” 
 
    “Because her idea of a bachelorette party was a wedding/bride movie marathon,” she replies in a bored voice, “in the lamest pajamas we could find.” 
 
    “Hey! I thought that was fun!” 
 
    “It was BORING,” she drawls in exasperation. “Come on, Britt! You’re my last chance to throw a killer bachelorette party!” 
 
    “Killer sounds expen—” 
 
    “It’ll be my gift to you!” she rushes. “I’ll take care of everything, just say yes.” 
 
    I rub my forehead with a sigh. “I don’t know, Del.” 
 
    “Please, Brittany!” she urges. “I’ll invite some of my model guy friends and—” 
 
    “Del!” I exclaim, my eyes widening. “That is totally inappropriate!” 
 
    “Okay, it’s going to be great! Just trust me! Love ya!” 
 
    She hangs up and I stare at my phone in disbelief. A bachelorette party with male models that Del knows? I can only—actually, I shouldn’t imagine. 
 
    I still need to eat… 
 
    So, I reheat some of the ham and potato casserole that Mom made the other night, then find myself looking up Jessica on social media as I eat my lunch. I know, I know—but I just can’t help it! I need to find out more! It’s a serious problem… 
 
    She looks so nice and friendly in her pictures. I guess that could just be fake, but there obviously has to be some type of real good in her…why else would Derek have loved her? “Loved” as in the past, I’m not entirely convinced though that he doesn’t love her anymore. I think he just doesn’t want to love her anymore. 
 
    But maybe if they saw each other again and talked, they could work things out…they could be happy together again. 
 
    After all, Derek deserves to be happy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11: He’s Not Coming 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re early,” Mallory says as I walk into the building, “she’s still on her lunch break.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a first,” I try to joke, “right? That I’m early?” 
 
    Her lips purse as she turns her attention to the computer. “You can wait over there.” 
 
    She nods toward the sitting area, and I almost ask why she hates me so much…but decide against it. I’d rather not know. 
 
    I sit down in one of the chairs and try not to seem anxious. Not that she would probably notice or care, considering her attention seems to be solely devoted to that computer. What is she doing on there anyway? Nosy, nosy, nosy. 
 
    So what if I’m a little curious? Everyone gets curious! 
 
    The entrance door opens, revealing a red-haired girl—well, I guess I should say woman. My eyes follow her as she walks over to Mallory’s desk and I force myself not to eavesdrop; it doesn’t really matter though, because I can’t hear them anyway. 
 
    “Hi!” 
 
    I blink as the not-so-girl comes over and sits in the chair next to me. “Hi.” 
 
    She smiles at me. “You’re getting married?” 
 
    I nod. “You?” 
 
    Duh, of course she is. 
 
    “Yes!” she exclaims with a bubbly giggle. “We’re getting married next week!” 
 
    I smile some. “Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thanks! We’ve been engaged for about five months and we’re both super excited that the big day is almost here!” 
 
    I will never consider five months a “short” engagement ever again. 
 
    She sighs and then looks at me with wide eyes. “Don’t you just love it?!” 
 
    My eyebrows crease at that. “Love…?” 
 
    “Being engaged!” She lets out a giddy laugh. “I can’t wait until we get married, because if being engaged is this great then—” She stops and tilts her head to the side. “Am I annoying you? Everyone says that I talk a mile a minute.” 
 
    “No.” I shake my head. “You’re fine, don’t worry about it.” 
 
    She grins as she thrusts her hand out. “I’m Alina.” 
 
    “Brittany,” I say as we shake hands. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Same!” she replies, clasping her hands on top of her lap. “Alina Fitzgerald has a nice ring to it, huh? I wasn’t sure at first…but I love the sound of it now.” 
 
    “Yeah, it sounds great.” 
 
    She seems so…happy. Alive. Thrilled. Wasn’t I like that a few days ago? What happened? Why am I not an excited bride-to-be like she clearly is? 
 
    “Do you want to hear how he proposed?” 
 
    I hold back a smile at the sight of her wide blue eyes. “Sure.” 
 
    “So, we were at this aquarium,” she starts, a large smile on her face, “because I love seeing all the little fishies…and the next thing I know, he’s down on one knee—” She laughs, brushing her hair over her shoulder. “I practically knocked him over before he could even ask me anything!” 
 
    Red hair? Blue eyes? Loves “little fishies?” Am I the only one getting mermaid vibes over here? 
 
    I laugh some. “That’s so sweet.” 
 
    “He’s amazing,” she comments with a thoughtful look, “and considerate. He’s literally my best friend. I just love him so much and I hate when we’re apart.” A phone suddenly rings, and she jumps some. “Oh, that’s probably him!” I watch as she pulls her phone out and answers it. “Hey, baby! I’m here…I miss you too. Oh, Easton! I met the nicest fellow bride-to-be! No, you can’t come today! That would be bad luck!” She proceeds to cover the phone while looking at me. “Excuse me for one sec.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I say as she walks toward the restrooms. 
 
    “Brittany-Grayson-For-Now?” Mallory drawls from her desk. “Mrs. Moore is ready for you.” 
 
    She is seriously not going to let that go… 
 
    I stand up and force a smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    As I walk to Mrs. Moore’s office, I can’t help feeling a tad bit frustrated that I haven’t heard from Blake since this morning. She’s expecting him to be here—heck, I’m expecting him to be here! 
 
    “Brittany!” Mrs. Moore exclaims once I’m in the room. “You’re on time! I’m so glad.” 
 
    “Well, I—” 
 
    “Reverend Perry will be here shortly,” she interrupts, running a hand over her sleek blond bob. “Is your fiancé coming?” 
 
    I hold back a sigh. “I’ll call him.” 
 
    Her lips purse. “Yes, well, while you do that…I’ll be attending to one of my other clients.” 
 
    I “select” Blake’s office number and wait for Ellen to answer as Del’s mom leaves the room. 
 
    “Blake Henderson’s office. This is Ellen speaking, how may I help you?” 
 
    “Ellen, it’s Brittany,” I say, trying to keep my voice even. “Is Blake available?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she apologizes with a tsk. “He’s not. Would you like to leave a message?” 
 
    “No…thank you anyway, Ellen.” 
 
    I end the call and let out a loud exhale. He’s not coming. At this point I shouldn’t even be disappointed. 
 
    That’s not fair, Britt. He has to work…remember? 
 
    I know that’s the truth, but it’s just so hard! Are our lives always going to be like this? Blake being busy and leaving everything to me? What kind of life is that? How are we going to raise a family? Great, more things for me to stress about… 
 
    I mentally groan at the sound of her office door opening. And now I have to deal with Mrs. Moore’s disapproving looks and lecturing. Wonderful. 
 
    “Vivien,” I say, reluctantly turning around, “I—Blake?” 
 
    There is he is, standing in the doorway with a grin on his face, and I can’t stop myself from throwing my arms around him. “Blake! You’re here!” I pull away some with creased eyebrows. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Are you happy or disappointed?” he teases. 
 
    I smile like an idiot. “Happy, of course. But how did you get out of work?” 
 
    He shrugs a shoulder. “I have my ways.” 
 
    I suddenly get the urge to kiss him, so I do. I press my lips against his and sigh in contentment as he kisses me back while drawing me closer to him. 
 
    This is how it should always be…just us. 
 
    “What was that for?” he asks after we break apart. “Not that I didn’t enjoy it.” 
 
    “Just because,” I reply, unable to stop smiling. “I’m glad you’re here, babe.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he drawls, kissing me again briefly, “you did mention that. By the way—” 
 
    “I see that your fiancé made it,” Mrs. Moore states as she comes back into the room, “and his friend also.” 
 
    My eyebrows crease as I look at Blake. “Derek is here?” 
 
    Why is Derek here? 
 
    He nods. “I asked him to come along.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I hate that I sound almost snappy, but I don’t understand why Blake would ask him to come…this is about me and Blake! 
 
    “I figured that it’d be good for him to be here just in case I need to leave,” he replies in a matter-of-fact way. “Are you…not okay with that?” 
 
    I step away from him since our “coupley” moment is obviously and definitely over. “It’s fine. I guess…” 
 
    Even though Derek can’t technically help with this part because Blake is the groom. Not. Derek. 
 
    Blake raises an eyebrow. “Are you sure?” 
 
    I nod, trying not to focus on the fact that Del’s mom is totally hearing all of this. “Yeah, I’m sure.” 
 
    He smiles. “Great, I’ll go get him.” 
 
    “Will your fiancé’s friend be joining us for all of the preparations?” Mrs. Moore asks once Blake leaves the room. “I know they’re best friends…but this wedding it between you and your fiancé, Brittany.” 
 
    “I know,” I say, trying not to sound helpless. “I’m not sure though about Derek helping with all of the wedding plans. I guess he might be?” 
 
    I wasn’t expecting Derek to be a part of the wedding preparations, but obviously Blake wants him to be involved…so what am I supposed to do? Tell Blake no? I don’t think so. 
 
    “Hello, again,” Derek greets Delanie’s mom before turning his attention to me. “Hey, Britt.” 
 
    I manage a small smile. “Hi. Where’s Blake?” 
 
    He motions behind him. “Restroom.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    “Hello,” a man (who’s probably in his early fifties) says, entering the room as well. “I’m Reverend Dwayne Perry.” 
 
    “Dwayne!” Mrs. Moore exclaims, clapping her hands together. “It’s so good to see you!” 
 
    “Likewise, Vivien,” he tells her with a smile. He then turns to me and extends his hand. “The bride-to-be, I assume?” 
 
    “Brittany,” I reply as we shake hands. “It’s nice to meet you, Reverend Perry.” 
 
    He smiles once again before looking over at Derek. “And this must be the lucky—” 
 
    “Oh no!” I quickly interject. “This is Derek. He’s my fiancé’s best friend…that is, Blake’s best friend.” 
 
    “My apologies,” Reverend Perry says with a wince as he proceeds to look around. “Well…where is your fiancé?” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Blake drawls, coming back into the room. “What’d I miss?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    While we’re discussing how things are going to go—well, I should say while Mrs. Moore and Reverend Perry are discussing how things are going to go—Blake’s phone rings. 
 
    “Excuse me,” he says before checking his phone. He then glances at me. “I have to take this.” 
 
    I nod. “Go ahead.” 
 
    But what I really want to say is: “Are you kidding me?! Can’t it wait?” 
 
    He stands up before answering the phone call. “Hello? Yes, this is Blake Henderson…” 
 
    Blake leaves the room and I try to pay attention to what Del’s mom and Reverend Perry are saying, but honestly? I don’t even think they’re talking about the wedding anymore. I’m pretty sure one of them just said something about their “college days.” Seriously? 
 
    I glance at Derek, who offers a sympathetic look, which causes me to smile…at least he understands. 
 
    A few minutes later, Blake comes back. “I have to leave. Dad needs me at the office.” 
 
    It takes all of me to not let my disappointment show. “Okay, I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, babe,” he says, pressing a quick kiss to my forehead. “I’ll call you later.” 
 
    “Blake—” 
 
    “Brittany can give you a ride,” Blake interrupts Derek before turning his attention to me again. “Right, Britt?” 
 
    “Sure,” I agree halfheartedly, “I’ll give him a ride.” 
 
    I just wish you weren’t leaving… 
 
    Blake smiles. “Great, I’ll see you both later.” He glances over at Mrs. Moore and Reverend Perry, who are still talking up a storm, then he looks at me. “Give my apologies?” 
 
    I nod, trying to force a smile of my own. 
 
    What else am I going to do? Beg him to stay? As much as I want to, I know that’s not fair to him. 
 
    So, I hold back a sigh as he leaves and pretend to be interested in Mrs. Moore and Reverend Perry’s conversation…even though it has nothing to do with the wedding whatsoever. 
 
    “Where is your fiancé?” Delanie’s mom suddenly asks with raised eyebrows. “Did he have to use the restroom again?” 
 
    “He had to leave…” I trail off, clearing my throat some. “For work. He offered his apologies.” 
 
    Her lips form a straight line. “Well, I suppose we’re done anyway for today.” 
 
    I take that as my cue to exit. So, I say goodbye before leaving the room. 
 
    “You okay?” Derek asks, coming beside me. “Did—” 
 
    “Oh my gosh!” Alina exclaims, appearing out of nowhere. “You must be Brittany’s fiancé!” 
 
    Again? Seriously? 
 
    I shake my head with a slight laugh. “No, Alina. We’re not—” 
 
    “You guys are sooooo cute together!” she squeals. “Like the perfect couple!” 
 
    “We’re not engaged,” I tell her in a tight voice. “Derek is not my fiancé. He’s my fiancé’s best friend.” 
 
    She looks between us, her mouth forming an “o” as her cheeks flush. “You’re not—oh! Oh gosh. I’m so sorry!” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I say with a sigh, “no need to apologize.” 
 
    She bites her lip as she turns to Derek. “I hope that I don’t seem too forward, but I have a sister…if you’re single.” 
 
    Okay then. 
 
    Derek lets out an awkward chuckle. “I’m actually unavailable.” 
 
    Alina practically pouts. “Bummer. Well, sorry again—it was great meeting you both though!” 
 
    That was…odd. 
 
    She goes around us, and we proceed to leave the building in silence. It’s not a comfortable silence though. No, it’s definitely an awkward silence. You know, the kind that makes you want to blurt out something random just to ease the tension? But I don’t want to embarrass myself— 
 
    again—so I’m just keeping my mouth shut this time. 
 
    “Are we…okay?” 
 
    Oh good. He said something. 
 
    I look at him in confusion though. “Okay?” 
 
    He sighs. “I just have this feeling that you’re…upset with me.” 
 
    “I’m not upset with you,” I assure him. “Trust me, I’m not.” 
 
    “You sure?” he presses, looking unconvinced. “Because you seem—” 
 
    “I’m probably just tired,” I interrupt. “Or stressed. Maybe a mix of both.” 
 
    Technically, that’s the truth. In between dealing with wedding plans and trying to figure out Derek’s love life problems, I’m having a hard time balancing everything. 
 
    “Sounds like you could use a trip to your own spa.” 
 
    “That’s actually not a bad idea.” I laugh a little as we near my car. “I haven’t done that in a bit.” 
 
    “Well,” he starts in a cocky voice, “all of my ideas are good. So…” 
 
    I point a finger at him. “Merry-go-round.” 
 
    “Okay,” he drawls, “most of my ideas are good.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Sure, they are.” 
 
    A thoughtful and almost sad expression crosses over his face, causing me to lightly touch his arm. “Derek? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Um, yeah…” He runs a hand through his auburn-brown hair. “Just thinking.” 
 
    “Hey,” I start, wanting to change the subject, “why don’t I let you have the royal treatment today? Sound good?” 
 
    He smiles some. “Thanks, but I’ll have to get a raincheck.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say, letting my hand drop, “well that’s okay. Some time when you’re not busy then?” 
 
    So, of course it’s none of my business, but I can’t help wondering what it is that he’s going to be busy doing. I know he said that he’s trying to do work from here, but— 
 
    “My mom has an appointment with a client this afternoon,” he interrupts my thoughts as we reach my car, “and since she’s worried about Faith and doesn’t want her staying by herself…I volunteered to hang out with her.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s sweet of you.” 
 
    “Well, if I didn’t volunteer, poor Faith would have Mrs. Kelleher as a babysitter.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. “Mrs. Kelleher?” 
 
    He laughs some. “I’ll tell you in the car.” 
 
    Okay… 
 
    I unlock the car, then get in before starting it up. Why would it be such a bad thing if Mrs. Kelleher stayed with Faith? And who is Mrs. Kelleher? 
 
    Derek gets into the car, and I put my seatbelt on before looking at him expectantly. “So, Mrs. Kelleher?” 
 
    “Right.” He clears his throat some while putting his own seatbelt on. “Mrs. Kelleher is our next-door neighbor. She’s an elderly lady, but no one knows how old she actually is or what happened to her husband…or if she’s really even a ‘Mrs.’.” 
 
    My eyebrows crease as I pull out of the parking space. “Well, what do you think?” 
 
    “All I know is that she tends to be really pushy, really bossy…and really nosy. Mom likes us to be nice to her, but it’s kind of hard to when she complains about everything and finds fault in basically everyone.” 
 
    I let out a little laugh. “Wow, she sounds intense.” 
 
    “Trust me,” he says, looking completely serious, “she is. After she came over to our house one night, we found one of the hall closets in a total disarray…she doesn’t have any shame.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” I reply with wide eyes. “Does she live by herself?” 
 
    “She has a cat—Mr. Mittens—he has to be one of the fattest cats that I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Well, at least she’s not entirely alone… 
 
    “You wanna Faith-sit with me?” he offers with a grin. “Food and entertainment are included.” 
 
    “I don’t really have any other plans…” I trail off, shrugging a shoulder. “So, sure.” 
 
    Mariana offered to handle things at the spa today because I’ve been stuck with wedding planning craziness again since early this morning—ugh, I shouldn’t say stuck, but it seriously feels that way. 
 
    “Good,” Derek says, nodding in approval, “now Faith can ask you weird and random questions instead of pestering me.” 
 
    I raise a curious eyebrow. “What kind of weird and random questions?” 
 
    “Like, which Hemsworth brother is hotter?” He proceeds to sigh. “Or if she should change her hair color to help with her pregnancy weight. Or how waffles were first created…questions like that.” 
 
    “Ah, well I’ll try my best. And Liam is definitely the hotter one.” 
 
    He gags at that. “If you say so…” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Derek,” I say, rolling my eyes, “I’m sure you have your own celebrity crush.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he drawls. “Maybe…Claire Reynolds?” 
 
    “The actress from that zombie-slaying princess series?” I ask, glancing at him. “Really? She doesn’t seem like your type.” 
 
    “Well…” he trails off, squinting one eye. “I guess I like her movies more than just her as a person.” 
 
    I almost laugh. “What else is there about you that I don’t know?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12: Follow My Lead 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “Let’s see,” he starts, humming under his breath. “I didn’t learn how to swim until I was ten. White chocolate is gross. I tried to take up the guitar, but failed horribly. And I love Own it All…you know, the board game?” 
 
    “Yeah, I love that game too.” I smile some. “So, what else? I want to know everything.” 
 
    “Um…I hate cold pizza. My family says that I sing better than any of them. Oh, I thought Madison was going to be a boy.” 
 
    My eyebrows crease as I stop at a red light. “You thought Madison was—” 
 
    “Yeah,” he interrupts with a laugh, “I figured that since I had a sister already…I’d have a brother. I love my sisters though, and I can’t imagine what life would be like without them, so it’s all good.” 
 
    “Well, Zach always says that the day I was born, was the day he lost his freedom.” 
 
    “Eh,” he responds with a shrug, “I’ve joked around with Mads and told her stuff like that…but she just laughs it off because she knows that I flipping adore her.” 
 
    I bite my lip at how sweet that is and then resume driving when the light turns green. “Do you ever feel old, Derek?” 
 
    “Old?” 
 
    “Yeah. I know we’re not even twenty-five yet, but whenever I see teenagers like Madison…I just feel kind of old. I mean, it’s hard to believe that I was her age five years ago.” 
 
    “I think you’re as old as you let yourself be,” he states in a matter-of-fact way. “I’ve had some people throw the word thirty around like it’s a bad thing, but I’m not worried about it. I just want to enjoy life and live it to the fullest.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I tell him in all honesty, “I like that mindset. So, is there anything else that I should know about you?” 
 
    “I cry every time I watch The Little Kitten’s Journey. I’m hopeless at baking anddddd…peach ice cream is messed up. All right, enough about me! Tell me what I don’t know about you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, racking my brain for random information about myself, “well…I’ve always wanted a little sister. I was eight when I had my first crush. My favorite fairytale is Cinderella. And my only pet has been a fish.” 
 
    “Percy.” 
 
    I glance at him in surprise. “You remember Percy?” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah, you were pretty upset when he died.” 
 
    My eyebrows crease as I turn my attention back to the road. I don’t remember telling Derek about Percy…how does he know about him? And that I was upset? 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    I push my curiosity aside. “Well, my middle name is Jennifer.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I almost sigh. “How do you know? I’m pretty sure that I’ve never mentioned that before.” 
 
    “You pick stuff up when you’re paying attention.” 
 
    “Okay then…well, what’s your middle name?” 
 
    “Theodore,” he replies simply, “for my grandpa.” 
 
    “Derek Theodore Connors,” I say his whole name out loud before smiling. “I like it.” 
 
    After exchanging more random facts about each other for the next five minutes or so, we arrive at his parents’ house. 
 
    Derek groans as I stop the car. “Dang it…” 
 
    I unbuckle my seatbelt. “What?” 
 
    “Mrs. Kelleher is watering her plants,” he answers in a low voice, “there’s no way we’ll be able to get into the house without her seeing us.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Follow my lead.” And then he scrambles out of the car. 
 
    What the—ugh. I’m quiet as I cautiously get out of the car and close my door, then I make my way over to where he is. 
 
    “How—” 
 
    I don’t get to finish asking my question, though, because Derek tugs on my hand and moves me to his right side. “Stay next to me.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whisper back as we slowly start to walk, “but you do realize how ridiculous we probably look doing this…right?” 
 
    “She’s not paying attention. Make a run for it!” 
 
    He dashes to the front door and I half-jog after him. “You’re so weird, Derek.” 
 
    That earns me a grin. “Thank you.” 
 
    The door suddenly opens, revealing Derek’s mom. “Oh good, you—Brittany! Hello, sweetheart!” 
 
    “Hi,” I greet her with a smile, “how are you, Mrs. Connors?” 
 
    “I’m doing wonderful!” she exclaims while beaming. “I heard the big news…congratulations to you and your fiancé!” 
 
    “Thank you, and congrats on being a grandma.” 
 
    “Well, thank you,” she says with a laugh. “We’re all very excited.” She turns to Derek. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours or so, hon.” 
 
    “Okay,” he drawls as she walks past us, “have fun!” 
 
    She throws a little wave over her shoulder and then I follow Derek inside. 
 
    “Faith?” Derek calls as he closes the front door. “You in the back?” 
 
    “Yes!” she answers from—wherever the back is. “Can you bring me the trail mix please? Evan doesn’t want me to only eat junk food—but feel free to throw some extra chocolate in it!” 
 
    I smile and Derek laughs some. “All right, hey…I brought you a surprise!” 
 
    He nudges me before motioning toward the back of the house, so I go ahead and walk that way until I see Faith sitting in a chair watching some cartoon on the TV. 
 
    “Surprise!” I exclaim while doing jazz hands. 
 
    Her eyes light up. “Brittany! I didn’t know you were coming!” 
 
    “I—” I stop when she proceeds to wince. “Faith, are you okay?” 
 
    She nods, rubbing a hand over her stomach. “I’m fine. Just a little pain…no biggie.” 
 
    My eyebrows crease at that. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Totally,” she assures me, “it’s probably just because I’m hungry.” 
 
    I bite my lip, still not completely convinced. “Are you positive?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she says with a slight laugh, “throughout most of this pregnancy it feels like everything has been hurting.” 
 
    “I have your trail mix!” Derek announces, walking toward her with a small container in his hand. “And it has extra chocolate.” 
 
    She smiles, but it looks strained. “Thanks, Derek…but honestly?” She runs a hand through her red-hued brown hair. “I’m kind of tired. I didn’t get much sleep last night.” 
 
    His eyebrows crease.” Okay, well, I’ll walk you to the spare room.” 
 
    “You’re such a good little brother,” she coos, “my future sister-in-law is going to be very lucky.” 
 
    While Derek helps her up before awkwardly leading her out of the room, I begin to look around. Frames are hanging on the walls along with a couple of paintings that were probably done by Mrs. Connors, and then there are shelves holding— 
 
    There’s a sudden scratching sound at one of the doors, followed by some serious whining…and then barking. Duke. 
 
    I open the door, only to be pounced on and knocked down by a very excited bundle of golden fur. 
 
    “Hi, Duke,” I manage to greet him as he starts to lick me, “it’s good to see you too.” He continues to lick my forehead and arms, causing me to let out a little shriek of laughter. “Duke, that tickles!” 
 
    “Duke!” I hear Derek exclaim. “Duke, off!” 
 
    “Sorry, Britt,” Derek apologizes as he somehow gets Duke off me. “At least he remembers you.” 
 
    I laugh some. “Yeah, after all these years.” 
 
    Derek extends his hand and I let him help me up. “Sorry again, Britt. I wasn’t expecting you to let him inside.” 
 
    “He was scratching and whining at the door,” I explain, petting Duke’s head, “so I felt kind of bad.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he replies with a shrug. “Well, Faith’s taking a nap…you wanna watch a movie?” 
 
    I respond with a mischievous grin. “The Little Kitten’s Journey?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Derek wasn’t lying when he told me that he cries every time he watches this movie. I almost feel bad for suggesting we watch it. 
 
    I hand him a tissue. “Here.” 
 
    He sniffles before taking it. “Thanks.” 
 
    It’s kind of cute though that he’s crying over a kids’ movie. 
 
    I bite back a smile as he wipes under his eyes…it’s totally cute. Which is so mean of me to think. 
 
    Derek looks at me with watery eyes. “What?” 
 
    “I feel bad that I did this to you.” 
 
    He sniffles again. “Well, that’s nice to know.” 
 
    I hand him another tissue. “We don’t have to keep watching it, Derek.” 
 
    Considering that we’re only maybe ten minutes into the movie, I’m a little worried about how he’ll react to the rest of it. I mean, it really IS a sad movie—a little kitten that gets separated from her mother and decides to go looking for her? Yeah, it’s pretty much an automatic tear-jerker. 
 
    He blows his nose with an abrupt inhale. “I’ll be fine. I’m usually good by the climax.” 
 
    Oh gosh. 
 
    “Okay…” I trail off, trying not to laugh at how torn up he is. “We can always watch something else though.” 
 
    “Like what?” he asks before scooping out a handful of the trail mix. “One of those romances you love so much?” 
 
    I gape at him. “How do you know that I’m a sucker for romance movies?” 
 
    “Blake mentioned it to me,” he replies with a shrug. “I think it was after the two of you watched…Meet Me on the Rooftop? Is that the name of it?” 
 
    “Yes!” I can’t help but exclaim. “I love everything about that movie! Mostly the dancing though, of course…I mean, the way it connected them was just amazing.” 
 
    I don’t know why Blake would tell him about us watching it, but the movie is definitely one of my favorites—who doesn’t love a good romantic dance movie? 
 
    He smiles some. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure Faith likes that one too.” 
 
    “Speaking of Faith,” I drawl, now thinking about the pained expression that was on her face, “are you worried about her?” 
 
    “What do mean?” he asks, around chewing the trail mix, “Like her pregnancy?” 
 
    “I guess?” I shake my head with a sigh. “I don’t know. She told me that she had some pain, but it wasn’t a big deal.” 
 
    “Well,” he says after swallowing his food, “from what they’ve told me…Faith and the baby are both healthy and fine. As for the pain, my mom says it’s just part of the process.” 
 
    That makes me feel a little better. 
 
    “Are you excited to be an uncle?” 
 
    He laughs. “It’s a little weird, to be honest. But yeah, I’m excited. Uncle Derek has a nice ring to it, after all…don’t you think so?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I agree with a nod, “you’re going to be an amazing Uncle Derek.” 
 
    “Thanks, Britt,” he says, smiling a little. “And you know what? I think I’ll take you up on that offer about watching another movie.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I reply, reaching forward to grab the remote. “What do you want to watch instead?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know,” he drawls, squinting his eyes some. “Since you’re such a big fan of Meet Me on the Rooftop…maybe we should watch that?” 
 
    It’s now occurring to me that it would probably be very weird to watch a romance movie with Derek. 
 
    “Don’t you—” 
 
    “Derek?” Faith interrupts me, appearing in the doorway. 
 
    He turns his attention to her. “What’s up, Faith? Just so you know…I’ve eaten almost all your trail mix. I totally don’t regret it though.” 
 
    She leans against the doorframe with a wince on her face. “I think my water just broke.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13: Derek is One of a Kind 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I feel my eyes widen as Derek’s face falls. “Are you sure, Faith?” 
 
    She nods. “Uh-huh. Yeah. Call Evan. And Mom. And Dad.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Derek says, jumping up from the couch. “Okay—uh, we have to get you to the hospital.” He tosses me his phone (which I barely catch, by the way). “Call everyone, Britt. I’m going to help Faith into the car.” 
 
    With shaky hands, I “select” Evan’s number from Derek’s contact list and wait for him to answer. 
 
    “Derek,” Evan, hopefully anyway, answers. “What’s up?” 
 
    “It’s Brittany,” I quickly correct him, “Derek’s friend. Faith’s water just broke.” 
 
    “It what?” 
 
    “It just broke,” I repeat myself as I hear some shuffling noises in the background. “We’re taking her to the hospital.” 
 
    “Uh—okay,” he replies, sounding beyond flustered. “Tell her that I’m on my way now.” 
 
    He hangs up and I “select” Mrs. Connors’ number next. 
 
    “Brittany!” I hear Derek yell. “Come on!” 
 
    I turn the TV off and wait for Derek’s mom to answer as I run to the front of the house. 
 
    “Derek?” 
 
    “It’s Brittany,” I say, stepping outside and closing the front door behind me. “Faith’s water just broke. I called Evan and we’re taking her—” 
 
    “Oh my goodness!” she cuts me off. “I’ll call her father and we’ll meet you there!” 
 
    I end the call and get into the backseat of Derek’s car as he locks the house. “How are you feeling, Faith? Are you doing okay?” 
 
    She nods as she lets out a deep breath. “I should’ve realized it wasn’t just little pains. They said there would—did you call Evan? Is he coming?” 
 
    “Of course,” I assure her as I pull Madison’s number up. “He’s going to meet us there.” 
 
    “Okay,” Derek says, getting into the driver’s seat. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Derek?” Madison’s voice comes on. “Wh—” 
 
    “It’s Brittany,” I say for the umpteenth time while putting my seatbelt on. “Faith’s water broke—” 
 
    Madison gasps. “Her—when?” 
 
    “Uh…less than ten minutes ago?” 
 
    “Oh my gosh!” she exclaims with another gasp. “I’m with Josh. We’ll head to the hospital now.” 
 
    She hangs up and I turn my attention to Faith. “Do I need to call anyone else?” 
 
    Faith winces as she clutches her stomach. “Evan will tell his parents. Harper.” 
 
    Harper? Who— 
 
    Derek thrusts another phone at me. “Call Harper. She’s Faith’s best friend.” 
 
    I quickly “select” her number as Derek pulls out of the driveway, and then I watch as Faith slowly breathes in and out. 
 
    Hopefully, the hospital is close by. 
 
    “Hey, girl,” a voice chirps, which I’m assuming belongs to Harper. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Faith’s water broke!” I blurt out. “I’m Derek’s friend and we’re taking her to the hospital.” 
 
    “What the—how is she doing?” 
 
    I glance over at Faith again, who’s now grimacing with closed eyes. “It’s…hard to tell.” 
 
    “Tell her I’ll be right over.” 
 
    “Harper says she’ll be right over,” I tell Faith after ending the call. “Is there anyone else I should call?” 
 
    Faith shakes her head some. “No, Harper will tell them.” 
 
    “Try to relax, Faith,” Derek says as he continues to drive. “Remember the breathing exercises. We’ll be there soon.” 
 
    She nods, but winces again as she clutches the passenger seat’s armrest. 
 
    “Soon” happens in fifteen minutes, and I’ve never been happier to see a hospital. Once we’re inside, everything happens in a blur as Faith is whisked off by a nurse with Evan and her parents trailing behind them. And then we’re led to the waiting room where we sit in two chairs that are next to each other. 
 
    I hand Derek his phone and Faith’s. “Madison texted that she’ll be here soon.” 
 
    “Faith isn’t due until next month,” he says in a hollow voice. “What if something’s wrong?” 
 
    “They’ll be okay,” I assure him as I place my hand over his. “Everything is going to be fine.” 
 
    He gives my fingers a little squeeze. “Thanks, Britt.” 
 
    I smile softly. “No prob.” 
 
    He sighs while leaning his head back against the wall behind us. “You know, you don’t have to stay…apparently it could be a few hours, maybe even more. It all just depends.” 
 
    “Well…” I trail off, tilting my head to the side. “If it’s okay, I’d like to stay and wait with you guys.” 
 
    He cracks a smile as he looks down at me. “I was hoping that you’d say that.” 
 
    “Can you believe that they won’t let us in there?” Madison asks as she walks in with Josh. “How is she? Is everything okay?” 
 
    I pull my hand away from Derek, totally failing at being discreet about it, and he clears his throat some. “She seemed fine…but I don’t know, Maddles.” 
 
    Madison lets out a helpless sigh. “This is awful.” 
 
    Josh kisses the side of her head. “It’s going to be okay, babe.” 
 
    I really hope he’s right.
  
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dad says there doesn’t seem to be any complications,” Derek announces a little later, looking down at his phone, “and apparently Faith is far enough along that the baby won’t be considered unhealthy or premature…so that’s good.” 
 
    Madison sighs in relief then lays her head on Josh’s shoulder. I bite back a smile when I see Derek glaring over his phone at the two of them. 
 
    “Derek? Did he mention how the process is going?” 
 
    He turns his attention to me and shakes his head. “No, just that it’s going and they’re both doing fine.” 
 
    “I can’t believe they won’t let us in there!” a black-haired woman with brown eyes exclaims as she enters the room. “Do we know how things are going?” 
 
    “So far, so good,” Derek replies with a slight shrug. “Harper…this is Brittany.” 
 
    Harper smiles before shaking my hand. “Nice to meet you, Brittany.” 
 
    I smile too. “Same here.” 
 
    She greets Madison and Josh before sitting in a chair that’s a couple of spots down from them and I nudge Derek’s arm. “You feeling better?” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah, a little.” 
 
    I hold my hand out. “Thumb war?” 
 
    He chuckles before taking my hand. “Why not?” 
 
    We both whisper the chant then move our thumbs back and forth until he captures mine under his. 
 
    “One, two, three!” 
 
    Even after all this time, I still suck at this stupid game… 
 
    He cocks an eyebrow. “Rematch?” 
 
    I scoff a little. “No, that’s okay.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he hums, turning his gaze to where Madison and Josh are sitting. “Maybe I should ask Josh if he wants to thumb war…or better yet, arm wrestle.” 
 
    “Be nice,” I chide, swatting his arm. “They’re happy together. You should be glad for them.” 
 
    “I just have this off feeling about him,” he comments as he continues to watch them. “He doesn’t even seem like her type.” 
 
    “Oh? And what do you think her type is?” 
 
    “A guy that isn’t all touchy-feely,” he states in a dry tone. “Someone who’s shy, nervous, and—” 
 
    “I don’t know, Derek…” I trail off with a tsk. “This sounds like the type of guy that you want for her.” 
 
    “Well, I’m older,” he replies almost childishly. “I know what’s best for her.” 
 
    “I think Madison has a good head on her shoulders,” I say in all honesty. “She knows what she’s doing.” 
 
    Harper holds up a remote control. “Do any of you want to watch something?” 
 
    While Derek and I reply, “No,” Madison and Josh stand up. 
 
    “No thanks,” Madison tells Harper as she slips her hand into Josh’s, “we’re going for a walk.” 
 
    They leave the room and I raise an eyebrow as Derek stands up. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He looks up from his phone. “Isn’t it obvious? I’m going to follow them.” 
 
    “Derek!” I hiss in a scolding tone. “You are not going to spy on them!” 
 
    He nods as he pockets his phone. “You’re right...” He proceeds to hold his hand out. “We are.” 
 
    “Der—” 
 
    “Come on,” he urges, “you know that you want to.” 
 
    “Fine,” I give in as I take his hand and stand up, “but I’m only coming to keep you out of trouble.” 
 
    “Me?” He feigns being shocked. “In trouble?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Don’t get me started.” I let him lead me out of the room and then down the hallway. “And just how are we supposed to find them, Derek?” 
 
    “It won’t be hard,” he assures me as we walk down another hallway. “They’re probably on their way to the lobby.” 
 
     I stop walking when I see that we’re heading to where the stairs are. “Derek, we’re not taking the stairs…are we?” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” he says, pushing the door open, “that way we can beat them.” 
 
    In what world does this make sense? 
 
    I groan before barely keeping up with him as we go down the two flights of stairs. Why couldn’t we just take the elevator? 
 
    Derek motions for me to come closer as he holds the door open. “Quick!” 
 
    I trudge over to him with a sigh, only to be tugged behind a ridiculously large fake plant. How cliché. 
 
    “Derek—” My words are cut off when he puts a finger to my lips. 
 
      
 
    He put a finger to my lips. “Shh.” 
 
    With wide eyes, I just nodded...too overcome with shock to speak. 
 
      
 
    I swallow at the memory, but Derek seems totally unaffected as he peers through the plant’s leaves. Of course, he doesn’t remember; that was years ago, and it wasn’t even like THAT big of a deal anyway. 
 
    The elevator doors open, revealing Madison and Josh as they walk out with clasped hands and smiles on their faces. 
 
    I can’t help but let out a little “aw.” 
 
    Derek gives me a disapproving look, so I mouth: “Sorry.” 
 
    I’m really not though. They’re so cute together! 
 
    The two of them leave the building and Derek suddenly jumps up. “Just as I suspected!” 
 
    I stand up too. “Suspected what?” 
 
    He sighs, stepping from behind the plant. “They were—they—” He stops and sighs again. “They—” 
 
    “They were what?” I cut him off. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    He practically sobs. “They were KISSING!” 
 
    “Oh my—Derek, they’re dating.” 
 
    He makes a disgusted face at that. “So gross…” 
 
    “You—” 
 
    “Come on!” He grabs my hand and leads me out of the hospital. “And remember to keep it down.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as he looks around. “What are you planning on accomplishing by spying on them, anyway?” 
 
    “To see how they act when they’re by themselves,” he replies in a low voice, “duh.” 
 
    He pulls me behind a pillar, and I scowl at him. “Derek, this ‘pulling-me-behind-stuff’ is getting old.” 
 
    “You’ll blow our cover if you’re seen,” he states in a matter-of-fact way. “So, ‘pulling-you-behind-stuff’ is necessary.” 
 
    I almost point out that they’ll probably end up seeing us anyway, so it doesn’t really matter…but why burst his little “spy bubble?” 
 
    I walk next to him along the sidewalk. “So why—” 
 
    “Shh!” he hushes me. “They’ll hear you!” 
 
    “Well—” I stop when I see them walking ahead of us and then Derek motions to a few nearby bushes, causing me to shake my head. “No way. Derek, I’m not—” 
 
    He pouts and I groan before following him behind the stupid bushes. I give in way too easily. At this point, Madison and Josh are barely audible. I think one of them said something about…Tristan? And Heather? I don’t know. 
 
    Derek frowns. “I can’t hear anything.” 
 
    I cross my arms. “Maybe it’s a sign that you shouldn’t be trying to spy/eavesdrop on your sister and her boyfriend.” 
 
    “Wait,” he says, leaning a little to the left, “I don’t see them.” 
 
    “Don’t see who?” 
 
    And thattttt would be Madison’s voice. 
 
    Derek stands up with a sheepish look on his face. “Hey…you two, what’s up?” 
 
    I stand up too and Madison raises an eyebrow at Derek. “Behind the bushes, seriously?” 
 
    Derek scoffs. “Well, the tree would’ve been too obvious.” 
 
    I can’t believe that I was a part of this… 
 
    Madison shakes her head. “You’re so weird, Derek.” 
 
    “She’s right,” I pipe up, “I knew your little spy plan wouldn’t work.” 
 
    “Hurtful,” he whines, looking between us. “Let’s just go back to the waiting room.” 
 
    Madison nods. “Good, I’ll lecture you in there.” 
 
    Derek sighs as Josh and Madison walk ahead of us. “I was sure that we weren’t going to get caught.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at him. “Of course, you were.” 
 
    “Admit it,” he says as we start to follow after them, “you had fun.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I drawl sarcastically, “taking two flights of stairs, hiding behind stuff, having to whisper…what a blast.” 
 
    He gives me a cocky grin. “Well, I am a pretty fun person.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agree in all honesty, “you are.” 
 
    Faith was right. Her future sister-in-law is going to be very lucky. 
 
    Derek is one of a kind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    After several hours (possibly more) of watching TV, stretching, napping, talking, and raiding the vending machines: Derek’s dad comes into the waiting room with the news we’ve all be anticipating. 
 
    He smiles proudly. “Six point nine pounds and eighteen inches long…they’re both fine and healthy.” 
 
    “Did she have a boy or girl?” we all ask in unison. 
 
    He laughs at that. “Go see for yourselves, doc said two visitors at a time.” 
 
    So, we all head over to Faith’s room, the suspense killing everyone. 
 
    Harper motions to Derek and Madison. “Y’all, go first. She’s your sister.” 
 
    They don’t argue; and as the two of them go inside of the room, I can’t help but feel out of place. Like I don’t belong here. Because I don’t. This is Derek’s family, not mine, I’m just his best friend’s fiancée…and kind of friend? What would they think though if I just left? 
 
    Derek and Madison come back out after a few minutes and then Harper goes into the room. 
 
    “So, is it a boy or girl?” 
 
    My eyes widen in surprise at Josh’s question, considering he hasn’t been very talkative. I notice that Derek looks surprised too. 
 
    Madison smiles at her boyfriend. “If you want to know, then you’ll have to go in and see.” 
 
    He whispers something to her, and she nods before hugging his arm. I can’t get over how cute they are together! 
 
    Once Harper comes out of the room, Madison goes back in with Josh trailing behind her, and Harper touches Derek’s arm. “If you guys need anything, just call…all right?” 
 
    He nods. “Of course.” 
 
    She smiles at him, giving his arm a light squeeze. “I’ll see ya later.” She then turns to me. “It was nice meeting you, Brittany.” 
 
    I offer a smile of my own. “You too.” 
 
    Well, they seem…friendly. And sure, she’s probably older than him, but it’s not like that matters. She’s an adorable height for him. Does she like him? Does he like her? Maybe they— 
 
    “Whatcha thinking about?” 
 
    I try to appear nonchalant. “Nothing really, you?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Same.” 
 
    Oh please, he’s probably thinking about her. Or Jessica. Or both of them. 
 
    Derek’s love life is none of your business, Britt… 
 
     Josh and Madison come back into the hallway, and I feel awkward about just going in there on my own. I consider Faith as a friend, but it’s not like we’re close. I’d like to be, but with everything that’s happened there’s obviously— 
 
    “Come on,” Derek drawls, placing a hand at my back, “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    He didn’t do that with Harper. 
 
    Shut. Up. 
 
    I let him lead me inside of the room where Faith is lying in the hospital bed, holding a little bundle in her arms. 
 
    “Brittany,” Derek says as we step closer to Faith and the baby, “meet my niece…Faye Marie Gregory.” 
 
    “Oh, Faith,” I breathe out as I admire Faye’s tiny features, “she’s beautiful.” 
 
    Faith smiles at that. “Thanks, Britt.” 
 
    I don’t bother hiding the tears of amazement as they fall from my eyes. Seeing life in one of the most perfect and breathtaking forms is just…priceless. Words can barely describe this experience. 
 
    When I feel Derek’s arm around my shoulders, though, I snap out of my daze. “Congratulations to you and Evan, wherever he is.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she says again, still smiling, “he’s on the phone with his parents.” 
 
    “I’m going to take Brittany back to the house so she can get her car,” Derek pipes up, letting his arm drop from my shoulders. “Love you, sis.” He kisses Faith’s forehead. “And Faye…” I smile as he gently kisses Faye’s little hat. “I’ll be back later.” 
 
    Faith nods. “Okay, be safe.” 
 
    He smiles. “Always.” 
 
    “You are incredibly sweet, Derek Theodore Connors,” I tell him as we leave the room. “Faye is lucky to have you as an uncle.” 
 
    His thumb brushes underneath both of my eyes. “You were crying.” 
 
    I laugh a little as I wipe under my eyes, making sure the tears are gone. “Is that a question or statement?” 
 
    “Both, I guess…” he trails off, his eyes shifting as they study me. “Amazing, huh?” 
 
    “Unbelievably so,” I agree wholeheartedly, “I’m glad that I was somewhat a part of it.” 
 
    He smiles. “Me too.” He then proceeds to look around. “I guess Josh took Maddie home.” 
 
    I give his arm a playful nudge. “You really should be nicer to the poor guy.” 
 
    “Fine,” he groans, “I’ll be nicer…only a little though.” 
 
    I laugh as we start walking toward the elevators. “So, how long has Faith known Harper?” 
 
    “They met in college…why?” 
 
    “Oh,” I say casually, “no reason.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” he states in a matter-of-fact way, “there’s always a reason behind every question.” 
 
    “You sound like a fortune cookie,” I comment as he presses the “down” button for the elevator. “Or like an old proverb.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment. It’s true though, there’s a reason for everything.” 
 
    I nod. “I agree.” 
 
    “So,” he drawls, “what’s your reason?” 
 
    I shrug. “Just curious. That’s all.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he hums as the elevator doors open, “something tells me there’s a little more reason than that.” 
 
    We walk in and then Derek presses the “lobby” button. “Are you going to tell me?” 
 
    “Nah.” I shake my head as the doors close. “It’s really not that big of a deal.” 
 
    “Just tell me.” 
 
    “You’re going to think I’m weird or something,” I insist. “And it’s none of my business, but—” 
 
    “Just tell me,” he repeats himself. “What is it?” 
 
    “Is—” I stop and bite my lip. “Is there anything going on between you and Harper?” 
 
    His eyebrows crease at that. “Harper?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I reply with a nod. “Like I said, it’s none of my business, but I’m—” 
 
    “Harper is married.” 
 
    My mouth drops before I can stop it. “What? She’s married?” 
 
    “Yeah, for like…two years now.” 
 
    “B-but,” I sputter in confusion, “she didn’t have a ring on.” 
 
    Of course, not everyone wears wedding rings, but still. 
 
    “She forgets to wear it,” he says with a slight laugh and then he tilts his head to the side. “You really thought there was something going on between us?” 
 
    “Well, I thought there was a chance,” I reply, feeling my cheeks warming up. “You two did seem kind of…friendly.” 
 
    Oh, Brittany, when will you learn? 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “Friendly?” 
 
    The elevator doors open, and we walk out. “Well—” I shake my head. “Let’s just act like I didn’t even mention it.” 
 
    This is so embarrassing. Why didn’t I just keep my assumptions to myself? 
 
    “Friendly, how?” he ignores my request. “I don’t get it. I’m pretty friendly toward everyone.” 
 
    I sigh. “Friendly in a close, non-friend way.” 
 
    “Okay?” he drawls, looking even more confused now. “Well, it’s not like that at all. It’s never been like that.” 
 
    “Cool,” I reply lamely as we leave the building. “I mean—ugh, you know what I mean.” 
 
    He smiles some. “Kind of, I guess.” 
 
    “If she wasn’t married though…” I trail off, unable to stop myself. “Would you be interested in her then?” 
 
    Keeping my mouth shut is overrated. 
 
    He licks his lips before letting out a sigh. “Why are you asking?” 
 
    “I’m just…curious. There’s eventually going to be some—” 
 
    “No offense, Britt,” he interrupts me, “I know you mean well, but I’d rather not talk about my love life.” 
 
    I know that I should just drop it. 
 
    But I don’t. 
 
    “Derek, you—” 
 
    “Brittany,” he cuts in, his voice sterner this time, “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    Crap, I made him angry. 
 
    I pushed too much. 
 
    But pushing too much makes me realize something: I need to help Derek with his love life. 
 
    I will help him with his love life. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14: I Miss You 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “I’m so psyched that you’re letting me plan your bachelorette party,” Delanie comments from her spot on one of the kitchen stools. “I’ve already started putting some ideas together…it’s going to be tight.” 
 
    I sigh, handing her a can of soda. “Don’t go overboard, Del. I’m still not sure if—” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she interrupts, “I know what I’m doing.” She hands me back the soda. “And water, please. No carbs. No sugar.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as I get a glass from the cabinet. “Didn’t your doctor say you need to put on some more weight?” 
 
    “Well, my manager says no,” she states in a matter-of-fact way as I get her the water. “And besides, I’m almost the perfect size for all those summer photoshoots I have lined up.” She proceeds to groan. “Except for these thighs! They always seem to—” 
 
    “Here,” I cut in, giving her the glass of water, “and don’t worry about your thighs.” 
 
    She takes a sip of her water. “So, has my mom put you on a diet yet?” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow at that. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I guess not…” she trails off, setting her glass down on the island counter. “It’ll come up soon. I’m surprised she hasn’t said anything yet.” 
 
    I almost scoff. “I don’t need to be put on a diet. I’m perfectly fine.” 
 
    “Look, Britt,” she says with an eye-roll, “all brides-to-be go on diets…I’ve never been one and even I know that.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not going on any kind of diet…bride-to-be or not.” 
 
    She laughs some. “Good luck convincing Mom of that.” 
 
    “I’ll manage,” I reply dryly. “I’m paying her to help me plan my wedding, not to be my own personal dietitian.” 
 
    “I’m just warning you.” She traces the brim of her glass. “So…what about Connors?” 
 
    I open the can of soda. “What about him?” 
 
    “How are things going with him being back in town?” 
 
    “Fine.” I offer a slight shrug. “We’ve talked a lot over the past few days.” 
 
    “And?” she coaxes. “What about Jessica?” 
 
    “They’re not together,” I say before drinking some of my soda, “it’s a touchy subject.” 
 
    “Touchy subject?” she echoes, leaning in. “SPILL.” 
 
    Oh crap, I shouldn’t have said anything. 
 
    “Del, no.” I set my can down on the counter. “It’s not my story to tell…okay?” 
 
    She arches an eyebrow. “Story?” 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    “If you want to know, then ask Derek yourself.” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” she replies, wrinkling her nose, “I can’t remember the last time Connors and I had a plain, non-argumentative conversation.” 
 
    Probably before Fresh Freddie happened… 
 
    “Oh!” she exclaims with a scowl. “Mom told me Kacia and Trent are in the wedding.” She proceeds to shudder. “Why you agreed to that is beyond me.” 
 
    Right. I did agree to let the twins be my ring bearer and flower girl. What day did we decide that again? I can’t remember… 
 
    “She suggested them,” I reply with another shrug, “and I couldn’t think of anyone else.” 
 
    “I would’ve hired a ringer bearer and a flower girl before letting those two do it,” she says, taking another sip of her water. “Ugh! So, what does Mom have scheduled for today? Is her every day planning killing you yet?” 
 
    “Well,” I drawl, sighing a little, “it’s not very fun—that’s for sure. And I’m spending my Saturday afternoon meeting the photographer and…I can’t remember what else.” 
 
    “Dante Katsaros is the one doing the pictures, right?” Delanie rolls her eyes. “He’s like thirteen years younger than my mom, but she still adores him to no extent. I still can’t believe she hasn’t left my dad for him.” 
 
    “Delanie, that’s a terrible thing to say!” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she says, waving me off, “Mom and Dad are happy with the idea of being together…they’ll never get divorced.” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” I ask, eager to change the subject. “Do you want to get a late breakfast somewhere?” 
 
    “Maybe…” she trails off, a thoughtful look on her face. “What I really want, though, is to see Connors face-to-face. If he looks as good in real life as he did in those pictures—” 
 
    “No, Del,” I interrupt her, “Derek isn’t looking for a relationship right now.” 
 
    “Well, neither am I,” she responds with a smirk. “I’m just…curious. Oh, I almost forgot to tell you, I need a favor.” 
 
    Thank God, another subject change. “What kind of favor?” 
 
    “Like watching Aiden and Michelle’s little monsters with me on Monday morning,” she states in a matter-of-fact way. “Aiden has to work, and Michelle has a doctor’s appointment…and my mom volunteered me to watch them. There’s NO way I’m doing it by myself though.” 
 
    I force a smile. “Sure, I’d love to.” 
 
    She snorts. “Yeah, right.” 
 
    “They’re not that bad, Del,” I try to convince her, “and besides…I love kids.” 
 
    “Babysitting those terrors will change that statement,” she assures me, “trust me. Kids will be the last thing on your mind.” 
 
    “Come on, Del,” I say, tilting my head to the side, “doesn’t part of you want to have kids one day?” 
 
    “Can you imagine me driving a minivan like some kind of soccer mom?” She lets out a bitter laugh. “My hair in a messy ponytail while I’m wearing yoga pants?” 
 
    I smile a little at the thought. “Yeah, I could.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t,” she states dryly. “And besides, my love life has been kind of pathetic, so having kids is out of the question.” 
 
    “You’ll find the right guy,” I assure her, “and the two of you will be perfect for each other.” 
 
    “I’m not counting on it…” 
 
    “You have to think positive, Del!” I exclaim, widening my eyes at her. “Who knows? It might be someone you know already!” 
 
    It might seem kind of crazy, but I honestly think there could be something between her and Zach. I’ve seen the way they interact with each other and it’s obvious they have definite chemistry. Of course, neither of them will probably do anything about it, though, because of what happened with Zach and Liv… 
 
    “How about we go shopping?” she suggests, licking her lips. “At the mall.” 
 
    “Sure, and we can eat at the food court.” 
 
    She grins mischievously. “Invite Connors.” 
 
    My eyebrows shoot up at that. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Invite Connors,” she repeats herself, “it’ll be…interesting.” 
 
    “Interesting?” I echo in confusion. “How will—” 
 
    “It’s Connors,” she interjects, rolling her eyes, “everything is interesting when he’s involved.” 
 
    “Fine,” I give in, “I’ll invite him. But not to make things interesting.” 
 
    She ignores my air quotations and drinks more of her water. “Call him.” 
 
    So, I pick up my phone and “select” Derek’s number, then wait for him to answer. 
 
    “Britt?” 
 
    “Hey,” I reply, avoiding any eye contact with Delanie. “Um…do you want to hang out? At the mall?” 
 
    “Don’t you have wedding planning stuff going on today?” 
 
    “It’s later on in the afternoon...” I trail off. “So, are you game? Or—” 
 
    “Uh, sure,” he interrupts, “yeah. Hanging out sounds…good.” 
 
    I smile some. “Great, and I have a surprise for you.” 
 
    Delanie motions to herself and mouths: “Me,” with a hair flip. 
 
    “A surprise?” Derek asks, sounding…surprised. “Surprises are usually my thing.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve rubbed off on me,” I say in a teasing tone, “see you in about fifteen minutes or so?” 
 
    “See you then.” 
 
    “So, he’s coming?” Delanie asks after I end the call. “He’ll be there?” 
 
    Well, she sounds awfully anxious…is it possible that Delanie likes Derek? 
 
    Has she liked him all along? 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is he still the same?” Delanie asks as we continue to browse through the rack of clothes. “Like his personality?” 
 
    “I think so…” I trail off, shrugging a shoulder. “I mean, he’s a little different.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she hums, holding up a top. “Is this thing ugly or what?” 
 
    I tilt my head to the side. “It’s…different.” 
 
    She snorts before hanging it back up. “Well, that’s a nice way of putting it.” 
 
    As she sifts through the other clothes, I try to be discreet while carefully studying her. I can see her with Derek. They do have history after all. They’ve known each other for a long time. Has Derek ever liked her? 
 
    No, genius…he liked you, remember? 
 
    Right. He liked me. Well, maybe part of him liked her at one point anyway. That’s a possibility. I mean— 
 
    “Brittany?” Delanie’s voice interrupts my thoughts. “Are you listening to me?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I apologize, focusing my attention on her, “what’s up?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “I’m going to the store next door.” 
 
    “Okay…meet you at the food court?” 
 
    She waves me off. “Yeah, sure. Whatever.” 
 
    I end up leaving the store shortly after she does, and I start walking toward the food court. I have no idea what I’m going to eat, but I am DEFINITELY hungry. 
 
    My eyes are suddenly covered, and a familiar voice asks, “Guess who?” 
 
    Derek. 
 
      
 
    Isn’t it always Derek? 
 
    “It’s you,” I replied, unable to hide my disinterest.  
 
    “You, who?” 
 
    I sighed. “Derek.” 
 
    His hands moved and— 
 
      
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    I blink at Derek, who’s now standing front of me. “Yeah, um…I’m fine.” 
 
    He tilts his head, a look of concern on his face. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I repeat myself, “just thinking. How are Faith and Faye doing?” 
 
    “They’re doing fine,” he replies with a smile, “the doctor says they can go home on Monday.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I say, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “So, listen, about yesterday—” 
 
    “Yeah,” he cuts in, letting out a loud sigh, “I’m sorry I snapped at you like that.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry.” I shake my head. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have pushed so much.” 
 
    “I should just be less sensitive about the whole thing.” 
 
    “No!” I exclaim. “After what you’ve been through? You have every right to be sensitive, Derek.” 
 
    He licks his lips. “Your apology is accepted as long as you accept mine.” 
 
    I nod. “Deal.” 
 
    “So…where’s my surprise?” 
 
    “That’s for me to know and you to find out,” I tell him with a teasing smile. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Somewhat. How about you?” 
 
    I motion ahead of us. “I was just on my way to the food court.” 
 
    “Their nachos are incredible,” he gushes, “they always have just the right amount of cheese.” 
 
    “That they do,” I agree as we start walking, “and their slushies are pretty good too.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Hey, guess what I’m doing tomorrow.” 
 
    I purse my lips. “Um…watching TV?” 
 
    That’s all I got. 
 
    “Good guess,” he replies with a laugh, “I probably will…but I’m also going to have some bonding time with Josh tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “So…does this mean that he passed? We passed?” 
 
    “I guess so.” He sighed with shrug. “But I’ll know for sure later today.” 
 
    My eyebrows creased. “What do you mean?” 
 
    He grinned at that. “Your boyfriend and I are going to have some bonding time.” 
 
      
 
    “Britt?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, snapping out of my thoughts, “I’m here.” 
 
    “You sure?” Derek teases. “It seemed like you were somewhere else.” 
 
    “I’m here,” I say again, “sorry…were you saying something?” 
 
    “Just about tomorrow.” His eyebrows crease. “Are you sure that you’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    “Hey, Connors,” a voice interrupts from behind us, “why don’t you make yourself useful and carry some of these bags?” 
 
    It’s Delanie, of course, and Derek grins as we turn around to face her. “What, you can’t carry them yourself, Moore?” 
 
    She shrugs. “I was just trying to give you something to do.” 
 
    Derek turns to me. “This is my surprise?” 
 
    I smile some. “Surprise!” 
 
    “Is there a return policy?” he asks with a loud groan. 
 
    Delanie scoffs. “Jerk!” 
 
    “I’ve missed you too, Moore,” he replies cheekily. “I can’t say that I’ve missed you as much as you’ve missed me though.” 
 
    Delanie rolls her eyes. “Yeah, keep telling yourself that.” 
 
    “Hey,” Derek drawls, “Brittany and Blake’s big day has brought us together again, so…” He holds a hand out. “Why don’t we call a truce?” 
 
    A truce? Between Delanie and Derek? Is that even possible? 
 
    Del’s eyes dart from his hand to his face. “Only until after the wedding?” 
 
    He nods. “Yep.” 
 
    “Fine.” She shakes his hand. “Truce.” 
 
    I try not to seem shocked, but I totally am. Delanie isn’t the type to give in, especially when it comes to Derek. 
 
    “Since we’re being nice to each other…” Del holds out her three bags to him. “Carry these, will you?” 
 
    “Of course,” he says, taking the bags from her, “because that’s what nice people do.” 
 
    This is so weird. 
 
    “So, Britt,” Delanie starts as we all walk toward the food court, “what are the maids of honor dresses going to look like?” 
 
    “Um…” I trail off with creased eyebrows. “I’m not really sure. Maybe something similar to the bridesmaids’ dresses?” 
 
    She wrinkles her nose at that. “Hopefully not too similar.” 
 
    “We haven’t decided on what the bridal party is wearing yet,” I reply somewhat helplessly, “I have to ask Blake what he wants the best men to—” 
 
    “Whoa,” she cuts me off, “best men? Who’s the other guy? Zach?” 
 
    I wish it were Zach… 
 
    But it’s not. It’s Darren. And I don’t want to be the one to tell her that it’s Darren. The last time she even brought him up was two years ago—and she had nothing remotely good to say. 
 
    “Blake is deciding,” I quickly say, “he mentioned some co-workers and stuff…so yeah, he’ll decide that.” 
 
    She narrows her eyes at me. “Are you not telling me something?” 
 
    Crap. 
 
    “No,” I lie, “what makes you—” 
 
    “Brittany!” she all-but-shrieks as she stands in front of me. “What are you not telling me?!” 
 
    I wince. “Blake may have, kind of, sort of said about…asking Darren to be his other best man?” 
 
    Her eyebrows shoot up at that. “What?” 
 
    I can’t help but gulp. “I—” 
 
    “He doesn’t even live here!” she cuts me off. “And Blake is asking him to be his flipping best man?” 
 
    Derek opens his mouth, then closes it, and I turn my attention back to Delanie. “Del, it’s really not my decision. Blake—” 
 
    “Britt,” she interrupts, putting a hand up, “I love you…but I will not be your maid of honor if that son of a—” 
 
    “Delanie, please,” I try to calm her down, “it’s Blake’s choice.” 
 
    “Forget it!” She snatches her bags from Derek. “Have fun!” 
 
    I start to go after her when Derek grasps my arm. “Let her cool off, Britt.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Hey,” he cuts in gently, turning me so I’m facing him, “she’ll come around. Trust me.” 
 
      
 
    “You gotta trust me, Britt,” he said, his gaze becoming intent. “It’ll all work out, I promise.” 
 
    “But how—” 
 
    “Because it will,” he interrupted me, “no matter what, I’ll make sure everything turns out okay. All right?” 
 
      
 
    “How about those nachos and slushies?” Derek suggests, looking at me expectantly. “Hmm?” 
 
    I reluctantly nod. “Okay, nachos and slushies.” 
 
    He drapes an arm over my shoulder, just like he’s done countless times in the past, and it honestly feels so comforting and familiar. 
 
    I rest the side of my head against him as I let out a sigh. “I miss you, you know.” 
 
    He laughs some. “I’m right here.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” I say, nudging him lightly, “and after the wedding is over, you’ll leave again.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that.” He gives my shoulders a slight squeeze. “Focus on right now.” 
 
    I nod, but even still…I am worried about it. I finally have Derek back in my life and he’s just going to disappear from it again. 
 
    That’s the last thing I want to happen.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15: It’ll All Work Out  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “What if Del doesn’t come around?” I ask, carelessly stirring my slushie. “What if she absolutely refuses to be one of my maids of honor?” 
 
    “If she can’t put her personal problems aside, then maybe this will be for the best.” 
 
    “Derek!” I exclaim in disbelief. “Delanie is one of my best friends, I want her at my wedding!” 
 
    “And that’s not a bad thing,” he says, taking a sip from his own slushie, “I just don’t want you stressing about it.” 
 
    “Too late,” I grumble, “it’s close to the top of my things-to-stress-about list.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow at that. “You have a list? Like, literally?” 
 
    I shrug a shoulder. “It’s a mental list.”  
 
    “Do you wanna talk about it?” he offers. “I’m all ears.” 
 
    I almost let out a sad laugh. “Derek, I’ve already given you more than an earful. I don’t want to keep loading all of my worries on you.” 
 
    “You have to tell someone,” he says in a matter-of-fact way, “so…tell me.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I insist, well aware that I’ve overshared with him as it is. “I’m good.” 
 
    He looks unconvinced, and proceeds to nod toward my tray. “You haven’t eaten any of your nachos. I thought you were hungry.” 
 
    “I guess I’m not that hungry,” I reply nonchalantly, “you can have mine.” 
 
    “You should eat them, Britt. I don’t want you getting sick.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I assure him, “I—” My words are interrupted by my ringing phone. “One sec…it’s Blake.” 
 
    I “accept” the call. “Hey, is everything all right?” 
 
    Very rarely does he call when he’s at work, unless it’s about something really important. 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” Blake drawls, “just calling to check up on you.” 
 
    I smile some. “Well, that’s sweet of you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he agrees, “so what are you up to?” 
 
    I bite my lip. “Aren’t you busy?” 
 
    “No…I have a few minutes before a meeting.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say, sitting up straighter, “well, I’m at the food court with Derek.” 
 
    “Tell him I say hi.” 
 
    I look up at Derek and cover the phone with my hand. “Blake says hi.” 
 
    Derek sets his slushie down. “Tell him I say hi too.” 
 
    I move my hand away from the phone with a laugh. “Derek says hi too.” 
 
    Derek grins before eating his nachos and Blake sighs. “So, listen, Darren is coming sometime next month.” 
 
    “About that,” I say with a sigh of my own, “I told Delanie about Darren and she totally flipped out. She’s refusing to be a part of the wedding because of him, Blake.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you, babe,” he says, now sounding somewhat frustrated. “It’ll all work out…right?” 
 
    “I hope so. What—” 
 
    I hear a voice in the background and then Blake’s again. “Hey, Britt? I have to go. Tell me later, okay?” 
 
    I force a smile. “Okay, I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    “So, what did he say about Moore and Darren?” Derek asks as I put my phone away. 
 
    “Delanie,” I correct him, “you’re supposed to be on a truce.” 
 
    He childishly crosses his arms. “That was before she went into full diva-mode.” 
 
    “Be nice,” I chide him, “and Blake says that it’ll all work out.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Derek says, wiping his hands on one of the napkins. “It’s all going to be fine.” 
 
    “But what if it’s not?” I persist. “What if everything turns out horribly? What if—” 
 
    “Brittany,” he interrupts me in a soft voice, “you have to stop with the negative ‘what ifs.’ It’s not healthy.” 
 
    “I know. I just want everything to be perfect; and right now, things are looking far from perfect.” 
 
    “I know what will help clear your head,” he comments thoughtfully, “but there’s not enough time today…how about we try for Monday?” 
 
    “Monday?” I echo in confusion. “What—” 
 
    He holds a finger up. “Just plan to have Monday free, okay?” 
 
    “Monday,” I say in realization. “I can’t. I told Delanie that I’d help babysit her cousins’ kids.” 
 
    “Well, she’s kind of mad at you right now.” 
 
    “True,” I agree, “but I told her that I would do it.” 
 
    He shrugs. “If she still wants you to babysit by Monday morning…then we’ll do it on Tuesday; otherwise, Monday will be the day.” 
 
    “All right, we’ll see.” 
 
    I almost ask him about Delanie. If he’s ever had any feelings for her. If there’s ever been anything between them. 
 
    But I don’t ask. 
 
    After how things went down yesterday, I think it’d better for me to not bring up ANYTHING that has to do with his love life. Past, present, or future. I mean, of course I’ll end up mentioning it again at some point—Derek is way too nice of a guy to stay single for the rest of his life. He has a lot to offer! He’s great all the way around and should have TONS of girls wanting to be with him. He probably does, come to think of it. The problem is just his unwillingness to open up again. 
 
    But every problem has a solution… 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean we have to change the date?” I choke out with wide eyes. “We already sent the invitations out, didn’t we?” 
 
    Delanie’s mom shakes her head. “No, we didn’t. Thank God we still have time to correct them.” 
 
    “But—”  
 
    “The only available date the hotel has is the twenty-second,” she interrupts me, “and you should be glad that they have anything available with such a short notice.” 
 
    I begin to massage my temples. “Okay, the twenty-second is fine then…I guess.” 
 
    That’s basically a week earlier than what we originally had planned though. What if we can’t have everything done in time? 
 
    “Having the wedding of your dreams has its price,” she states in a matter-of-fact way as she jots something down on her clipboard. “You know…I haven’t heard much about the groom’s parents.” 
 
    “They lead busy lives,” I reply, not understanding what they have to do with anything. “His mom does a lot of charity work and his dad—” 
 
    “That’s nice,” she cuts me off, “now I’ve scheduled dress shopping for this Wednesday. There’s no point in putting it off any longer. Which reminds me, we should discuss a diet plan for you.” 
 
    I try not to completely lose my crap. “Mrs. Moore, I don’t need a diet plan.” 
 
    She slowly looks me up and down. “Well, maybe just—”  
 
    “Mrs. Moore,” I interrupt in a firm voice, “I do not need a diet plan. You’re my wedding planner…not my doctor.” 
 
    Her eyes widen, but she doesn’t say anything. 
 
    “I don’t mean to sound rude,” I continue, now softening my voice, “but I need you to help with the wedding…and only the wedding.” 
 
    She mutters something under her breath. “Where is your fiancé?” 
 
    Changing the subject is good. But asking about Blake? Not-so-good. 
 
    “He should be here, Brittany,” she says in obvious exasperation, “we’re deciding what couple pictures you both would like for the wedding.” 
 
    “We haven’t really talked about that.” I twist my engagement ring back and forth. “I have a few ideas, but—” 
 
    “Dante will have fabulous ideas,” she assures me,” we’ll glean from those. He should be here shortly.” 
 
    Joy. 
 
    “So, tell me about your fiancé’s…best friend?” She raises an eyebrow at me. “Is that what you addressed him as?” 
 
    “Derek, yes, he’s Blake’s best friend.” 
 
    “You and your fiancé seem close with him,” she observes coolly. “He doesn’t live here though, right?” 
 
    “I think we should stay on topic,” I match her cool tone, “and focus on the wedding.” 
 
    “Of course.” She smooths a nonexistent wrinkle in her skirt. “The rehearsal dinner will be on the twenty-first and the final fittings will be two days before that. You still want the wedding to take place at eleven o’clock, correct?” 
 
    I nod. “Yes.” 
 
    “And you want confetti thrown instead of rice,” she verifies, glancing at her clipboard, “along with the—” She stops and looks up at me. “You still haven’t decided on the cake’s flavor, size, or appearance.” 
 
    Oh, crap. 
 
    “I will,” I assure her, “I just haven’t had a chance to ask Blake about it…but that will be done by tomorrow.” 
 
    She writes something down before looking at me again. “It will have to be done by tomorrow. Thankfully, everything else seems to be in order. No bridal shower. No special transportation. No arches. No sculptures.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s all still accurate.” 
 
    “We’ll have to decide on hairstyles and nails,” she comments, turning her attention back to her clipboard. “One of Delanie’s friends owns a salon. Not you, of course, someone else.” 
 
    I almost point out that I co-own a spa—not a salon—but I just let it slide. Why bother trying to explain again? 
 
    “I’ll schedule that for…” she trails off, her eyes still on the clipboard. “Thursday? You still haven’t decided on bridesmaids though, right?” 
 
    I try not to cringe. “Not quite yet…” 
 
    Honestly? I’m really not sure who I should ask. I don’t really have any close friends besides Delanie and Mariana. 
 
    “That needs to be decided, Brittany.” She gives me a flat look. “And your fiancé needs to choose his groomsmen as well. Are you still set on having a…DJ for the reception?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, ignoring her dry tone, “we’re still having a DJ.” 
 
    I know she’s holding out for a quartet, but I just want to keep things simple. 
 
    “And dance lessons?” she asks, pursing her lips. “Will you and your fiancé be taking them or not?” 
 
    I told Derek that it wouldn’t work out with us taking dance lessons because of how busy Blake is…but maybe we could try anyway. I mean, I’d love to dance with him like Galiana and Roy danced together in Meet Me on the Rooftop. It would be so roman— 
 
    “Dante!” Del’s mom exclaims, looking past me. “So good to see you, darling!” 
 
    I watch as Dante (who by the way, has the darkest and thickest hair I’ve ever seen) kisses Mrs. Moore’s hand. “It is a pleasure to see you as well, Vivien.” 
 
    Is she…blushing? 
 
    “And this young lady must be the future bride,” Dante says, before holding his hand out to me. “Brittany, right? I’m Dante Katsaros.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Dante.” I start to shake his hand, but he kisses mine instead. Okay then. I force myself not to wipe the back of my hand against my jeans. 
 
    “I see that we have a lot to work with,” he drawls, looking me over with a grin. “Where is our beautiful bride-to-be’s fiancé?” 
 
    “Blake is working,” I explain, noting that he’s still gazing at me rather intently. “So, it’s just me today.” 
 
    He nods. “I see.” 
 
    Then he exchanges glances with Delanie’s mom. 
 
    I, on the other hand, awkwardly look around the room. Why didn’t I ask Blake to take time off for today? I don’t know if I’ll be able to handle this on my own. 
 
    “Sit down, sit down,” Dante instructs us, “I’ll show you some of my samples.” 
 
    I try not to seem utterly confused as he proceeds to scroll through various pictures on his tablet. They’re couple shots—most of them anyway—but I honestly don’t know what to make of them. I guess he was going for a dramatic vibe, maybe? They all just look weird and kind of creepy to me though. 
 
    Mrs. Moore, however, is totally enthralled by them. 
 
    Or him. 
 
    Both, I guess. 
 
    “Well,” Dante finally says, “what do you think?” 
 
    “They’re different,” I manage to reply, “I just don’t know if they’re my type…our type.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “So…you don’t love them?” 
 
    Mrs. Moore’s mouth drops, and I feel my eyes widen. “Oh, no! No, no, no! I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “I am an ARTIST!” he cuts me off with a loud scoff. “And you—I need a moment!” 
 
    He abruptly leaves the room and Del’s mom gives me a disapproving look before going after him. 
 
    I can’t even. Wow. It’s not like I was trying to be rude! I wouldn’t have given my opinion if I knew he was going to react like that… 
 
    “You have offended Dante,” Mrs. Moore announces, coming back into the room with extended arms, “he’s very hurt.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “We will try to arrange another meeting,” she interrupts, completely ignoring me. “Hopefully, he’ll be okay with doing it on Monday.” 
 
    “I have plans on Mon—” 
 
    “Clearly you’ll have to apologize to him,” she states in an airy tone. “As for our little look-see around the hotel…we can put that off until Monday as well. You’ll be hearing from me.” 
 
    I watch in disbelief and frustration as she once again leaves the room. 
 
    Why doesn’t she ever listen?! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
       
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16: I’m Okay 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cake?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I reply into my phone, “we kind of have to decide on one.” 
 
    “Uh…” Blake trails off, making an exasperated sound. “I don’t know, Britt. Vanilla?” 
 
    “Okay, vanilla is…good.” 
 
    “You don’t want vanilla?” 
 
    I shake my head even though he can’t see me. “No, it’s not that.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Nothing.” I pull my pint of ice cream out of the freezer. “Vanilla is fine.” 
 
    “So, how did it go with the...photographer, right?” 
 
    I cringe as I close the freezer door. “Um, Del’s mom is going to schedule another meeting with him.” 
 
    “Well, what—” 
 
    “I wanted to talk about something with you,” I interrupt, desperate to change the subject. “Mrs. Moore asked if we were going to be taking dance lessons.” 
 
    “Dance lessons?” he echoes as I get a spoon out. “Don’t people usually just sway back and forth or something like that?” 
 
    “I guess so,” I reply, setting the carton down on the counter, “but don’t you think it’d be nice to take lessons together? As a coupley thing?” 
 
    “We’re getting married, babe.” He laughs some. “That’s totally a—what did you call it? A coupley thing?” 
 
    “I know…I just thought it’d be nice.” I shrug a shoulder. “Something fun and different.” 
 
    “I’m pretty busy, Britt,” he points out the obvious, “you know that. I’m probably not going to have time for dance lessons.” 
 
    “I know,” I say again, prying the carton’s lid off, “I know how busy you are. But maybe we—” 
 
    “I have an idea,” he interrupts me, “why don’t you take lessons? It’ll be my little treat for you.” 
 
    “Blake…” I can’t help but sigh. “If I’m the only one taking lessons, then I’ll be the only one who’s going to know how to dance.” 
 
    “You can just show me how afterward,” he states in a matter-of-fact way, “sound good?” 
 
    “Sure,” I agree halfheartedly, “that’s fine.” 
 
    “Good. So, what are you doing now?” 
 
    “Talking to you,” I attempt a playful tone, “and getting ready to eat some ice cream.” 
 
    Brownie Bomb Blast ice cream…it’s literally the best flavor ever. 
 
    “Ice cream?” he echoes in obvious surprise. “Are you sure you should be eating that?” 
 
    I pause with my spoon hovering over the ice cream and raise an eyebrow. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Are you sure you should be eating that?” he repeats himself. “You know…ice cream?” 
 
    Of all the— 
 
    I prop a hand on my hip. “And what reason is there why I shouldn’t eat ice cream?” 
 
    “Well, with the wedding coming up and all, I figured that you’d probably be on some type of diet.” 
 
    I don’t know if I’m more offended or worried. Do I really seem like I need to be on a diet? I mean, that’s crazy! 
 
    “Britt? You there?” 
 
    “I’m here,” I reply in a tight voice, “I’ll talk to you later, okay?” 
 
    “Okay? Are you busy or—” 
 
    “Kind of,” I interrupt him. “And by the way, the wedding is being moved up to the twenty-second. It’s the only available date the hotel has.” 
 
    “All right. That’s fine. Talk to you later, babe.” 
 
    He hangs up and I set my phone aside on the counter. 
 
    Vanilla cake. I was hoping to have something a little less traditional, but there’s nothing wrong with vanilla cake…with plain, white frosting. That’s what he’s going to be expecting, no doubt. 
 
    I eye my pint of ice cream. Sure, I’m not the skinniest person out there, but it’s not like I’m super overweight either. Why does everyone suddenly think I need to be on a diet? Forget them, that’s their problem. 
 
    So, I eat my delicious ice cream while picking up a little around the house. Not that it’s really a mess though. Gosh, it’s going to be so weird not living here anymore…like, ever again. I know Delanie couldn’t wait to move out of her parents’ house and into her own place, but there’s just something so comforting about living here with Mom and Dad. I’m going to miss it. I’m going to miss them. Though, with all this wedding craziness going on—I feel like I’ve barely seen them. We’ll have to fix that. 
 
    I put the pint of ice cream back into the freezer and toss my spoon into the sink. Now what? Maybe I should take a little nap. Napping is good for stress, right? 
 
    Just as I’m about to head upstairs, though, the doorbell rings. Never mind, I guess I’m answering the door. 
 
    I walk over to the front door and pull it open to reveal…Madison? 
 
    “Madison, is everything all right?” I ask with creased eyebrows, hoping I don’t look too shocked. 
 
    Why else would she be on my front porch though? What if something is wrong? And how does she know where I live? 
 
    “Yeah…” She tucks a strand of her brown hair behind her ear. “Can we talk?” 
 
    I blink at that. “Talk?” 
 
    She proceeds to sigh. “Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” I assure her. “I’m just a little…confused, that’s all. What did you want to talk about?” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    “Oh!” I exclaim, stepping aside. “Come inside!” She walks in and I close the front door. “Sit wherever you want.” 
 
    “Okay,” she says, sitting down in one of the two lounge chairs, “thanks.” 
 
    “Of course,” I reply, sitting on the sofa so I’m across from her. “So, what’s up?” 
 
    “I don’t want to seem nosy,” she starts, now looking uncomfortable, “I’ve just been wondering for a while now.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. “Wondering about…what exactly?” 
 
    “What happened between you and Derek?” 
 
    I feel my shoulders drop at her reply. Well, I wasn’t expecting that. How am I even supposed to respond? What do I say? 
 
    “Uh, well,” I drawl, trying not to sound flustered, “why are you asking?” 
 
    “I’ve been wondering for a while,” she repeats herself with a shrug, “it’s like you guys were dating and then…you just weren’t.” 
 
    Why me? Why me? Why me? 
 
    “Have you asked Derek about…him and me?” 
 
    “No,” she murmurs, shaking her head, “he became kind of distant after you two broke up. He didn’t want to talk about it. And then he moved right after he graduated.” 
 
    “Right,” I say with a sigh, “Madison—” 
 
    “You can call me Maddie,” she interrupts me. “Or Mads, everyone pretty much does.” 
 
    “Maddie,” I try again, “I…don’t know what to tell you.” 
 
    Her eyebrows crease. “You don’t?” 
 
    “You should ask Derek,” I suggest, twisting my ring back and forth, “I’m sure he’ll be able to answer better than me.” 
 
    Considering I have absolutely NO idea what to answer, any answer Derek gives will be better than mine… 
 
    “Are you okay?” She tilts her head in concern. “You seem…nervous.” 
 
    I force myself to be as still as possible. “I’m fine. But I really think you should ask Derek.” 
 
    “Okay.” She nods, looking a little disappointed. “I’ll ask him.” 
 
    “Good,” I drawl, rubbing my hands on my jeans, “so does anyone know you’re here?” 
 
    She nods again. “I told Mom that I was going to visit you.” 
 
    Ah. 
 
    “Do you want something to drink?” I offer, standing up. “Or to eat? I have ice cream.” 
 
    “I’m good, thanks,” she turns me down as she stands up too, “I guess I’ll just go and—” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t have to go,” I cut in, “you can stay if you want.” 
 
    “Um…okay.” 
 
    “Great!” I exclaim with a smile. “We can hang out and you can tell me all about Josh.” 
 
    Her blue-green eyes light up. “Yeah, I’d like that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    After an hour or so of talking, laughing, and sipping on lemonade: Madison leaves, and I call Derek. 
 
    “Hey,” he greets me in a cheerful voice, “what’s up?” 
 
    “Madison is amazing,” I can’t help but gush, “she’s just so sweet and fun, and—” 
 
    “Wait,” he interrupts with a laugh, “why are you telling me all of this?” 
 
    “She came by for a little bit, so we talked and hung out.” 
 
    “Madison was at your house?” he asks in surprise. 
 
    “She asked about us,” I say more solemnly than I had planned, “she wanted to know what happened. Derek, I didn’t know what to tell her!” 
 
    “She asked about us? Well, I—what did you tell her?” 
 
    “I asked her if she asked you about it,” I reply with a shrug, “and she said no…she also said that you started acting distant.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything, so I continue, “Derek, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize just how much I hurt you back then.” 
 
    “Britt,” he sighs, “you’ve already apologized. You don’t need to—” 
 
    “No, Derek,” I cut him short, “it didn’t completely click before…but it’s obvious that how things ended between us really affected you in an extreme way, and indirectly your family too!” 
 
    “I’m fine, Britt. They’re fine. It’s okay.” 
 
    “No, it’s not okay!” I exclaim, beginning to pace. “You moved away because of me! You gave up—” 
 
    “I didn’t give anything up, Brittany. And I moved away because of myself…it’s not your fault.” 
 
    “It feels like it,” I murmur with closed eyes. “I totally wrecked your life.” 
 
    “You didn’t—” He groans in frustration. “Can I come over?” 
 
    My eyes fly open at that. “You want to come over?” 
 
    “If it’s okay.” 
 
    “Sure,” I reply, running a hand through my hair, “it’s okay.” 
 
    “I’ll be over in a little bit then.” 
 
    He hangs up and I frown. 
 
    I really did have a nice time with Madison…but I felt so guilty the whole time. I’m responsible for Derek’s distance and him leaving, no matter what he says. I mean, does his family even know about Jessica? About Derek and her being engaged? About her breaking his heart? What if Derek never falls in love again? What if he ends up being lonely and miserable? What if he leaves for good and never comes back? 
 
    By the time the doorbell rings, I’ve already come up with dozens more of “what ifs?” and it’s honestly just really stressful. 
 
    I open the door and immediately throw my arms around him. “Derek, I’m so sorry! You have no idea how sorry I am!” 
 
    His arms slowly envelope me into a hug. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” I practically sob, frustrated that we’re repeating ourselves. “What happened was so unfair to you!” 
 
    “It’s okay, Britt,” he murmurs near my ear, “really…I’m okay.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that to make me feel better,” I insist as hot tears stream down my face, “so I don’t feel guilty.” 
 
    “Hey…” He gently tips my head up so our eyes meet. “I’m not just saying that. I promised myself I’d never lie to you again.” His thumb brushes under my eyes. “And I don’t have any plans on breaking that promise.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Remember when you told me about forgiving myself?” 
 
    I manage a slight nod. “Yes, but—” 
 
    “No buts.” He shakes his head. “You have to forgive yourself too, Britt.” 
 
    “I guess if you can try, then I can try.” I sniffle some. “We’re quite the pair, aren’t we?” 
 
    He laughs a little. “Yeah, we are.” 
 
    I step back as I wipe under my eyes. “Do you want to come in?” 
 
    “Sure,” he drawls, stepping inside, “it’s just you home?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, closing the front door, “Dad is at work and so is Mom…she’ll be home in like an hour though.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll just have to hang out here until she’s back then,” he states in a matter-of-fact tone, “that way I can see her, and you won’t be bored out of your mind.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow at that. “You have something planned?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replies before motioning behind me, “is it okay if we go into the family room?” 
 
    I give him a curious look. “I guess so? Is there a reason why though?” 
 
    He grins. “You’ll see.” 
 
    My eyebrows crease as I follow him into the family room. “See what?” 
 
    He motions to the couch and coffee table. “Can I move these?” 
 
    I cross my arms. “Will you tell me what it is you’re trying to do?” 
 
    He snaps his fingers at me. “I’ll take that as a yes.” 
 
    I give up. 
 
    “Where’s your remote?” he suddenly asks, looking around. “Never mind, I found it. Go put on a dress and a pair of heels.” 
 
    What the— 
 
    “Derek,” I say, giving him a flat look as he moves the couch and coffee table, “what the heck is going on?” 
 
    “I know you said there’s no time for dance lessons,” he replies, snatching up the remote, “but Madison was watching that Meet Me on the Rooftop movie last night, and since you love it so much—especially the dancing—I have an idea.” 
 
    “What kind of idea?” 
 
    “The kind of idea where we pick your favorite dancing scene from the movie and see if it’s possible for you and Blake to dance like that at the wedding,” he explains without any hesitation, “but since he’s busy with work…I’m going to fill in for now.” 
 
    Part of me feels like this might not be a good idea. At the same time though, I’m kind of intrigued. What could it hurt? Blake said I should take dance lessons by myself, and this is basically the same thing…minus all the strangers. 
 
    “Okay,” I agree before I can change my mind, “I’ll go put on a dress and heels.” 
 
    “I’ll find the movie,” he drawls, pulling up MoreFlix, “be thinking about which scene is your favorite though.” 
 
    “Oh, I already know that,” I say, pausing in the doorway, “it’s the part when Galiana finds Roy by himself on the rooftop at like, one o’clock in the morning and then she convinces him to dance under the stars with her.” 
 
    He nods. “Sounds good. I’ll skip to that part then.” 
 
    So, I go upstairs to my room and change into a light blue knee-length sundress along with a pair of strappy heels. Then I go back downstairs and into the family room where Derek has the movie paused. 
 
    “Ready?” he asks, looking at me expectantly. 
 
    I shrug a shoulder. “I guess we’ll see.” 
 
    He laughs some. “It’s going to be fine. We’ll watch the scene and then just copy them.” 
 
    I’m pretty sure it won’t be that easy… 
 
    Derek plays the movie and I carefully watch their movements as the slow piano ballad starts in the background. How am I going to remember everything? Sure, they aren’t moving very fast, but I never realized there were so many parts! 
 
    After they stop dancing, Derek pauses the movie and looks at me. “Wanna give it a try?” 
 
    “Sure?” 
 
    So, he goes back to the beginning of the scene and pauses the movie again. “Okay, obviously Galiana is the leader in this dance…which makes you the leader as well.” 
 
    I immediately shake my head. “No, I don’t think that I should be—” 
 
    “Just try, Britt,” he cuts in, giving me an encouraging look. “Feel the music. Be Galiana.” 
 
    I let out a helpless sigh. “Okay, I’ll try.” 
 
    He plays the movie again and sets the remote aside as the music starts. “Remember, you’ve got this.” 
 
    Except, I really don’t. Even so, I mimic Galiana and extend my hand for Derek to take…which he does, but not without groaning loudly just like Roy is doing. I laugh some before taking a step forward to close the gap between us. Then I take a step back and Derek takes a step forward, placing his right hand at my back. 
 
    I rest my left hand on his right shoulder as we continue to follow each other’s movements, taking steps forward and backward in a decent-sized circle just like Roy and Galiana. So far, so good…maybe this won’t be that bad after all. 
 
    A slight shriek leaves my lips as Derek suddenly lifts me off the ground with a grin. “Derek!” 
 
    He laughs before setting me down and proceeds to hold his arm up for me to turn underneath it, which I do. Then, while Galiana and Roy are doing whatever it is they’re doing, I hold my arm up for Derek to turn under. And he does…with the exception of ducking his head a LOT so he can fit underneath my arm. I can’t help but laugh again, and he does the same. 
 
    We slow dance/sway back and forth until Derek picks me up bridal-style, and I wrap my arms around his neck as he spins me around. After that, he sets me back down and we resume our dancing; carefully following Roy and Galiana’s movements as well as we can. 
 
    Then Derek breaks away and playfully runs around the room before coming back to scoop me up bridal-style again, spinning me around once more. Instead of holding onto him though, I throw my arms out wide with a content sigh. This is exactly what I needed. A break. To have some fun. Derek always knows how to help me let go and relax… 
 
    He sets me back down and I clasp my hands behind his neck while we slow dance in a small circle, our eyes locked as the song slowly comes to end. And while I’m breathless, the intense silence between us has me feeling like I should say something. Anything. 
 
    Roy beats me to it, though, because the movie is still playing. 
 
    “Okay,” Derek drawls, sounding a little winded himself as he steps away to pause the movie, “I think that went pretty well. How do you feel?” 
 
    “Good,” I say with a smile, “I feel good.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17: Here We Are 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “I’m exhausted!” I announce, collapsing onto the couch after our third time of reenacting the scene. 
 
    “Same,” Derek agrees, collapsing next to me, “and I’m totally going to have that music stuck in my head for a while now.” 
 
    I laugh a little, but my thoughts drift to Blake. “I wish Blake weren’t so busy. I know that’s kind of selfish and I should be more understanding…but it’s just hard.” 
 
    “It’s going to be hard before it gets easy,” he points out, draping his arm around me. “Don’t overthink it though…Blake’s work schedule isn’t always going to be like this.” 
 
    “You’re right.” I smile playfully at him. “Of course.” 
 
    He tilts his head up with a superior look. “Of course, I’m right, I’m always right.” 
 
    I try to keep the smile on my face, but I can’t. “Derek, do you think that you should tell your family what really happened between us?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admit in all honesty, “I mean…my family knows. I feel terrible that yours doesn’t.” 
 
    “It’s your call, Britt. It’s always been your call. Whatever you want is fine with me. 
 
    I groan as I lean my head back. “You’re so understanding that it’s frustrating!” 
 
    “It’s a gift.” 
 
    I glance at him. “Or a glitch.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth slowly goes up. “Yeah, or a glitch.” 
 
    I smile too. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Oh!” he exclaims, reaching into his pocket. “This is yours.” 
 
    My eyebrows crease as he pulls a ten-dollar bill and a five out of his wallet. “What—” 
 
    “Dad lost the bet,” he explains, giving me the money, “sooooo…you get fifteen dollars.” 
 
    “I didn’t—” I shake my head. “Give it back to him, I wasn’t planning on actually taking his money.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure! I’m not going to rob from your poor dad.” 
 
    He shrugs as he puts the money away. “It’s not robbing if you rightfully earn it.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Whatever.” 
 
    “Hey,” he says, beginning to laugh, “do you remember when you spat fruit juice all over Moore?” 
 
    “Yes,” I mutter, cringing at the memory. “But it wasn’t funny, Derek! Poor Delanie was so mad at me, and it was embarrassing!” 
 
    “Come on, Britt,” he urges, still laughing, “it was totally funny. I wasn’t even there for the whole thing, and it was still funny.” 
 
    I cross my arms with a scowl. “It’s not fair. You don’t have any embarrassing or not-funny funny moments that I can just bring up for laughs.” 
 
    “Sure, I do,” he assures me, “like the time when I was pushing you on the swing and ended up getting kicked?” 
 
    “Derek!” I gasp. “That wasn’t funny at all! I could’ve really hurt you!” 
 
    “I was fine,” he replies carelessly, “a little bruised and shocked…but fine.” 
 
    I can’t help but wince. “Sorry about that again.” 
 
    “No biggie. It was a long time ago.” 
 
    “I remember when you took me to your special place for the first time,” I comment thoughtfully, “my hair got caught in those branches.” 
 
    He grins. “I remember that too. You were trying to get it untangled.” 
 
    “But I couldn’t,” I continue, “so you had to do it.” 
 
    “How about when I took you hiking?” 
 
    I sigh. “I fell and cut my knee.” 
 
    Honestly, I was such a klutz. Even more honestly? I’m STILL a klutz. 
 
    He gives me a teasing smile. “But a bandage wouldn’t cover it, so…” 
 
      
 
    My eyes widened when I saw Derek pulling his shirt off. “What the crap are you doing?” 
 
    “Fixing the problem,” he replied, ripping part of the shirt. “Relax.” 
 
      
 
    My cheeks flush at the memory of Derek being shirtless. “So, you…improvised.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he agrees somewhat mischievously, “I improvised.” 
 
    Ugh, my cheeks are even redder now. “Yep, and…here we are.” 
 
    My awkwardness is really starting to reveal itself. I haven’t felt this awkward since high school—what the heck is going on? 
 
    “Here we are,” he echoes, glancing around, “your mom is probably going to kill me for moving her furniture.” 
 
    I wave him off, glad for the subject change. “I’ll take the blame for it.” 
 
    “Right,” he drawls, “because it was you that moved everything.” 
 
    “I could’ve been the brains of the operation,” I point out, “and besides…I participated in the aftermath.” 
 
    “I’ve never danced so much in my life…” he trails off, leaning his head back. “It was fun though.” 
 
    “It was,” I agree with him. “You’re a good dance partner, by the way.” 
 
    “Back at ’cha,” he replies, looking at me. “And obviously you and Blake don’t have to do all the lifts and everything…if you guys don’t want to.” 
 
    I laugh some. “Yeah, all that lifting would probably get tiring.” I touch his arm in sudden realization and concern. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” 
 
    He gives me a funny look and then shakes his head. “Nah, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Oh.” I clasp my hands on top of my lap. “Well, that’s good…can I ask you something though?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Sure.” 
 
    Don’t ask him, Britt. Are you crazy? It’s totally— 
 
    “Do you…think I should be on a diet?” 
 
    His eyebrows crease. “What?” 
 
    I bite my lip with a tsk. “I know it’s totally weird that I’m asking you, but I’m starting to second-guess myself.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “I mean, seriously!” I jump up from the couch. “Do I look like I’m an unhealthy weight?” 
 
    He blinks at me. “Uh, can I ask where this is coming from?” 
 
    “It seems like everyone has decided that I should be on a diet,” I explain, beginning to pace, “and they’ve all decided to oh-so-kindly tell me TODAY.” 
 
    “Who’s everyone?” he asks, still looking confused. 
 
    “Delanie, her mom…” I cross my arms with a sigh. “Blake.” 
 
    I really wish I hadn’t brought this up. Why do I always blurt out everything to him? 
 
    “Blake?” he echoes in obvious surprise. 
 
    “I’m sure he didn’t mean it in a rude way,” I say, letting my arms drop to my sides, “it’s just…what am I supposed to think, ya know?” 
 
    “Britt,” he drawls, standing up and coming over to me, “sometimes people say stuff that they don’t really mean. Or they just have no idea what they’re even talking about.” 
 
    “I know, but—” 
 
    “No, listen to me,” he interrupts, gently placing his hands on my shoulders, “you are a strong and incredible woman, Brittany. All right? You don’t need to change for anyone.” 
 
    I throw my arms around him before I can decide not to. “Derek, that is literally one of the sweetest things I’ve ever been told.” 
 
    “Well, it’s completely true,” he says, hugging me back, “you’re a pretty special person, Britt.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “What’s going on back here?” 
 
    I jump back at the sound of Mom’s voice and awkwardly clear my throat. “Mom, hi.” 
 
    She raises an eyebrow. “Hi?” 
 
    I motion to Derek. “You remember Derek, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” she acknowledges him somewhat coolly. “Hello, Derek.” 
 
    “It’s nice to see you again, Mrs. Grayson,” Derek says with a slight smile. 
 
    Mom nods. “You too. Brittany, can I talk to you for a minute in private?” 
 
    I inwardly cringe. “Sure.” 
 
    She briefly turns to Derek. “Please, excuse us.” 
 
    I follow her out of the room and into Dad’s office. 
 
    “What is he doing here?” she asks with wide eyes as I close the door. “In our house?” 
 
    “I told him it was okay to come by,” I reply with a shrug, “he wanted to talk.” 
 
    “And the hugging?” She crosses her arms. “What was THAT?” 
 
    “Mom,” I huff in disbelief, “it wasn’t—Derek is my friend! He’s Blake’s best friend.” 
 
    She raises an eyebrow. “And?” 
 
    “There is no ‘and,’” I say, using air quotations. “That hug was a…friendship hug!” 
 
    “A friendship hug?” she echoes, giving me a dubious look. “Really, Brittany?” 
 
    “Yes!” I assure her in exasperation. “Really! That is all it was!” 
 
    “Hmm,” she hums, pursing her lips, “I don’t usually hug my friends like—” 
 
    “Mom!” I cut her off. “Just…stop, please? It was just a hug.” 
 
    I mean, it seriously isn’t a big deal! 
 
    “Does Blake know he’s here?” 
 
    I shrug. “Does it matter?” 
 
    Her arms drop to her sides as she looks at me with concern. “Honey, it just seems like you’ve been spending a lot of time with Derek.” 
 
    “And Blake is okay with that,” I state in a matter-of-fact tone, “he’s encouraged it, actually.” 
 
    “I just don’t know if you spending all this time with Derek is such a good idea,” she admits with a sigh. “You two did date—even if it was fake or whatever—and then after everything else that happened?” 
 
    “Mom,” I say, running a hand through my hair, “that was a long time ago, okay? I love Blake. Blake is my fiancé. He’s the one that I’m marrying. Derek is just my friend…our friend.” I shake my head with a slight scoff. “I can’t even believe we’re having this conversation!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweetie,” she apologizes, shrugging a shoulder, “I can’t help but worry about you though. I know you’ve forgiven Derek and all—which is perfectly fine—but I just don’t want you getting attached to him. He has his own life away from here.” 
 
    “I know he does, but that doesn’t mean he can’t have part of his life here too.” 
 
    “I’m just telling you.” She puts her hands up as if surrendering. “I know how hard it can be to let someone go.” 
 
    All I do is nod, because I honestly don’t know how else I should respond. Mom doesn’t usually question my choices like this… 
 
    “Hey,” she says, gently cupping the sides of my face, “you know I’m just looking out for you, right?” I nod again and she draws me into a hug. “You’re my only little girl…and I’d hate to see you get hurt again, baby.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I murmur as I hug her back, “I’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I go back into the family room, I see that the coffee table and couch are back where they’re supposed to be…but Derek is nowhere in sight. Did he leave? 
 
    “Looking for me?” 
 
    I turn around so that I’m facing him. “Yeah, where did you go?” 
 
    “Restroom,” he drawls, “I thought about interrupting and asking if it was okay…but I figured it would be, and I didn’t know where you guys were anyway.” 
 
    “Of course, it’s okay,” I assure him, “and thank you for moving the stuff back.” 
 
    “No prob,” he replies with a shrug, “I should probably…go.” 
 
    I nod. “Okay, I’ll walk you out.” 
 
    “Bye, Derek.” Mom half-waves as we walk toward the front door. “I guess I’ll be seeing you around?” 
 
    He glances at me then turns his attention back to her. “I hope so.” 
 
    She just smiles and I practically drag him out of the house just in case she decides to say anything else. 
 
      
 
    “Someone’s an eager beaver,” Derek teased as we walked to his car. 
 
    “I’m not being an eager beaver.” I quickly let go of his hand. “If you must know, I was saving your butt!” 
 
    The second that the last word came out, my hands flew to my mouth. 
 
    Derek, however, seemed amused. “Saving my butt, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Britt?” 
 
    “Huh?” I ask in confusion as I look up at Derek. “Did you ask me something?” 
 
    “You okay?” He studies me with concern etched in his eyes. “You’ve been zoning out a lot lately.” 
 
    Oh great, he noticed. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I verbally wave him off, “I just get lost in my thoughts sometimes…that’s all.” 
 
    “Thinking about anything specific?” he presses. “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    “I’m good, thanks.” I rub my arm some. “And thanks for the dancing, I really did have fun.” 
 
    He smiles. “So did I.” 
 
    “And thanks for listening,” I continue, “I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Anytime,” he tells me with a nod. “So, is everything cool with your mom?” 
 
    “Oh, there was just some…misunderstandings.” 
 
    “About me.” 
 
    “Well—” I stop and sigh. “Yes. But it’s nothing! Don’t even worry about it!” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow at that. “Are you sure? I don’t want to—” 
 
    “Trust me,” I interrupt him, “it’s fine.” 
 
    “Okay,” he drawls, “if you say so. Are we on for Monday?” 
 
    I bite my lip. “Let’s make it Tuesday. Monday’s schedule is in the air.” 
 
    “Tuesday, then.” He starts walking backward to his car. “Have a good night, Britt.” 
 
    “You too,” I reply as he turns around and unlocks the car. “Drive safe!” 
 
    He mock-salutes me and I smile before turning to go inside. 
 
    “I just don’t want you getting attached to him. He has his own life away from here.” 
 
    Mom is right, of course. Derek does have a life away from here…but selfishly, I wish that he didn’t. And how can I not get attached? 
 
    Derek is my friend. A really, really good friend! 
 
    Which is why I want to spend as much time as possible with him before I have to lose him again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18: Blake is Very Lucky 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, I get a text from Del letting me know that she still wants me to babysit with her. At least it’s something. 
 
    “Good morning,” I tell Mom and Dad as I walk into the kitchen. “How did y’all sleep?”  
 
    “Fine,” Dad replies, setting his mug down. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “All right,” I say before turning to Mom. “How about you, Mom?” 
 
    She nods. “Pretty well.” 
 
    After Derek left yesterday, things felt…awkward between her and me. It was obvious that we were both avoiding each other. Thankfully, it wasn’t so bad by the time Dad got home. 
 
    “Mmm...” Dad wipes his mouth with a napkin. “Your mom told me about the wedding date change.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I apologize with a wince, “do you have plans that day? Or—” 
 
    “No,” he interrupts with a smile, “and even if I did, nothing’s going to keep me from being there for my little girl on her big day.” 
 
    I smile too as I go over to give him a hug. “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
    He gives my arm a light squeeze. “Of course, sweetheart.” 
 
    “So, what’s for breakfast?” I glance at his plate. “Waffles?” 
 
    He nods. “Blueberry.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I reply, walking over to where Mom is putting stuff away. “Can I help with anything?” 
 
    “Nope,” she says, shaking her head. “I’ve got it. Yours are in the microwave.” 
 
    So, I pull my waffles out and set the plate on the table. “Well, Delanie asked me to help her babysit Aiden and Michelle’s kids tomorrow.” 
 
    I don’t know why I’m bringing it up. To make conversation, I guess… 
 
    Dad raises an eyebrow. “Are you going to?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I drawl, going over to the fridge, “I don’t mind helping her out.” 
 
    Mom and Dad start talking about one of the neighbors just as my phone buzzes, and I pull it out of my pocket to see a text from Blake. 
 
      
 
    Blake: I love you, my soon-to-be bride. 
 
      
 
    He loves me. 
 
    I mean, I know that he does, obviously. But it’s just different SEEING the words. Not to mention incredibly romantic… 
 
    I smile as I text him back. 
 
      
 
    Me: I love you too, my soon-to-be groom. 
 
      
 
    When I look up to open the refrigerator door, I realize that Mom and Dad are watching me. Awkward. 
 
    “Uh…” I trail off, holding my phone up. “Blake texted me.” 
 
    They both nod before continuing with their conversation and I just blink, because that wasn’t weird at all… 
 
    My phone buzzes again, but I frown when I see that it’s a text from Delanie’s mom—not Blake. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I look up at the sound of Dad’s voice. “Nothing, Del’s mom just wants to arrange for a wedding meeting tomorrow.” 
 
    Mom sets her mug down. “What about babysitting?” 
 
    I shrug a shoulder. “I’ll have to schedule around it.” 
 
    Dad raises an eyebrow. “And work?” 
 
    I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “Work too. Even though, Mariana has already said that she—” 
 
    “I know, Brittany,” he interrupts me, “but you’re the owner too. You have just as much responsibility as Mariana has.” 
 
    “I know,” I reply, pocketing my phone, “and the spa is really important to me. It’s not like I’m going to bail on it and on Mariana.” 
 
    “Don’t overdo it though, honey,” Mom says, looking at me with concern. “You have a lot going on…it’s okay to cut yourself some slack.” 
 
    Before I can respond, Dad beats me to it. “I’m not saying she has to overdo it, Trish. I’m just saying that she needs to keep her priorities straight.” 
 
    “She’s getting married, Adam,” Mom tells him in an exasperated voice, “Brittany understandably has a lot going on right now!” 
 
    While they go back and forth, I quietly leave the room unnoticed with my glass of milk and plate of waffles. Mom and Dad rarely argue/fight over things, usually it’s just small stuff, but I try not to be in the middle of it. So, I go upstairs to my room and eat breakfast in there. 
 
    A few minutes later, Mom is standing in my doorway. “Listen, honey, your dad and I are just…worried for you, about you. That’s what parents are supposed to do.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assure her, setting the now-half empty glass of milk back down on my desk, “really. You guys don’t have to worry so much.” 
 
    She smiles some before looking around my room. “I guess you’ll be packing up your stuff soon, hmm?” 
 
    I glance around too. “Yeah…I guess so.” 
 
    “It’s going to be weird,” Mom comments, hugging herself, “you not living here anymore.” 
 
    “Mom…” I stand up and walk over to her. “It’s going to be fine. I’ll visit you and Dad all the time, it’s not like I’m moving across the country or anything.” 
 
    “I know.” She nods as her arms drop to her sides. “It’s just going to be—” 
 
    “Weird,” I finish for her, “I know.” 
 
    I draw her into a hug, which she returns. “I remember when I held you for the very first time…my beautiful baby girl.” She pulls away some with a slight sniffle. “I didn’t realize how fast you would grow up on me.” She tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “Blake is very lucky.” 
 
      
 
    “My little girl all—” 
 
    “Mom,” I cut in, laughing some, “it’s just a party…not Prom.” 
 
    “Still,” she insisted, “Derek is very lucky.” 
 
      
 
    “Brittany?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I quickly apologize to her, “I was just…thinking.” 
 
    She smiles, giving my chin a little squeeze. “About how lucky you are?” 
 
    I force a smile of my own. “Something like that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a long day of work, curling up in bed and binge-watching MoreFlix sounds like heaven…but right now, it sounds like someone is banging on the spa’s entrance door. 
 
    And that someone is Delanie. 
 
    I walk over there and unlock the door before opening it. “Del?” 
 
    Her lips purse as she whips her sunglasses off. “Britt.” 
 
    “Wha—” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” she interrupts with an eyebrow raise. 
 
    I step aside. “Del, we need to talk.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes as comes into the building. “We are talking.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” I close the door with a sigh. “I’m sorry that you’re upset about Darren being in the wedding, but—” 
 
    “You took care of it?” She looks at me in surprise. “He’s not going to be one of the best men?” 
 
    “No,” I say slowly, “he still is.” 
 
    “Brittany!” she exclaims, putting her sunglasses in her purse. “It’s totally inconsiderate! How would you feel if I invited your ex-boyfriend/nemesis to my wedding?” 
 
    “Del, I want you to be at the wedding,” I say, well aware of my pleading tone, “I want you to be in the wedding. You’re one of my best friends and I can’t imagine getting married without you being there!” 
 
    There are a few moments of silence, and then she lets out a dramatic sigh. “I do play an important role…don’t I?” 
 
    I hold back an eye-roll. “You know that you do.” 
 
    “Then fine,” she drawls with a loud huff, “I’ll be in your wedding.” 
 
    I nearly shriek. “Thank you, Del! I—” 
 
    “Under one condition,” she interrupts, holding a finger up, “I don’t have to interact with that.” 
 
    I shrug a shoulder. “It’s either him or Derek.” 
 
    “Ugh.” She shudders. “I’d rather Connors.” 
 
    “That’s what we’ll plan for then,” I say with a nod, “you could’ve just called or texted me though, Del. You didn’t have to come all the way over here.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” she states airily. “I was in the area, so I figured that I’d drop by. By the way…we don’t have to babysit after all, Michelle’s sister is going to do it.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say with a nod, “okay then. Well, do you—” 
 
     “I’d love to stay and chit-chat,” she says, whipping her phone out, “but I have a date…sorry.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” I reply, rubbing my arm some, “Zach’s coming up tonight anyway, so I should probably be getting home.” 
 
    It’s the truth. Zach is coming to visit. The only reason I’m even bringing it up though, is to see how she reacts. 
 
    Her gaze slowly shifts from her phone to me. “Zach’s coming tonight?” 
 
    Aha! I knew it. She is so interested. 
 
    “Yeah…” I trail off, attempting to be casual as I walk over to the front counter and grab my purse. “He kind of decided to last minute, but Mom’s making meatloaf and we’ll probably just hang out—maybe watch a movie or something?” 
 
    Her lips purse at that. “Sounds like fun.” 
 
    “I’d invite you over,” I drawl, walking back over to her, “but I know you have your date and all.” 
 
    Take the bait, Delanie! 
 
    “Well,” she starts, putting her phone away, “it’s not really a date. I could probably get out of it.” 
 
    Score. 
 
    “Oh,” I match her cool tone, “then you should definitely come over. I mean, Zach was asking about you last time I talked to him.” 
 
    Okay, so technically he asked about her and Mariana…but still! 
 
    “He was?” She raises an eyebrow at me. “Why am I just hearing about this now? What did you say? You didn’t tell him I was seeing anyone, right?” 
 
    I hide a smug smile. “No, I just told him that you were doing well.” 
 
    She fluffs her hair with a sigh of relief. “Oh good. That’s good.” 
 
    There is NO way she’s not crushing on him. I almost want to call her out on it, but she might take that the wrong way…or she’ll just deny it. 
 
    Either way, I’m not going to say anything. 
 
    For now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    They so like each other. 
 
    I don’t have a single doubt in my mind about it: Delanie and Zach like each other. I can’t believe I thought she might possibly like Derek. She and Zach have been stuck together like glue since Del got here. Now if only they’d just come out and admit how they feel… 
 
    I guess it’s my fault. Maybe they would actually go on a date if I hadn’t freaked like I did when I found out about Zach and Liv back in high school. How frustrating. 
 
    Right now, they’re fighting over the remote. And while that might sound like they’re mad at each other—they’re not. Trust me. Neither of them has stopped laughing as they try to keep the remote from each other and snatch it back and forth. Sure, it’s a little cringey and weird…but I can’t get over how happy they both are. Especially Delanie. Ugh, I have to do something! Otherwise, they might never end up together! 
 
    My phone rings—which they don’t even notice—and I walk out of the family room to answer it. 
 
    “Hey, babe,” I greet Blake as I rest my back against the hallway wall, “what’s up?” 
 
    “Nothing much. Just wanted to see what you’re up to.” 
 
    My eyebrows crease when I hear paper shuffling in the background. “You’re not still working, are you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he sighs, “I’m doing some extra stuff for Dad.” 
 
    “Blake,” I start, wincing at how tired he sounds, “I don’t want you…overworking yourself.” 
 
    “I’m not,” he assures me in a no-nonsense tone, “Dad just asked me to finish up a few things.” 
 
    “Oh,” I reply, not knowing what else to say. “Well, Zach is here. We just finished dinner and—” 
 
    “Zach?” he interrupts. “He came up to visit?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear, “I texted you earlier that he was coming…remember?” 
 
    “No, I must have missed it.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come by, babe?” I suggest, trailing a finger against the wall. “We’re going to start a movie soon, and it’d be nice to have you here.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can, Britt,” he responds with a huff. “I have to finish up here and then pick up the rings, not to mention that I—” 
 
    “The rings?” I echo in confusion. “Our wedding rings?” 
 
    “Yeah, the jeweler has them ready.” 
 
    I bite my lip, debating if I should bring up the fact that he didn’t even mention to me about picking the rings out. I thought we’d do it together. But still, he was sweet enough to take care of it…and he sounds exhausted. I really wish his dad didn’t rely on him so much. 
 
    “Brittany? You still there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, pressing a hand to my forehead, “I’m here. I wish you could come, but I appreciate that you’re taking care of the rings.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he replies in a distracted way, “I’ll talk to you later, babe. Have a good night.” 
 
    I barely get a “you too” out before he hangs up. 
 
    “Blake’s work schedule isn’t always going to be like this,” I repeat Derek’s words out loud. “It isn’t always going to be like this…” 
 
    “Britt-Brat, you okay?” 
 
    I try not to seem too surprised by Zach’s sudden presence. “Zach, yeah I’m fine. Are you and Del finally done fighting over that dang remote?” 
 
    He gives me a lopsided grin, his hazel eyes bright with mischief. “She had to answer a call for work, so I won.” 
 
    Delanie is one heck of a sore loser, so I’m sure she loved that. 
 
    “I honestly thought you left to make popcorn,” he states in a dry voice, looking at me accusingly, “but I guess I’ll have to make it. There better be some of the cheddar kind that I like though.” 
 
    “Zach, wait,” I say as he turns to leave, “can we talk really quick?” 
 
    “Sure,” he replies with creased eyebrows, “what’s up?” 
 
    This has to happen. If he and Del are ever going to have a chance, I need to intervene. 
 
    I let out a deep breath. “It’s about Delanie.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asks, his eyes now filled with worry. “Is something wrong with her?” 
 
    “No, it’s not like that,” I assure him, shaking my head. “Delanie’s fine. But, Zach…I know you like her.” 
 
    Panic replaces the worry in his eyes as he steps closer to me. “Britt, listen I—” 
 
    “Relax,” I interrupt, pushing myself off the wall, “I’m not upset. That’s why I wanted to talk. I wanted to tell you that I’m okay with it. Really. I wasn’t going to say anything before but seeing the two of you together tonight made me realize I had to.” 
 
    He sighs, rubbing a hand over the slight stubble on his face. “It wasn’t supposed to happen. I didn’t want it to happen, not after…everything.” He proceeds to curse under his breath. “I’m sorry, Britt. I’ve been trying like crazy to keep history from repeating itself, but I just screwed up anyway.” 
 
    “Hey,” I say, giving his arm a light squeeze, “history is not repeating itself and you did not screw up. Delanie isn’t Liv, and you guys aren’t secretly dating behind my back…this is different, Zach. And you know what?” 
 
    He swallows, barely looking at me. “What?” 
 
    “I think you and Del are perfect for each other,” I tell him without any hesitation. “And I honestly would be really disappointed if the two of you didn’t give yourselves a fair chance…so why don’t you just ask her out already?” 
 
    “There you guys are!” Delanie exclaims, suddenly appearing in the hallway. “Are we watching a movie, or what?” 
 
    “I’m going to go make some popcorn,” I say, nodding in the direction of the kitchen. “Why don’t you and Zach find a movie? Sound good?” 
 
    Her eyebrows crease as she briefly side-glances at a silent Zach. “Yeah, sure. Am I missing something though? Were y’all like just talking about me behind my back?” 
 
    I force a slight laugh. “Why would you—” 
 
    “Let’s go pick a movie, Del,” Zach cuts me short, stepping in her direction, “like one of those drama/thrillers that Britt can’t stand.” 
 
    Delanie starts talking about some new movie she heard about as they walk toward the back room, and Zach looks over his shoulder at me before mouthing: “Thank you.” 
 
    I just smile and shoo him off. I’ve done my part, now it’s his turn. 
 
    He better not chicken out. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19: Tell Me More 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He chickened out. 
 
    Apparently, he wants to wait for the “right moment.” What the heck though? I mean, I TOTALLY gave him the perfect setup last night! You can be sure that Zach definitely got an earful from me… 
 
    And now, I’m going downstairs to answer the front door. Delanie’s mom wanted to meet with Dante again and go over more wedding details with me—but I need a break. So, I told her that we’d reschedule for another day and then I told Derek that we can hang out today. 
 
    “Hi,” I greet Derek after opening the door and he smiles. “Hey.” 
 
      
 
    I opened the front door, revealing Derek with his hands in his pockets. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hey.” He smiled. “You look great.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I felt my cheeks heating up. “You do too.” 
 
      
 
    “Britt? Ready to go?” 
 
    “Yeah…” I step down and close the door behind me. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “So,” he drawls as we walk toward his car, “we are going to have a fun day today.” 
 
    “We are?” I ask playfully. “Someone sounds sure of themselves.” 
 
    He puffs his chest out with a smug look. “I’m always sure of myself.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” I wave him off. “I’m well aware.” 
 
    He laughs a little. “But seriously, with the stuff I have planned…not having fun is impossible.” 
 
    “Like what kind of stuff?” 
 
    “Uh-uh.” He shakes his head. “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “I’ve heard that before…” 
 
    “Surprises are fun,” he insists, “and you know it.” 
 
    “No comment.” 
 
    He opens the passenger door for me, and I thank him before getting into the car. I hope Zach doesn’t wait too long to talk with Delanie… 
 
    I know I shouldn’t be worrying, but I can’t help it! I’m so flipping anxious about the whole thing! What am I not anxious about though? 
 
    “All right,” Derek says once he’s in the car and our seatbelts are on, “this is the beginning of a fun-filled day.” 
 
    “So, what’s on the agenda?” 
 
    “Nice try, Britt.” He laughs as he pulls out of the driveway. “I’m not going to tell you though.” 
 
    I cross my arms with a scowl. “I don’t see why you can’t tell me.” 
 
    “Because it’d ruin my fun,” he drawls, starting to drive down the street. “This way I know something that you don’t…I have the upper-hand.” 
 
    “Well…” I trail off, feigning an innocent voice. “I know something that you don’t.” 
 
    Likeeeeee that I want to help him get back together with Jessica, he definitely doesn’t know that. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” he asks, sounding interested. “Like what?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you,” I reply airily, “it would ruin my fun.” 
 
    “Ouch, I walked into that one.” 
 
    Maybe I should come clean about my thoughts concerning him and Jessica. But he’s made it pretty clear that he doesn’t want my help, or opinion, concerning his love life. It’s really annoying. Why can’t he just— 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    “Nothing really,” I try to sound nonchalant. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    He glances at me. “Because you have that lost in thought look on your face.” 
 
    Right, I forgot how easy it is to read me. 
 
    I offer a slight shrug. “I guess I’ve just been ‘lost in thought’ a lot lately.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he agrees with a nod, “I’ve noticed that. Is it stress-related? Like, with the wedding?” 
 
    “No. Not really.” I slowly twist my ring back and forth. “It’s…stuff from the past, mostly.” 
 
    “From the past?” he echoes, his eyes still on the road. “Like what?” 
 
    “Like flashbacks almost,” I try to explain it, “I’ve been remembering different conversations in a déjà vu kind of way.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    His jaw tightens, as does his grip on the steering wheel. “Bad?” 
 
    “No,” I say gently, “not bad.” 
 
    He doesn’t loosen up though as he looks at me. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I assure him in what I hope is a soothing voice, “it’s just little things that you said to me or vice versa…nothing bad.” 
 
    “I promise,” I add for good measure. 
 
    He seems to accept that, because he relaxes a little as his attention solely goes to the road. “Good.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyebrows crease when Connors’ house comes into view; but I don’t bother asking why we’re here, because I know he won’t tell me anyway. Stupid surprise rules… 
 
    “Well, Mrs. Kelleher is inside,” Derek says as he stops the car, “so that’s good.” 
 
    Is it weird that I actually want to meet her? 
 
    “No one’s home?” I ask once we’re both out of the car, noticing that the driveway is empty. 
 
    “Mom went to visit Faith and the baby,” Derek replies as we walk toward the front door, “and then she said there was some work she needed to handle in town.” 
 
    “I bet Faith is happy to be home,” I say as he unlocks the door, “huh?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He opens the door. “Her and the baby are adjusting well.” 
 
    I follow him into the house and can’t help but smile. “Is Duke outside?” 
 
    He laughs a little. “No, he’s at a vet appointment. Dad took him. I offered, but he insisted.” He grins. “So, I have more time to spend with you.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad. I like spending time with you.” 
 
    “Same here.” He claps his hands together. “So…you’re probably wondering what we’re doing here.” 
 
    “The thought did cross my mind, yes.” 
 
    “Well,” he drawls, “are you hungry?” 
 
    My eyebrows crease at that. “Not exactly?” 
 
    “Okay, so how about we play a game instead?” 
 
    “Own it All?” I suggest, raising my eyebrows at him. “If you think you can handle it.” 
 
    “You’re on, Grayson,” he says, pointing a finger at me. “I’ll grab the game. Where you wanna play?” 
 
    I purse my lips as I think about it. “On the floor. If we’re going to have fun and play the game, we might as well do it the right way.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Follow me.” 
 
    He walks toward the family room, and I trail behind him, looking at the different frames that are hanging up. Pictures of Faith, Derek, and Madison when they were just kids. A picture of the whole family at Faith’s wedding (Duke included). A picture of Derek and Madison at the park. Another picture of— 
 
    “Where did you go?” I hear Derek call from the room. “I’m lonely!” 
 
    I roll my eyes at that. “I’m coming!” 
 
    So, I walk into the family room to see that he’s already lying down with his stomach on the carpeted floor and setting the game up. 
 
    “Which pawn do you want?” he asks, looking up at me. 
 
    I shrug. “You choose.” 
 
    “How about…pink?” he offers, holding up the neon pink pawn. 
 
    “That’s fine,” I say as I lie on my stomach across from him. “Which pawn are you going to pick?” 
 
    “You choose,” he repeats my words with a slight smirk. 
 
     I pluck the neon blue pawn out of the pile. “This one.” 
 
    “Good choice,” he says, shuffling the cards. “Man, I love this game. It’s just so much fun…you know what I mean?” 
 
    “I swear, you are such a kid at heart,” I tell him, setting our pawns on the gameboard. 
 
    “What?” He looks at me in mock surprise. “You think I’m a kid at heart?” 
 
    “Duh, goofball,” I reply, widening my eyes at him, “and I love that about you.” 
 
    “Forget the game.” He rolls over onto his back, so he’s looking at me upside down. “Tell me more.” 
 
    I’m momentarily caught off-guard, but decide to just go with it. 
 
    “Um…” I trail off, propping myself up on my arms. “I love how caring and thoughtful you are.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he hums, as if considering my words, “I am pretty thoughtful.” 
 
    “And modest,” I drawl sarcastically, which causes him to grin. “In all seriousness though, you’re a really nice guy.” 
 
    “I try my best.” His blue eyes glint playfully. “What else?” 
 
    “I love that you know how to make me feel better,” I say without hesitation, “and that you know how to make me laugh and smile.” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    “I love how you listen,” I continue, “and how you understand. I love that you’re sensitive, and honest, and—” 
 
    “I’m sensitive?” he asks, tilting his head to the side. 
 
    I scoff. “Asks the guy who cries during The Little Kitten’s Journey. Oh…it was totally adorable watching you tear up, by the way.” 
 
    He gives me a flat look. “I’m so glad you found enjoyment in my misery.” 
 
    I laugh at that. “You make me sound sadistic!” 
 
    “Nah.” He shakes his head. “You’re not sadistic, Britt.” 
 
    “What am I then?” 
 
    “Ah-ha!” he exclaims, rolling back onto his stomach. “Now it’s my turn!” 
 
    With another laugh, I roll onto my back so I’m looking at him upside down and fold my hands over my stomach. “Okay, let’s hear it.” 
 
    “All right,” he drawls, “you’re thoughtful and caring—” 
 
    “Copycat,” I tease him. 
 
    His eyebrows crease. “Just hold on, give me a second to think.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Is it that hard to come up with something?” 
 
    “You’re just antsy,” he tells me in a matter-of-fact tone, “but I love that you’re impatient. It’s cute when you try to speed up the process of knowing stuff.” 
 
    How does he love that I’m impatient? It doesn’t even make sense. 
 
    “I love that you don’t give up easily,” he continues, “that you try hard. I love how loyal you are, and I love how considerate you are.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” I muse, rolling back onto my stomach. “I probably come across as an inconsiderate bridezilla to Delanie’s mom and my supposed-to-be-photographer.” 
 
    “You’re human, Brittany. We all are. Everyone has those kinds of moments.” 
 
    I decide to lighten the mood a little. “You have bridezilla moments?” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely,” he says, as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “All of the time.” 
 
    I throw the game’s instruction pamphlet at him. “Goofball.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20: Pre-Wedding Nerves 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After finally playing Own it All (which Derek totally won, of course) and eating Derek’s delicious grilled cheese sandwiches, he announces that it’s time to watch a movie. 
 
    “What do you want to watch?” he asks once we’re both sitting on the couch. “A comedy? A drama? Something tells me you’re not into horror.” 
 
    “No,” I say with a laugh, “I’m not. A comedy sounds good though.” 
 
    Especially since Zach and Del ended up picking some sad, awful movie last night that had the worst ending ever… 
 
    “I know the perfect one,” he drawls, pulling up MoreFlix, “you’re gonna love it.” 
 
    But as the movie starts, my mind is elsewhere. Spending time with Derek today has been another reminder of what a great person he is, and I realize that I need to figure out a way to get Derek and Jessica back together. How can he ever be happy and content if he still loves her, but won’t do anything about it? Exactly. Which is why I have to do something about it. I mean, I’m totally qualified…I did intervene with Delanie and Zach, after all. 
 
    I glance at Derek out of the corner of my eye. He’s totally engrossed with the movie. And if I weren’t so occupied with trying to fix his love life, I’m sure that I would be engrossed with the movie too—but this is WAY more important than some buddy cop plot. Why can’t he just cooperate? That would make everything so much easier. 
 
    Ugh, and then there’s wedding planning to worry about too. Delanie’s mom is going to want us to meet with Dante again as soon as possible, which I’m dreading. I still haven’t figured out who’s going to be my bridesmaids. And I honestly can’t remember if we finally finished the menu or not… 
 
    “How about I get us some snacks?” 
 
    “Sure,” I say, hoping that he didn’t notice me looking at him, “that’s fine.” 
 
    He pauses the movie and stands up. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I almost ask if he needs any help, but he’s already gone. Is it weird that I suddenly feel alone? Like, really alone? I try to push the feeling aside as I tilt my head back and blankly stare at the ceiling. 
 
    What is going on with you, Britt? 
 
    I wish that I knew. 
 
    Maybe it’s just stress. About…everything. Especially the wedding. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be. I’m sure of it. I should be happy and excited about getting married. What happened? I’m in love with Blake—I’m marrying him—so why do I feel miserable then? Okay, maybe miserable is a little dramatic, but still! Lately everything about the wedding has felt like a chore, which is— 
 
    “Thinking again?” 
 
    I turn my attention to Derek, who’s setting a tray of snacks down on the coffee table. “Yeah, sorry.” 
 
    “No reason to apologize,” he replies, sitting beside me. “Do you want to talk about it though…or?” 
 
    I lick my lips as I finger my engagement ring. “I was just thinking about the wedding...” 
 
    “Well, are you okay?” 
 
    “No.” I shake my head as frustrated tears begin to build up. “Something’s wrong, Derek.” 
 
    His eyebrows crease in obvious concern. “What is it?” 
 
    “You’re going to think that I’m crazy,” I say as the tears start to trickle down, “but—” 
 
    “Hey,” he interrupts gently, wiping the tears away, “I’m not going to think that you’re crazy. What’s going on, Britt? You can tell me.” 
 
    “I’m a bad bride-to-be,” I try to explain, “I’m frustrated and tired of all the wedding planning…it’s like I don’t even really want to get married anymore!” 
 
    He studies me carefully. “But you do want to get married, right?” 
 
    “Yes, of course!” I exclaim with a helpless sigh. “It’s all just happening so fast though, and something doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    “Britt, it’s probably just pre-wedding nerves. It happens to a lot of people.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I say, even know I’m not convinced, “but it just seems like everything is coming apart instead of together…you know? Mrs. Moore is mad. Dante is mad. There’s still so much to do for the wedding and I barely see Blake, but he doesn’t even seem to mind and—” I stop and bite my lip. “It’s just too much for me. I don’t think I can’t take it anymore, Derek!” 
 
    “Brittany, I—” 
 
    “What if we rushed into this too soon?” I can’t help but cut him off.  “What if I’m actually not ready to get married yet?” 
 
    “Well—” He stops as if debating what to say. “I don’t know what to tell you, Britt.” 
 
    “You have to know!” I insist. “I meant what I said…you understand me, Derek. You have to know what to tell me!” 
 
    “Britt,” he says, taking my hands in his, “I wish I did. I swear that I do, but I don’t think I can give you an answer for this.” 
 
    The tears start to fall again. “Why? Why not?” 
 
    “Because,” he starts, wiping the tears away from my face again, “you are the only one who has the answer.” 
 
    I sniffle some. “Well, can you at least give me some kind of idea on what to do?” 
 
    “I really think you should talk with Blake.” 
 
    “I already told you…” I sniffle again. “I can’t. It just doesn’t work.” 
 
    He sighs at that. “Brittany, what kind of marriage are the two of you going to have if you can’t be honest with each other?” 
 
    “I—” My reply is interrupted by my ringing phone, and I let out a sad laugh when I see who it is. “It’s him.” 
 
    “Go ahead. Answer it.” 
 
    So, I reluctantly do. “Hi, Blake.” 
 
    “Hey,” he greets me in his usual, nonchalant voice, “where are you? At work?” 
 
    “Um, I’m with Derek,” I reply, hoping that it doesn’t sound like I’ve been crying, “at his parents’ house. We’ve been hanging—”  
 
    “That’s fine,” he cuts in, “listen…I have a work-dinner thing tonight and you need to be there.” 
 
    “What?” My eyebrows crease. “Why?” 
 
    “It’s important, Britt,” he says with a slight sigh, “I’ll pick you up around six-thirty. Remember to wear something nice. Tell Derek I say hey.” 
 
    And then he hangs up. 
 
    I stare at my phone in disbelief before turning my attention to Derek. “Blake says hey.” 
 
    He tilts his head to the side. “You okay?” 
 
    “No!” I exclaim, jumping up. “I’m not okay, Derek…that’s the whole point!” I run both hands through my hair. “I’m an absolute mess! My life was perfectly fine before all of this and now it’s a complete disaster!” 
 
    “Britt,” he says, slowly getting up, “try to calm down.” 
 
    “I can’t calm down!” I look at him like he’s crazy. “I’ve been trying to ignore and push all of these feelings aside, but it doesn’t matter! They’re still there, Derek!” 
 
    “Listen—” 
 
    “Maybe this was a mistake,” I continue, beginning to pace. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said yes. I mean, does Blake even really lo—” 
 
    I can’t bring myself to finish the question though as Derek wraps his arms around me, so I just hug him back while crying my eyes out…because I’ve never felt more confused. 
 
    As Derek holds me in a firm yet gentle embrace, I look at this whole situation in my mind. One thing is for sure, nothing makes sense. I honestly feel like I’m going insane. My head is spinning, and I just want it all to stop. 
 
    Thank goodness for Derek. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” he assures me, “it’ll all work out.” 
 
    I hug him tighter—not wanting to let go—not wanting him to let go, because I love how safe I feel being in his arms. 
 
    Being in his arms? 
 
    That doesn’t sound very friendly, that sounds friendly. Since when is hugging Derek friendly? Even so, I pull away for my own comfort. To ease my conscience. 
 
    Once I do though, that lonely feeling manages to reappear… 
 
    “Britt?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I murmur, wiping underneath my eyes. “You’re probably right, I just have really bad pre-wedding nerves. That’s all.” 
 
    He doesn’t look convinced though. “Are you sure?” 
 
    I nod. “I’m sorry for…losing it.” 
 
    Stress has clearly gotten the best of me. That’s why I’m second-guessing everything. That’s why I’m so emotional. 
 
    I mean, what other reason could there be? Right? 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21: Out of Place 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I feel a lot better now. Seriously, I think venting to Derek really helped. Plus, the buddy cop movie turned out to be really funny! And now we’re driving to someplace else. He obviously won’t tell me where—but I’m okay with that—I’m just glad for a distraction, because I really don’t want to start stressing out again. Thankfully, it’s not long before Derek is turning into the parking lot of— 
 
    “Tacky’s?” I ask in surprise, looking out my window. 
 
    “Is that okay?” 
 
    “Of course, it’s okay,” I say, turning my attention to him, “I love Tacky’s.” 
 
    He smiles at that. “It is a pretty fun place.” 
 
    “I actually haven’t been here in a while,” I comment as he parks in an empty space. “I’ve wanted to come, but it just never seems to work out.” 
 
    “Well,” he drawls, stopping the car, “we’re here now.” 
 
    Once we’re actually inside of the building, familiar upbeat music and arcade noises greet me along with the smell of probably every carb-loaded food in the world—which is amazing, by the way. 
 
    Gosh, why didn’t I do this sooner? Blake and I used to hang out here all the time… 
 
    “So,” Derek says, narrowing his eyes at me, “which game should I beat you at first?” 
 
    “Seriously?” I ask, looking at him in disbelief. “Isn’t it enough that you already beat me at Own it All?” 
 
    He strokes his chin, as if pretending to think about. “Hmm…” His hand drops and he shakes his head. “Nah.” 
 
    I cross my arms. “You’re unbelievable, you know that?” 
 
    “Well then?” He widens his eyes at me. “Which game are we going to start with?” 
 
    “It doesn’t really matter which game I pick,” I grumble, lifting my eyes to ceiling, “you’ll probably just win anyway.” 
 
    “Come on, Britt,” he urges with a pout. “Pick a game!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on, Britt.” He sighed. “It’ll be fun…I promise.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “And what if I refuse to?” 
 
    “Then I’ll kiss you in front of everybody,” he said, looking completely serious. 
 
    My eyes widened as I let my arms drop. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    He shrugged as if it’s no big deal. 
 
    “Would you?” I squeaked out. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” I give in, not wanting to focus on the past, “I’ll pick one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We must have played every game there,” I say, closing the passenger door, “and I definitely ate way too much food.” 
 
    “Hey, those gummy worms were good,” Derek drawls as we walk to the front door, “so were the corn dogs. I regret NOTHING.” 
 
    I give him a smug look. “I bet you regret letting me pick which game we played, considering I creamed you in air hockey.” 
 
    Although, I’m still not sure how that even happened… 
 
    “Well, I creamed you in that dance one,” he counteracts, “so ha.” 
 
    “I couldn’t keep up!” I practically wail. “You were going too fast!” 
 
    “You weren’t that bad,” he assures me, “plus…you did ride the mechanical horse like some kind of daredevil.” 
 
    I playfully hit his arm. “Only because you dared/begged me to!” 
 
    “It was funny, and you looked adorable.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at that. “Whatever…as long as you didn’t post the video anywhere, we’re good.” 
 
    “All I did was send it to you,” he replies, holding up his right hand, “you have my word.” 
 
    “Thanks for today, Derek,” I say as we stop in front of the door, “I needed some time off.” 
 
    “I’m glad that I could help.” He gives me a teasing smile. “And thank you for putting up with me.” 
 
    I fake a sigh. “It wasn’t easy…” 
 
    “I know,” he drones with an exaggerated groan, “I’m such a bore.” 
 
    “Seriously, though…I really appreciate it.” 
 
    He draws me into a hug, which I happily return. 
 
    “You’re going to be fine, Britt,” he assures me, “it’s all going to be fine.” 
 
    “Thank you, Derek,” I say as we break apart from each other, “again.” 
 
    He nods. “Anytime, I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “Hey!” I call after him as he starts to walk toward his car. 
 
    He looks over his shoulder at me. “What?” 
 
    “Wish me luck for tonight?” 
 
    I’m totally going to need it if I’m going to survive some stuffy business dinner… 
 
    He laughs some. “Good luck, Witty-Britty!” 
 
    I smile at that, and after he throws me a quick wave, I go inside the house. 
 
    “Mom, I’m home!” I yell to her as I close the front door. 
 
    “I’m going to miss hearing that,” she says, coming out of the kitchen. “Have a nice time?” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah, I love spending time with Derek.” 
 
    The moment I say that, I wish I hadn’t, because now her lips are pursed. “I’m glad you had a nice time, but remember what I—” 
 
    “I know, Mom,” I try to keep my voice even. “I have to go out with Blake tonight…is Zach home?” 
 
    “No,” she replies, shaking her head, “he said that he was going to meet a friend for dinner.” 
 
    I inwardly perk up. No doubt that “friend” is actually Delanie, and Zach is FINALLY going to make a move! Oh, I hope it all works out for them!! Otherwise, I’ll probably be blamed for encouraging it. 
 
    “Well,” Mom drawls, brushing some of her graying dark hair out of her face, “I have some things I need to take care of…I guess I’ll see you later?” 
 
    “Okay,” I say as she walks back into the kitchen, “sounds good.” 
 
    Ugh, how long is this awkwardness going to last between us? I hate it! 
 
    I trudge upstairs to my room and set my purse on my desk, then I pull out the sheet of pictures that Derek and I took in the photobooth at Tacky’s. He got three and I got three. We took some funny ones, some nice/normal ones, some “serious” ones. It was fun. 
 
    I go ahead and prop it against one of the frames on my dresser, then start to pick out what I’m going to where for this “dinner thing” that I apparently have to go to. Why didn’t he tell me about it sooner? Finding out day of isn’t very convenient… 
 
    My phone suddenly rings, and after seeing that Mariana is calling me, I answer it. “Hey, Mari.” 
 
    “Hey, you,” she chirps, “did you have fun with Derek? Who I still haven’t met, by the way—I just thought I’d remind you of that.” 
 
    I wince even though she can’t see me. “Sorry, Mariana! I completely forgot that you wanted to meet him!” 
 
    “Don’t stress, chica.” She laughs some. “I know you’ve been busy, and I’ve been busy too…so it’s all good.” 
 
    I smile at that. “You’re the best.” 
 
    “Uh-uh-uh,” she scolds me, “you better not let Delanie hear you say that. Speaking of Del, I texted her a few times today and she didn’t answer, do you know what’s up with that? Is she mad again?” 
 
    “No…I don’t think she’s mad anyway. So, what are you up to?” 
 
    We need to stay away from talking about Delanie. If she finds out that I was talking with Mariana about her and Zach behind her back, she would totally lose her— 
 
    “Nothing really,” she replies in a nonchalant voice, “just getting ready to make dinner for Chance and me. Hey, you should come over! And bring Blake with you!” 
 
    “That sounds so good,” I say with a sigh, “but Blake has this work-dinner thing tonight and he wants me to be there.” 
 
    “Oh, fun,” she drawls sarcastically. “Well, I hope you make it.” 
 
    “Me too…” I trail off, looking down at my engagement ring. “Hey, Mari?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “When you were getting ready to marry Chance,” I start slowly, “did you have any doubts?” 
 
    “Nope,” she answers without any hesitation, and I swear that I can hear the smile in her voice, “not a single one.” 
 
    Well, that’s comforting… 
 
    “Why do you ask? Is everything okay?” 
 
    I cringe at her worried tone. “Yeah, I’m fine. I have to go though…okay? Enjoy dinner and tell Chance that I say hi.” 
 
    “All right,” she says, sounding unconvinced, “I’ll tell him. Have a good night with Blake.” 
 
    I end the call while feeling awful for basically lying to her. Couldn’t I just be honest about the fact that I’ve been having doubts? That I’m under a lot of stress? That I’m beyond confused? Ugh, I’m such a mess—an absolute mess, just like I told Derek. 
 
    Once again, my oh-so-perfect world is falling apart…and I don’t know what to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Blake greets me with a light kiss on the cheek, “you look nice.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I reply as I step down and close the front door behind me, “so do you.” 
 
    The words easily slip from my mouth, but I realize that I don’t really mean them. He doesn’t look cool and confident, like he usually does…he looks tired and distracted. 
 
    Maybe he’s an absolute mess too. 
 
    “So, about the dinner,” he starts as we walk to his car, “I don’t want you to feel pressured or anything, but it’s kind of a big deal.” 
 
    “I remember that you said it was important,” I say, biting back a yawn, “you didn’t tell me why though.” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    Once we’re in the car, I consider Derek’s repetitive suggestion about talking with Blake. He’s right…what kind of marriage are Blake and I going to have if we can’t talk freely and honestly with each other? Even so, I can’t bring myself to say anything as we drive in silence, and it occurs to me that Blake has changed. But I’ve changed some too, haven’t I? 
 
    The problem is, though, that Blake has changed into a distracted, nonchalant, and distant bordering-workaholic…which is not a good change. 
 
    Soon Blake turns into the country club entrance, and I smile faintly at the memory of Delanie’s eighteenth birthday party. Of course, that was the night when I twisted my ankle, but it was also the night when Derek said I looked beautiful. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not mad.” I sighed. “I’m—” 
 
    “Beautiful,” he cut in, “I know I didn’t tell you in the store yesterday…but you look beautiful, Britt.” 
 
      
 
    Before I know it, Blake and I are out of the car and his hand is resting at my back as he walks beside me—almost like he’s guiding me where to go. I know that I should find it helpful, but why can’t he put his arm around my waist? Or hold my hand? 
 
    I immediately feel out of place once we’re inside one of the buildings. There’s a decent-sized crowd with almost everyone dressed exactly the same and holding a glass of something. I definitely don’t belong here… 
 
    “Hey, Blake,” a dark-haired guy says, shaking Blake’s hand. “Is this your bride-to-be? Brenda?” 
 
    I offer a slim smile. “Brittany.” 
 
    “Ah!” He laughs, taking a sip of his drink. “I was close. Well, I’m Vincent…groomsman number one.” 
 
    Blake’s groomsman doesn’t even know my name? 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Vincent,” I manage to say. 
 
    He nods. “Same here. I’m going to go find Melissa, she’ll love to meet you.” 
 
    Okay, then… 
 
    He walks off and Blake looks around. “I don’t know where Michael is, but he’s another groomsman.” 
 
    Crap, I really need to figure out who my bridesmaids are going to be! I can’t keep putting it off and— 
 
    “Oh, there’s Paul,” Blake interrupts my thoughts, briefly touching my arm. “I’ll be right back, babe. Go ahead and get something to drink.” 
 
    And then he’s gone. 
 
    Well, great…that’s just great, I literally don’t know ANYONE here! And I’m certainly not in the mood for a drink! 
 
    I leave the noisy atmosphere and go back outside. What’s Derek doing right now? Spending time with his family? Cuddling with Faye? Playing with Duke? 
 
    Why did I even come tonight? I mean, obviously I’m here because of Blake, but I just don’t understand what’s so important about me being here. What’s the point? Blake literally just ditched me so he could go talk to someone… 
 
    I plop down onto a bench and pull my phone out to call Derek, only to get his voicemail. I sigh before leaving him a quick message. Is it terrible that I was really hoping he’d answer? I know that I spent most of the day with him—but I miss him already—plus, I’m super bored right now. 
 
    My phone rings and I eagerly check to see if it’s Derek. It’s not though. It’s Blake. 
 
    “Hey, babe,” I answer, trying not to sound too disappointed, “what—” 
 
    “Where are you?” he cuts me off. “I don’t see you anywhere.” 
 
    “I’m coming,” I reply, standing up, “I just needed some air.” 
 
    “All right, hurry up though,” he says curtly. “I’m waiting.” 
 
    He hangs up and I scowl down at my phone. 
 
    Unbelievable! He’s acting like I left him all alone, as if I’m the one that did something wrong! 
 
    I trudge back inside. There’s no way I’m going to make it. An hour hasn’t even passed yet and I’m already miserable. Derek’s “good luck” hasn’t done anything for me. 
 
    Someone loudly taps their glass to gather everyone’s attention, and I see that the person is Blake’s dad. 
 
    My shoulders drop at the sight of him holding a microphone. Oh no, is he giving a speech? Is everyone giving a speech? I’m definitely not going to make it… 
 
    “As you all know,” Blake’s dad starts in a loud and authoritative voice, “business has been doing incredibly well and the company appreciates all of you and your hard work.” 
 
    Okay, well I guess that’s sweet of him to say. Maybe this is supposed to be a dinner to show his gratitude toward everyone? 
 
    “And because business has been going so well,” he continues, a grin now on his face, “I’m proud to announce that my son, Blake, will be heading our New York office come July!” 
 
    While everyone else starts clapping and whistling, it’s suddenly hard to breathe as I slump against the wall beside me. 
 
    This can’t be happening. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22: This is Important   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “Thank you,” Blake says into the microphone. “I’m honored that I’ve been chosen for this position.” 
 
    Blake. New York. Position. July. New York. 
 
    It’s not some kind of joke. This is real. How though? Just how? How is this even possible? 
 
    “I’m going to make sure that we become even more successful,” Blake states with confidence, “and I’m looking forward to this new opportunity.” 
 
    I can’t. I just can’t… 
 
    So, I leave the building once again; only this time, I leave in complete desperation. 
 
    How can Blake do this? How can he just accept this so easily? Ugh, why can’t Derek be here? He’d help, make it all okay, and tell me everything that I need to hear. 
 
    At least it’s a little easier to breathe now, I still feel sick though… 
 
    “Brittany, what the heck are you doing out here?” 
 
    I stiffen at the sound of Blake’s voice. Do I tell him the truth, or come up with some kind of excuse? Do I tell him how I really feel, or should I just keep acting like everything’s okay? 
 
    I decide to play it off for now and see how it goes. 
 
    With that in mind, I turn around so I’m facing him. “I just left something out here.” 
 
    His expression doesn’t show one way or another if he believes me or not. “Oh, well…you were there for the announcement, right? Didn’t I tell you that tonight was a big deal?” 
 
    Wait, what? 
 
    “I mean, when Dad first told me that I was—” 
 
    “Blake,” I can’t help but cut him off, “you knew about this ahead of time and didn’t tell me?” 
 
    He proceeds to shrug. “Dad wanted to wait and announce it, so I thought it’d be a great surprise and—” 
 
    “A great surprise?” I echo in disbelief. “That’s why you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” he replies with creased eyebrows, “I wanted to surprise you and I figured that bringing you tonight would be the perfect way to do it.” 
 
    “Blake!” I all-but-hiss his name. “My life is here. My family. My friends. My job. I can’t just move to New York!” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” he tries to assure me, “you’ll adjust—” 
 
    “Adjust?” I almost laugh. “Blake, how can you just expect me to up and leave like that?” 
 
    “Because we’re getting married, Brittany,” he states in a matter-of-fact tone, widening his eyes at me, “where I go…you go.” 
 
    And now it’s getting hard to breathe again… 
 
    “But you didn’t even ask me how I felt about this,” I point out in exasperation. “What if I don’t want to move to New York?” 
 
    “Is that what you’re saying?” he asks with a frown. “So, you don’t love me enough to move to New York,” he continues, not even letting me answer, “that’s what you mean…right?” 
 
    I sigh in frustration. “That is not what I said, Blake.” 
 
    “That’s kind of what it sounds like, Britt,” he counteracts, stepping closer to me. “Actually, that’s exactly what it sounds like.” 
 
    “Well, it sounds like you don’t love me enough to stay here!” I argue, my voice shaking. “Is that what this is?” 
 
    “It’s different, Britt,” he insists, a scowl on his face, “this is a huge opportunity for the company…for me.” 
 
    “I just don’t—” 
 
    “How can you not be happy for me?” he cuts me off. “This is what I’ve been working so hard for. This is important, Brittany!” 
 
    “And I’m not?” 
 
    I ask the question with bitterness and frustration, the tears starting to slip from my eyes, because if I’m not more important than his job—than this position—I honestly don’t even know why we’re getting married. 
 
    “I—” His words are interrupted by a ringing phone, his ringing phone. He mutters something under his breath as he checks it, and then he looks back at me. “It’s my dad.” 
 
    Which is translation for: I have to take this. 
 
    And he does. 
 
    I roll my eyes as he explains to his dad that we’re talking. Actually, we’re arguing. Arguing. We are having an argument. Maybe I wasn’t wrong to question Blake’s love for me, after all... 
 
    “Britt,” Blake says once he finishes with his dad, “look—” 
 
    “I don’t think we should continue this right now,” I interrupt in a calm voice, “we can talk tomorrow. I’ll ask Del to pick me up.” 
 
     “Fine.” He nods in a professional-like manner. “We’ll talk tomorrow.” 
 
    He goes back inside without another word, and I wipe the tears away from my eyes. Now I’m even more of a mess—how wonderful. 
 
    I pull my phone out and debate who I should call. Delanie was obviously my first thought, but she and Zach might still be out, assuming that I was right anyway… 
 
    Having Mom or Dad come get me would just make things worse. I could ask Mariana or—who am I kidding? I know who I need to call. I need to call Derek. He’s the most obvious answer. He’s really the only answer. 
 
    So, I call him again and silently hope that he answers this time. And if he doesn’t…then I’ll call Mariana. 
 
    “Britt?” 
 
    I sigh in relief at the sound of his voice. “Hey, are you busy?” 
 
    “Nope. What’s up? How’s the dinner? Is the food any good?” 
 
    “Well,” I drawl, forcing a slight laugh, “can you actually come pick me up?” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” His voice turns urgent. “Are you okay? What happened?” 
 
    “Can you come?” I ignore his question as I lick my lips. “Please?” 
 
    He mutters something incoherent. “Brittany, of course I’m coming. Now what—” 
 
    “We can talk when you get here,” I interrupt gently, “okay?” 
 
    He starts to protest, then sighs. “Yeah, okay. Where are you at?” 
 
    After I give him the name and location of the country club, he tells me that he’ll be here in a few minutes, and then he hangs up. 
 
    Soon enough, Derek is here and parking his car; but before I can even walk over there, he’s getting out of the car and striding over to me. 
 
    “Derek—” 
 
    I don’t finish though as he quickly looks me over and pulls me into a firm hug. “Next time I ask if you’re okay or if something’s wrong…answer me, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” I whisper back, returning his hug, “I will. I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “All right,” Derek says once we’re both in the car, “shoot whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    I let out a deep breath as he starts the car up. “Blake’s dad gave him a promotion.” 
 
    “And that’s bad?” 
 
    “The position is in New York,” I reply dryly, “and Blake didn’t even bother to talk with me about it—he said that he wanted to surprise me.” 
 
    Some surprise… 
 
    How could he even think I’d be okay with moving all the way to New York? 
 
    “I see,” he muses, driving out of the parking lot, “you didn’t want to be surprised.” 
 
    “I wish he would’ve told me about it earlier, in private, I literally found out with the rest of his co-workers.” 
 
    “Maybe he didn’t know how to tell you,” he suggests. “Maybe he thought it was the best way for you to find out.” 
 
    “He expects me to go just because we’re getting married, that’s his reasoning. I don’t even have a say in the matter!” 
 
    “Well, wha—” 
 
    “And he went as far as to question how much I love him,” I continue, narrowing my eyes at the thought, “apparently I don’t love him enough to move to New York.” 
 
    “Is he right?” 
 
    “All I know is that it seems like he doesn’t love me enough to stay here.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “He says this promotion is important,” I start to explain, “which I totally get…but he didn’t deny that I’m not important when I asked him. He answered his phone instead, I’m pretty sure that’s a clear hint at how much he loves me.” 
 
    “What happened after he was done on the phone?” 
 
    “I told him we’d talk tomorrow.” I twist my ring back and forth. “I figured that we’ll both have clearer heads, and we can discuss everything in a calm and rational way.” 
 
    “That’s good.” He nods in approval. “This is all probably a misunderstanding, a lack of communication, you guys were both frustrated and confused when you told each other what you did. It’ll work out.” 
 
    I want to believe him, but what if it doesn’t work out? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23: What Did You Say? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are we going to my house?” I ask after we’ve been driving for a little bit. “Because I think we’re going the wrong way.” 
 
    Not that I really want to go home right now anyway… 
 
    “We have to make a stop first.” 
 
    My eyebrows crease at that. “Stop where?” 
 
    He gives me a playful grin. “Somewhere.” 
 
    Well, hopefully this surprise won’t be a horrible one like Blake’s was. I don’t know, would moving to New York really be that bad? 
 
    Yeah, yeah it would be. I can’t imagine just leaving everyone and everything to move across the country. Maybe I’d be a little more open to the idea if it weren’t so far away. But New York? What am I going to tell Blake tomorrow? 
 
    Maybe he’ll change his mind and turn the position down. After he already told everyone how honored and thrilled he is about New York? Unlikely. But if he doesn’t change his mind, then what’s going to happen? 
 
    “Here we are.” 
 
    I glance around as Derek stops the car. “Where’s here?” 
 
    It’s dark out, and all I can see are a bunch of trees. I don’t really hear any noises or—wait a minute. 
 
    I eagerly get out of the car and close my door. 
 
      
 
    I hit his arm in realization. “We’re at your place!” 
 
    “Jeez, Britt,” he whined, “I need my arm.” 
 
    “What are we doing here?” I asked, continuing to look around. 
 
    I suddenly heard a noise and— 
 
      
 
    A twig or something snaps, and I see Derek walking over to me. “Why didn’t you tell me? 
 
    He shrugs. “I figured that you could use a good surprise.” 
 
    A good surprise. Yeah, this is a good surprise. 
 
    “Thank you, Derek,” I tell him with a smile, “it’s sweet of you to try and make this night better.” 
 
    “I do my best.” He sighs before draping an arm over my shoulders. “No one should have a night that ends completely badly.” 
 
    “I agree, and I’m glad that you’re the one making sure tonight doesn’t end completely badly for me.” 
 
    “Same here, Witty-Britty,” he drawls, guiding me over to the bench, “same here.” 
 
    “I should have a nickname for you,” I muse, looking up at him, “what do you think?” 
 
    “If you want, nicknames should come naturally though.” 
 
    I guess he’s right, but I do want to have a nickname for him…I think it’d be fun. 
 
    We both sit on the bench, and I silently marvel at the familiar tranquil feeling of being here. 
 
      
 
    He motioned upward. “Look at the sky.” 
 
    I turned my gaze from him to the sky and gasped. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” I breathed out. 
 
    “Yeah,” Derek agreed. “I like to come here and look at the stars.” 
 
      
 
    “I miss it out here.” 
 
    I glance at Derek, who’s staring at the water with a thoughtful look on his face. “Do you have a place like this where you live? 
 
    “Nah.” He shakes his head some. “There isn’t another place like this. I spend most of my thinking time behind my desk at work or in my apartment.” 
 
    I frown at that. How sad! He doesn’t even have a special place anymore… 
 
    And for some reason, I lace my fingers through his—I guess to comfort him or something? He gives my hand a gentle squeeze and with a content sigh, I rest my head against his arm. It’s so quiet. And peaceful. I don’t have to worry about any distractions. Or wedding planning. Or New York. 
 
    It’s perfect, really. 
 
    We sit in silence. And once again, my mind drifts off to that one night in high school when he brought me here and I had fallen asleep. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes to try and clear my mind, and the next thing I knew, I was being picked up. 
 
    I was too tired to care though, and I didn’t even bother opening my eyes as I wrapped my arms around Derek’s neck and leaned my head against his chest. 
 
    He murmured something, but I couldn’t make it out, and that’s the last thing I remembered before falling completely asleep. 
 
      
 
    “Derek?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “The night you brought me here…when I feel asleep? You picked me up and said something, what did you say?” 
 
    He sighs. “I don’t know if I should say.” 
 
    “Please, Derek?” I ask, lifting my head to look at him. “Tell me?” 
 
    “I uh…” He laughs a little. “I said that I was in love with you.” 
 
    I stare at him in surprise. “You did?” 
 
    He sighs again, more deeply this time as he pulls his hand away and leans forward on his legs. “I shouldn’t have told—” 
 
    “No,” I interrupt him, “I’m glad you did. I wanted to know, after all.” 
 
    He looks back at me. “And now that you know?” 
 
    I smile some. “Now I think you’re even sweeter and a romantic.” 
 
    “You don’t find it awkward?” he asks, obviously confused. “Or weird?” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    And you’d think that I would find it awkward and weird—especially after everything we’ve been through, and the fact that I’m engaged—but it feels almost normal. 
 
    “Do you find it awkward or weird?” I ask when he doesn’t say anything. 
 
    “I guess not,” he replies in an unsure way, “if you don’t find it awkward or weird.” 
 
    “So, we both don’t find it awkward or weird,” I conclude, “case closed.” 
 
    He nods in agreement. “All right. How ya feeling?” 
 
    “I feel amazing,” I say in all honesty, “it’s so nice out here.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    After a little while, Derek announces that we should probably get going and I reluctantly follow him to his car. I’m really not looking forward to facing Mom and/or Dad. Maybe I can stay over at Del’s. I know there’s a chance that she’s out with Zach, but still…it’s worth a shot. 
 
    “I’m just going to make a call really quick,” I tell Derek as I stop in front of the passenger door. “It won’t take long.” 
 
    I hear him get into the car, and I pull my phone out to call Delanie. 
 
    “I was waiting to see if you’d call me,” she answers with a scoff. “We need to talk…big time.” 
 
    Oh no, that doesn’t sound good. 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you for tonight, Derek,” I tell him as we stop in front of Delanie’s apartment door, “and for earlier today…for everything.” 
 
    He gives me a mischievous grin. “This sounds familiar.” 
 
    I nudge him playfully. “Everything is déjà vu with you.” 
 
    “It’s a gift.” 
 
    “Or a glitch.” 
 
    “Hey,” he says, his voice turning serious, “if you need anything…let me know, all right?” 
 
    “I will,” I assure him, “I promise. Good night, Derek.” 
 
    “Good night, Britt.” 
 
    He steps forward, more-than-likely to hug me, but then the door opens, and Delanie’s voice fills the air. “How long are you guys planning on just standing outside of my door?” 
 
    I offer an apologetic look to Derek before turning to face Delanie. “Hey, Del.” 
 
    “Hi,” she greets me dryly, “I meant what I said—we so need to talk.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you ladies to talk then,” Derek drawls, moving away from me, “see ya later.” 
 
    “Bye, Derek,” I say as he starts to walk down the hallway, “thank you again!” 
 
    He doesn’t acknowledge me though, causing a frown to form on my face. I thought he’d at least give a little wave like he did before… 
 
    “You little sneak!” Delanie hisses as I walk into her apartment, and she closes the door. “How could you go behind my back about Zach?” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that, Del!” I let out a helpless sigh. “I wasn’t trying to go behind your back, or make you mad, all I was trying to do was—” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not mad,” she interrupts, crossing her arms. “Did I say that I was mad?” 
 
    I blink at that. “Um, well, you definitely seem mad.” 
 
    I…am so confused. 
 
    “I’m just a little annoyed that I was left out of the loop,” she states in a matter-of-fact way. “I mean, hello? You could’ve told Zach AND me that you’re okay with us dating, instead of just telling him!” 
 
    Weird, I was so sure about her being mad at me. 
 
    “Well, I—” 
 
    “I know he’s your brother, so I guess I understand why you only told him,” she continues, oblivious to the fact that I was trying to talk, “but still, Britt…a heads-up would’ve been nice.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I apologize in all honesty, “maybe I should’ve said something to you. I just thought it’d be best for Zach to talk about it with you. Was the dinner date absolutely terrible? Is that why you’re so upset?” 
 
    Because, yes, I was right: Zach’s “mystery friend” was indeed Delanie. 
 
    “No,” she mutters, dropping her arms to her sides, “is wasn’t terrible at all. That’s the problem.” 
 
    I blink at her again. “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    “Your brother is great, Britt,” she replies with a sigh, “Zach has always been great. So, finding out that he likes me back and you’re okay with it…is really great, but I think everyone knows what my dating history looks like.” 
 
    “Oh, Del,” I tsk, my shoulders dropping some, “Zach couldn’t care less about that.” 
 
    After all, he’s dated quite a few girls…I’ve honestly lost track of how many. 
 
    “I care though,” she says, motioning to herself. “Britt, I’ve never been able to keep a boyfriend—you know that—there always ends up being problems and then we break up. I don’t want that to happen with Zach! He went through so much crap when Liv cheated on him and he deserves to have the best relationship out there, even if it can’t be with me.” 
 
    “That was probably the most unselfish thing I’ve ever heard you say,” I state in disbelief. “Del, you really care about him…don’t you?” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” She shrugs like it isn’t a big deal, but I can see that her eyes are glassy. “I guess so.” 
 
    I wince as realization sinks in. “You didn’t turn him down, did you?” 
 
    “No.” She sniffs, glancing up at the ceiling. “That’s the worst part. I couldn’t turn him down and now he thinks that we actually have a chance.” 
 
    “Delanie…” I almost laugh. “You guys do have a chance! Zach isn’t just going to give up on you like your loser exes did and I know that you wouldn’t give up on Zach either, so the both of you most definitely have a chance.” 
 
    She sniffs again, now looking at me. “You really think so?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say with a nod, “I really do.” 
 
    And suddenly she’s hugging me. Delanie is hugging me. Wow, I don’t even know how to react to this. 
 
    I awkwardly pat her back before completely returning the hug and she sighs. “Thanks, Britt.” 
 
    My eyebrows crease at that. “No…problem.” 
 
    So. Weird. 
 
    “Not just for talking me out of doing something stupid,” she says, stepping out of the hug, “but also for being okay with this whole…Zach and me thing. Which I still can’t believe, by the way!” 
 
    I smile at how happy she looks. “Well, believe it, because I am totally okay with it. You guys belong together, Del.” 
 
    “Okay,” she huffs, waving me off, “I can’t believe I’m saying this…but enough about me, it’s starting to get awkward. What happened with you? Why do you need to stay the night?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to get into everything with my parents yet.” I let out a loud exhale as I toss myself onto her couch. “It’s awful, Delanie. Blake had this dinner thing for work that we went to, and Blake’s dad announced that Blake is going to be heading their New York office in July…which Blake knew about beforehand but didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “Oh,” she says with wide eyes, “yeah—I get why you’re upset.” 
 
    “We fought,” I reply, dragging a finger across the couch’s arm, “like…really fought. We’re supposed to talk about it all tomorrow, but I don’t know what I’m going to do, Del.” 
 
    “I mean, one of you is going to have to compromise,” she tells me as if it’s the simplest thing in the world, “right? That’s what happens in all those romcoms you and Mariana force me to watch; someone finds their soulmate and they never want to let them go, so they do everything and anything it takes just to be with them.” 
 
    She was actually paying attention when we watched those movies? 
 
    Her answer makes sense though…who wouldn’t do everything and anything to be with the person they’re in love with? 
 
    “See?” She looks at me expectantly, tilting her head up. “I can give good advice.” 
 
    I force a smile, but all I can think about is that I don’t want to be the one who has to compromise. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24: I Promise 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I spent most of last night trying to figure all of this out and I’ve come up with NOTHING. I’m still hiding out at Del’s, but she already left for an early photoshoot, so it’s just me and my thoughts. Unfortunately. 
 
    My phone suddenly rings and I almost cringe, silently praying it’s not Blake. I let out a sigh of relief though when I see that it’s Derek. Sure, it was strange how he just left last night…but I’m still glad he’s the one calling me. 
 
    “Good morning,” I greet him, hoping that I don’t sound too tired. 
 
    “Morning,” he drawls, “how ya doing? Feeling better?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “Have you heard from Blake yet?’ 
 
    “Nope,” I say, biting back a frustrated sound, “do you think I should call him?” 
 
    Please say no, please say no, please say no… 
 
    “It’s up to you,” he replies in a nonchalant voice. “How’d you sleep last night?” 
 
    Well, at least he didn’t say yes. 
 
    “Not that great,” I admit honestly, “I couldn’t stop thinking about the whole New York thing.” 
 
    “So, I’m guessing you’re still not okay with it then?” 
 
    “No,” I mutter, covering my forehead with my free hand, “I’m not. And I know that I should be, I just can’t help it though.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be okay with it…you just need to be honest about how you feel.” 
 
    I sigh at that. “But, Derek, if I don’t want to move and Blake refuses to stay—” 
 
    “I know,” he interrupts softly, “but there’s a chance he’ll change his mind…or maybe you’ll end up changing your mind.” 
 
    I purse my lips. “And if I don’t?” 
 
    “Then the answer you’ve been wanting will be pretty clear,” he replies after a long pause. “It’ll all come down to one of you compromising or—” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    That’s why this is so stressful! 
 
    “And no matter what you guys decide, I’m always going to be there for you…for both of you.” 
 
    I let my hand drop as my eyes start to brim with tears. “Promise?” 
 
    “I promise,” he says in a solemn voice, “and, Britt?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I need you to promise me something.” 
 
    I sniffle some. “What?” 
 
    “Are you crying?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I apologize, wiping under my eyes, “I just—” 
 
    “It’s okay,” he assures me, “just promise me that you’ll be honest with yourself…and with Blake.” 
 
    “I will. I promise.” 
 
    No matter how hard it’s going to be. 
 
    “All right, you’ll let me know how everything goes?” 
 
    “Of course,” I reply with another sniffle, “I guess I better go.” 
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Britt,” he says, as if sensing that I’m still totally unsure, “just remember…be honest.” 
 
    “Maybe you could be there!” I blurt out. “When Blake and I talk?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Britt,” he tells me in a gentle voice, “this is about you and Blake. It’s about you guys.” 
 
    “But what if I need your help?” I insist. “What if I—” 
 
    “You’ll be fine. It’s just Blake, Brittany…you’ve known him for years.” 
 
    I have known Blake for years, but it feels like I don’t know him anymore. And what if today is just a repeat of last night? I don’t want to go through all of that again… 
 
    “I’m going to hang up now,” Derek informs me, “okay? You’re thinking—that’s good, just don’t overdo it. 
 
    The line goes dead before I can start protesting again, causing me to smile some. He knows me so well. 
 
    I decide to call Blake. Besides, there’s a good chance that he’s already working and won’t answer the phone. 
 
    However, that’s not the case. 
 
    “Brittany?” 
 
    He sounds just as tired as I feel. “Hey, Blake.” 
 
    “Are—I mean—” He stops and sighs. “Where you want to talk?” 
 
    “Are you at work?” I ask instead of answering right away. “Because we can just talk there.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” he replies in his usual distracted way, “we can talk here. I’m free until lunch.” 
 
    Well, that’s a miracle. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be there in a little bit then.” 
 
    “All right, sounds good.” 
 
    I let out a deep breath after he hangs up and I slip the phone into my purse. 
 
    We’re going to talk. We’re going to talk at his office. I’m going to be honest with myself and with Blake. And no matter what happens, Derek is always going to be there for me…for both of us. Ugh, why can’t he just actually be there? Of course, I know why he can’t, but that doesn’t change the fact that I still want him to be there. Derek makes everything easier. He makes me feel comfortable. At ease. He’s familiar. He knows what to say. He gets me. 
 
    He’s Derek. 
 
    And he should be there! He is literally the link between Blake and me. He’s the reason that we’re even together. Derek has done so much for us…and all he’s ever wanted is for us to be happy—for me to be happy. When honestly? 
 
    I’m not very happy. 
 
    The happiest I’ve been lately, is whenever I’ve been with Derek. And if I was the slightest bit unhappy, he managed to make me happy anyway. I mean, that’s just another reason why I love him. 
 
    My eyes widen as I sit up straight and gasp out loud. 
 
    I love Derek. 
 
    And not just in a close friend way either, I think that I love him like—like how I’m supposed to love Blake. Oh my gosh. 
 
    How long have I loved Derek like this? Have I always loved him deep down, but never realized it? Do I really, really love him? 
 
    I hate when we’re apart. Being with him feels right. Did I mention that I hate when we’re apart? 
 
    Would I move to New York for him though? Would I do everything and anything it took just to be with him? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    I anxiously wait for the elevator to stop and for the doors to open. All I’ve been able to do is think about how I’m going to explain this to Blake; along with shaking occasionally, because this is so surreal! And yet, there’s not a doubt in my mind that I’m in love with Derek. 
 
    I just wish I would’ve realized it sooner. 
 
    The elevator finally stops, and the doors open, cueing me to get out—which I do, but not without shaking again. 
 
    I have to do this though. I have to tell Blake. I have to be honest. 
 
    “Hi,” I manage to tell Ellen once I reach her desk, “I’m here to see De—Blake.” 
 
    Ooh, that was close. 
 
    “Go ahead.” She motions to her right. “He’s expecting you.” 
 
    I thank her then make my way toward Blake’s office while trying to mentally reassure myself. 
 
    You can do this. It’s just Blake. He’ll understand. Everything is going to be fine. 
 
    It is SO hard to breathe right now. 
 
    I stop in front of the door that has his name on it and I swallow before knocking. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    Oh great, he’s here. 
 
    This is it… 
 
    I slowly open the door and step inside of the room, then I close the door (like a totally normal person would do) and turn my attention to Blake…who’s sitting at his desk, waiting for me. 
 
    Don’t chicken out, Brittany. 
 
    He motions to the chairs in front of his desk. “You can sit.” 
 
    So, I do, my leg won’t stop bouncing up and down though. 
 
    “Britt,” he starts in a tired way, “I’ve been thinking about last night.” 
 
    I nod. “So have I.” 
 
    “When Dad originally told me about the New York position…” he trails off, running a hand through his hair. “He made it pretty clear that I either needed to end things with you or take our relationship to the next step, obviously I did the latter.” He lets out a loud exhale. “But I wasn’t completely sure that I was doing the right thing. I do love you, Britt…it’s just—” 
 
    “You’re not in love with me,” I finish for him, “right?” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow at that. “You—” 
 
    “I can’t marry you, Blake,” I interrupt with a shake of my head, “because I’m not in love with you either.” 
 
    He blinks. “Really?” 
 
    “Really. I thought I was, but I just don’t…feel that way about you anymore. I don’t think I’ve felt that way for a while.” 
 
    “Same here,” he says, motioning to himself, “and I’m not even the slightest bit offended.” 
 
    “Neither am I…so you’re okay with this then? That I don’t want to marry you?” 
 
    “Surprisingly, yes,” he replies with creased eyebrows, “I’m okay with it. I mean, it’s obvious that we shouldn’t get married.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you agree,” I comment in relief, “and there’s something else we need to talk about.” 
 
    “There is?” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh a little. “I’m in love with Derek, Blake.” 
 
    His mouth forms a perfect “o” at that. “Okay, I wasn’t exactly expecting that. I should’ve seen it coming though.” 
 
    “I don’t want to make things awkward, Blake,” I rush, “and I don’t even know if he feels the same. But I—” 
 
    “Britt,” he interrupts, standing up and coming over to me, “Derek would have to be crazy not to feel the same way. And you guys…have my blessing.” 
 
    I jump up and throw my arms around me. “Thank you, Blake! You have no idea how much this means to me.” 
 
    “I wish you all the happiness in the world, Brittany,” he says after I pull away, “you deserve it.” 
 
    “And I wish you the same,” I tell him with a smile. “So, friends?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I let out a happy sigh as I pull off the engagement ring and give it to him. “You’ll find the right person, Blake.” 
 
    “We’ll see, New York is pretty big,” he drawls, fingering the ring. “Wow…I haven’t felt this good in a while.” 
 
    “I know, me too.” 
 
    He slips the ring into the pocket of his slacks. “So, when are you going to tell Derek?” 
 
    “Soon, I guess.” I shrug a shoulder. “I don’t really know how I’m going to do it, but I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    He nods. “Well, I wish you luck.” 
 
    “Thanks…” I motion to his office door. “I guess that I should probably go.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    I walk over to the door and open it, then look over my shoulder at him. “Thank you for understanding, Blake.” 
 
    He smiles. “Thank you…now go get him.” 
 
    I leave his office feeling relieved, more alive, and happy. It’s like the weight of the world has been lifted off my shoulders. 
 
    And when I walk out of the building, I quickly get into the Xuber and tell the driver Derek’s address. Telling Derek that I’m in love with him might end up being harder than it was to tell Blake that I couldn’t marry him. Ugh, what am I going to say? I can’t just blurt it out! He would freak for sure! Even though, he does understand me, so maybe it wouldn’t freak him out that badly…but still. 
 
    And what if he doesn’t feel the same way? What am I going to do? I mean, sure Blake said that he’d be crazy not to. And sure, Derek is over Jessica (which I’m REALLY hoping is true now). And sure, he’s told me that there’s no one else—but what if none of that matters?! What if he gets weirded out? What if I embarrass him? The last thing I want to do is make him feel uncomfortable… 
 
    Soon enough, the car stops in front of the Connors’ house and I honestly feel glued to my seat. 
 
    The guy looks over his shoulder at me. “You getting out?” 
 
    I swallow then nod before opening my door. Well, this could end horribly. 
 
    “Should I wait?” 
 
    I just shake my head as I close the door. If things go bad, then I’ll have someone pick me up. And if things go well… 
 
    Fingers crossed, because I’ve never been more nervous in my whole entire life! 
 
    He drives off and I walk up the driveway, trying to calm myself down. 
 
    Everything is going to be fine. It went well with Blake. It’ll go well with Derek. Right, of course. What the heck am I even worried about? 
 
    Ha. 
 
    Oh, man… 
 
    I hesitantly ring the doorbell and sway as I wait for what feels like forever. 
 
    The door suddenly opens, revealing Madison, who proceeds to smile. “Brittany! Hi, how are you?” 
 
    I almost wince at her scratchy voice. “I’m okay…how about you?” 
 
    “I’m a little sick,” she says with a shrug, “but it’s not so bad now. Are you here to see Derek?” 
 
    “Yes,” I reply, hoping that I don’t seem too eager, “he’s technically not expecting me, but—” 
 
    “Well, he’s not here,” she interrupts, sniffling some, “he left about…twenty minutes ago? Maybe less.” 
 
    I force my shoulders not to drop. “Do you know when he’ll be back?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t say. And he didn’t say where he was going either.” 
 
    I start to frown, then realize where he might be. “I think I know where he went.” 
 
    “You—” 
 
    “I’ll have to call Zach and ask if he can pick me up,” I mutter to myself. “He should be up by now, right? And then—” 
 
    “I can give you a ride,” Madison offers, looking at me expectantly, “if you want…I don’t mind.” 
 
    “But you’re not feeling well,” I state the obvious, “it’s okay, Maddie. My brother won’t mind coming to get me.” 
 
    He does kind of owe me, after all. 
 
    “I don’t mind,” she repeats herself. “Please? I’m tired of being cooped up in here.” 
 
    “Okay,” I give in, “just make sure that it’s okay first.” 
 
    She disappears into the house and then reappears a few minutes later. 
 
    “Mom says that it’s okay,” she informs me, stepping down and closing the door. “If you don’t mind me asking though…why are you trying to hunt Derek down?” 
 
    Whether I should or not, I go ahead and tell her with a huge grin. “I’m going to tell Derek that I’m in love with him.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25: Everything and Anything 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh my gosh!” Madison exclaims for the sixth time as she pulls out of the driveway. “I can’t believe this! I’ve always been shipping you guys!” 
 
    “That is so sweet! I just hope he feels the same way.” 
 
    “I’m sure he does,” she says with a firm nod. “He might not realize it, but I think he’s always felt that way about you.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right…” 
 
    She briefly gives me a curious look. “How are you going to tell him?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admit in all honesty. “I’ve been trying to come up with something, but I haven’t had a lot of success.” 
 
    “Some of the best things happen spontaneously. So, just let it come naturally.” 
 
    I can’t help but smile. “You sound like Derek. 
 
    She tilts her head in a playful way. “I have my moments.” 
 
    A phone suddenly rings, and I quickly check to see if it’s Derek calling me. But my phone isn’t the one that’s ringing…unfortunately. 
 
    “Can you check and see who it is?” 
 
    I pick her phone up from the console. “It’s Josh.” 
 
    “Ooh.” She winces, her eyes still on the road. “Can you put him on speakerphone for me?” 
 
    So, I do, and Josh’s voice fills the car. “Hey, baby…how ya feeling?” 
 
    I bite back a smile at the sight of Madison’s cheeks turning red. “Uh, I’m fine. Brittany is with me and I’m driving her to where Derek’s at.” 
 
    “Oh,” he says after a long pause, “well…hey, Brittany. Mads, you probably shouldn’t be driving though. Just because you’re not as sick doesn’t mean you need to overdo it.” 
 
    “I’m not overdoing it,” she assures him, “don’t worry—okay? Can I call you back in a few minutes though?” 
 
    He sighs. “Yeah, that’s fine.” 
 
    She smiles. “I love you.” 
 
    Josh proceeds to laugh some. “I love you too, Maddie.” 
 
    He hangs up and I set her phone back down. “That was sweet of him to check up on you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says with a slight eye-roll, “and I appreciate it, but he’s been calling or texting me in between classes like crazy. You would think that I had pneumonia or something…” 
 
    After another ten minutes or so of driving, Madison stops the car and looks at me. “I’ll wait here and call Josh back while you…” She winks at me. “You know.” 
 
    I unbuckle my seatbelt and give her a grateful smile. “Thank you so much, Madison.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” she replies, returning the smile. “And call me Maddie.” 
 
    I nod. “Maddie, right.” 
 
    She motions for me to get out. “Now go!” 
 
    I don’t need to be told twice. I leave the car then start walking through the wooded area of Derek’s place. What if he’s not here? I mean, this is the most logical place for him to be…but what if he’s somewhere else? Like running errands? Or working? Or— 
 
    My heart skips a beat when I see him standing near the stream. 
 
    Or what if he’s actually here and I feel like I’m going to pass out? 
 
    Play it cool, Britt. Stay calm. Relax. Don’t rush into anything. Nice and slow. 
 
    I take a deep breath and make my way toward him, and I guess with the noise of the water moving, he can’t hear me—because he doesn’t budge when I accidently step on a stick and scare the crap out of myself. 
 
    All right, let’s see…how am I going to do this? 
 
    I sit on the bench and think about the best way to announce my presence. It needs to be something casual, yet quirky. 
 
    “You come here often?” 
 
    The words leave my mouth and I realize how stupid it was to say that, because I know he doesn’t anymore. And there’s not even a slight chance that he didn’t hear me, because he turns around to look at me. 
 
    “This is a surprise,” he says, coming toward me, “what are you doing here?” 
 
    I try not to smile like an idiot. “I came to see you.” 
 
    He tilts his head to the side. “Did you already talk to Blake?” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “How did it go?” 
 
    “It surprisingly went well,” I reply, standing up, “we came to an agreement.” 
 
    I honestly can’t believe that I’m playing it this cool… 
 
    “And what’s that?” he asks, looking at me expectantly. “You were honest, right?” 
 
    “Completely,” I chirp, bouncing on the balls of my feet, “and we decided that…” I hold up my ring-less left hand. “We’re just not right for each other.” He blinks at my hand, and I let my arm drop to my side. “We both admitted that we’re not in love with each other and we haven’t been in a while.” 
 
    “So,” he drawls, his eyebrows creased in obvious confusion, “you and Blake aren’t getting married?” 
 
    “Nope,” I say, shaking my head, “we agreed to be friends and I gave him the ring back.” 
 
    Derek runs a hand through his hair. “Well, I’m happy…for you guys then?” 
 
    “Thank you, Derek.” 
 
    “Yeah, no prob.” He laughs a little. “So, how do you feel?” 
 
    “Amazing,” I reply without hesitation, “I don’t think I’ve felt this good in a long time.” 
 
    “See? Honesty is the best policy.” 
 
    “I’m glad you said that…” I trail off, clasping my hands behind my back. “Derek, there’s something I need to tell you.” 
 
    “Sure, what’s up?” 
 
    I suddenly feel tongue-tied though. How am I supposed to tell him this? How do you tell your ex-fiancé’s best friend that you’re in love with him? 
 
    “Britt, are you okay?” 
 
    “Remember what you told me last night?” I ignore his question. “When I asked you about that night back in high school?” 
 
    “Yeah?” He gives me a weird look. “Why?” 
 
    “How did you tell me?” 
 
    He shakes his head at that. “I don’t see what—” 
 
    “Please, Derek?” I all-but-beg as I step closer to him. “It’s important!” 
 
    He mutters something under his breath before letting out a loud sigh. “All I said was: Brittany Grayson, I’m in love with you.” 
 
    I almost forget to breathe. Even though he’s not saying it to me now, I swear that it feels like he is. Or maybe I’m just thinking that because of how right it sounds. 
 
    “So, what were you—” 
 
    I quickly cup the sides of his face. “Derek Connors, I’m in love you!” 
 
    The words come out so fast that I wonder if he even understood what I said, but then his mouth drops…letting me know that he did. 
 
    Oh no—maybe I shouldn’t have told him. 
 
    “Derek, I’m so sorry!” I apologize in a rush, letting my arms drop to my sides. “I just…I had to tell you! And I was hoping that maybe—” 
 
    “You’re in love with me?” he interrupts, looking at me in disbelief. “You—” 
 
    “I know, I know!” I cut him off, feeling incredibly stupid. “It’s so weird and I’ve made you feel awkward, but I—” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    My eyebrows crease at that. “What?” 
 
    “How long have you been in love with me?” 
 
    Why is he asking that? Doesn’t he see that I feel terrible about this? 
 
    “Well, I technically realized it this morning,” I manage to reply, “but I think that a part of me has always been in love with you…I just never knew it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asks, raising an eyebrow at me. “How do you know?” 
 
    And this is when my frustration is going to get the best of me… 
 
    “Because I would move to New York for you, Derek!” I practically sob. “I would do everything and anything—just like in the movies—that’s how I know that I’m in love with you!” 
 
    Why won’t he just come out and dismiss the idea of us being together or— 
 
    “I guess I should probably say this then…” he trails off, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “Brittany Grayson, I’m still in love with you.” 
 
    Now, my mouth drops. “Still?” 
 
    “I thought I was over you, Britt,” he says with a sigh, “I really did. And I’ve been trying to ignore the signs but spending time with you again forced me to see that I never truly stopped loving you.” 
 
    I nearly melt. “You’re in love with me? 
 
    “I am,” he whispers, resting his forehead against mine, “I’m so in love with you, Britt…and you know what?” 
 
    I force myself to breathe. “What?” 
 
    “I,” he starts, slipping his arms around me, “want to kiss you.” 
 
    “Well, then,” I manage a playful tone, “what are you waiting for?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    And in a beautiful rush that happens oh-so-slowly…Derek kisses me. I swear that time stops, that everything else fades away, and that I can only hear the sound of our hearts beating. Despite all this though, the memory of our “first kiss” back in high school comes to mind as I move my lips against his and I can’t help but laugh a little, because this kiss is anything but awful. Gosh no, this kiss is incredible. 
 
    Which is why I pout when Derek pulls away. “Derek—” 
 
    “What’s so funny?” he interrupts the start of my whining, sounding as breathless as I feel. “Why’d you laugh?” 
 
    Dang it, why couldn’t I have just mentally laughed instead of ruining the moment? 
 
    “I uh—I was just thinking,” I say, my gaze focused on his soft and perfect lips, “that’s all.” 
 
    Can we get back to kissing now? I really like that idea. 
 
    His eyebrows crease. “About what?” 
 
    I guess not… 
 
    “About our first kiss,” I go ahead and tell him, placing my hands behind his neck, “back in high school?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” He nods, a thoughtful look passing over his face. “You asked me if I wanted to have a discussion every time before we decided to kiss.” 
 
    I cringe at that, remembering the horrible attitude I had about the whole thing, but Derek doesn’t seem bothered at all. 
 
    “Just so you know,” he drawls with a slight smirk, “I’m fine with not having a discussion every time before we decide to kiss…how about you?” 
 
    “Hmm,” I pretend to think about it, “I’m not sure. Maybe you should kiss me again to help me decide.” 
 
    He laughs, leaning in once more. “Maybe I should do that...” 
 
    The second his mouth covers mine, I realize that I don’t even care if we have a discussion every time before we decide to kiss…all I care about is this. And no, I’m not just talking about Derek’s amazing kissing skills. I’m talking about us. 
 
    Us. 
 
    Wow, who knew that one little word could suddenly mean so much? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    ~One year later~ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Today is the day I’ll never forget. 
 
    I’m sure most people feel like that on their wedding day, but I know for a fact that I will never EVER forget today—how could I? Here I am, at our special place, getting married to the most amazing guy on Earth. There’s no forgetting this. 
 
    “I now pronounce you husband and wife…you may kiss the bride.” 
 
    Not wasting a second, Derek wraps an arm around my waist then leans down to press his lips against mine. And I kiss him back, my pulse racing as I clasp my hands behind his neck to pull him even closer. This is so surreal. We’re married—we’re actually married! Which is why everyone is cheering and wolf-whistling… 
 
    I reluctantly pull away; but my eyes are glued to his, and in his cerulean eyes I see exactly what I feel for him. Love, adoration, everything. 
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Connors,” he murmurs with a smile. 
 
    Loving how that sounds, I smile back at him. “Hello, Mr. Connors.” 
 
    And then I kiss him, just wanting to relieve the moment for another second or two. Derek kisses me back despite everyone’s clapping and hollering, and he even proceeds to scoop me up bridal-style…because I’m his bride, I’m Mrs. Connors. 
 
    “Derek,” I mutter, resting my forehead against his neck as he starts to carry me down the aisle, “I thought we agreed that we were going to walk down the aisle together…remember?” 
 
    “Couldn’t help myself,” he drawls near my ear, “can you blame me for wanting to sweep my beautiful wife off her feet?” 
 
    There’s no stopping the blush on my face. “You’re such a goofball.” 
 
    “I’m your goofball,” he corrects me, his lips touching my brow. 
 
    “That you are,” I agree, trailing a finger down his tie, “and I wouldn’t want you any other way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    —————— 
 
      
 
      
 
    After taking a countless number of pictures, dancing to several songs, and talking to basically everyone here…it’s nice to just be sitting down. 
 
    I let out a content sigh as I lean my head against Derek’s shoulder. 
 
    “Tired, babe?” he asks, slipping an arm around me. 
 
    “A little,” I admit in all honesty, “but it’s a good kind of tired…you know?” 
 
    His thumb brushes over my skin. “Mmhmm.” 
 
    “I can’t believe that we’re married,” I say, looking up at him, “like—I think I might be in shock a little bit.” 
 
    “Same here,” he tells me with a lopsided grin, “and all I keep thinking about is how lucky I am to have you as my bride.” 
 
    “Well,” I drawl, reaching up to kiss the corner of his jaw, “I’m pretty lucky to have you as my groom.” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” Mariana apologizes with a wince, stopping in front of our table, “but you said to let you know when it was time for the bouquet toss and cake cutting, and it’s time.” 
 
    Already? It feels like I just got to sit down though… 
 
    “Okay,” I say, forcing myself to sit up straight, “thanks, Mari. Oh! And where’s Eric? I wanted to tell him what a great job he did as the ring bearer.” 
 
    “He’s with Chance,” she replies, glancing around, “but I don’t know wh—” 
 
    “Mommy!” Eric exclaims, appearing out of nowhere. “Are we eating cake yet?” 
 
    “Well, he was with Chance,” Mariana says with a laugh before turning her attention to the anxious five-year-old. “Mijo, remember what I told you? Cake comes after Brittany throws the bouquet…where’s Daddy?” 
 
    Eric proceeds to jab a finger in just about every direction, causing Mariana to sigh. “Okay then, I guess we should go find him.” 
 
    “Eric,” I pipe up, “thank you again for being the ring bearer, bud…you did a really great job.” 
 
    His mouth quirks to the side. “Do I get cake early?” 
 
    Mariana mutters something in Spanish. “Eric, tell Brittany, thank you.” 
 
    He exhales loudly. “Thank you.” 
 
    I can’t help but smile. “You’re very welcome.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Mariana says, scooping Eric up and placing him on her hip. “And if your daddy is trying to convince the DJ to play that awful one-hit wonder he loves so much…” 
 
    As Mariana walks off, Derek stands up and holds out his hand to me. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Yes,” I reply, letting him pull me up, “I’m still not sure about this bouquet toss though…what if I end up hitting someone with it?” 
 
    He laughs, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “It’ll be fine, Britt.” 
 
    “I probably should’ve practiced some,” I insist as we start to walk away from the table. “Is that even a thing? Do people practice tossing bouquets before the wedding?” 
 
    He offers a slight shrug. “I don’t remember Faith practicing it.” 
 
    Because it’s not actually a thing. 
 
    “Faye looked adorable in her flower girl dress,” I comment, lightly swinging our clasped hands. “And did you see Madison slow-dancing with Josh earlier? It was so sweet!” 
 
    “I saw them,” he replies with a huff, “you didn’t see me glaring at him?” 
 
    I roll my eyes at the ongoing, “anti-boyfriend” gag. “Right…” 
 
    “Brittany,” Delanie says, coming up to us and she proceeds to cross her arms, “I swear—if one more person tells me that I’m next, I can’t promise I’ll be civil.” 
 
    “But, Del,” I start, my eyebrows creased, “you are ne—” 
 
    “Shh!” She puts a finger up. “Do NOT say it.” 
 
    “Yeah, please don’t say it,” Zach chimes in, now standing behind Delanie, “she’s already threatened to end the engagement twice in the last ten minutes.” 
 
    “I don’t need to be reminded that I’m engaged,” Delanie states in a matter-of-fact way, “it’s annoying.” 
 
    “Are we doing the cake now?” Zach asks, placing his hands on Del’s shoulders. “Because I call dibs on a big piece.” 
 
    “The bouquet toss is first,” Delanie tells him with an eyeroll, “and since everyone is expecting me to catch the stupid thing…I conveniently won’t.” 
 
    Zach gives her shoulders a slight squeeze. “That’s my girl.” 
 
    “Where is the bouquet, Britt?” Derek asks, looking at me with creased eyebrows. “Does Mariana have it?” 
 
    “I actually don’t know,” I reply before turning my attention to Delanie. “Del, do you have the bouquet by chance?” 
 
    She stops whispering to Zach and gives me a flat look. “Please, Brittany…of course I have the bouquet; I am your maid of honor, after all.” 
 
    I sigh in relief. “Oh good, then we—” 
 
    But I don’t bother finishing, because she and Zach are whispering again as they walk off, hopefully they’re going to get the bouquet. Knowing them though, they’ll get sidetracked… 
 
    “Well, Blake and Vanessa look like they’re having a good time,” Derek says with a slight laugh. “They really can’t help it, can they?” 
 
    I smile at the sight of Blake and his girlfriend, who are both on their phones. “No, I don’t think they can.” 
 
    Sure, they both work a lot, but they’re happy…and I’m glad for them. 
 
    “Hey,” Derek drawls, letting go of my hand to slip his arms around my waist instead, “guess what I’m thinking about.” 
 
    “Eating the cake?” I ask, cupping the back of his neck with my hands. “Because all that talk about it is really making me want some.” 
 
    “Nope,” he says as I play with his hair, “I’m still thinking about how lucky I am.” 
 
    “I swear you’re too good to be true,” I tell him, shaking my head, “you know that?” 
 
    He grins. “It’s a gift.” 
 
    I reach up to press my lips against his. “Or a glitch.” 
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