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Chapter One

 

 

“Brett is gone.” Patricia ran back out of the church sanctuary.

Kelli looked at her mocha-colored friend with her platinum frosted hair cut in a bob around her face. “What do you mean, Brett is gone?”

“G.o.n.e. Like as in not at the altar.” Patricia emphasized with a sassy tilt to her head.

Gathering the satin and tulle skirt of her wedding gown in her hands, Kelli brushed past her best friend and marched over to the open doorway. Glancing down the aisle to the altar, Kelli expected to see Brett, her fiancé and expectant groom, standing between the minister and his best man, Dan. Scanning the wedding party, who stood there with odd expressions on their faces, she saw two groomsmen, one bridesmaid, and the junior bride. The cute ring bearer and flower girl were making their way down the aisle to the pianist’s beat. Gloria continued to play as if she hadn’t been told that the groom was absent. But no Brett.

Kelli turned away from the packed church of two hundred guests and faced Patricia. “Where is he?”

Shrugging, Patricia said, “I don’t know. When I came out I didn’t see him. But everyone is standing around like he just walked away to go to the bathroom or something. When I look at Carl, he just hunches his shoulders.”

This is not happening
. Kelli’s heart felt like lead as it dropped into her stomach. She and Brett had been planning this wedding for the last year. She sold her condominium, because they would be moving to Charlotte where Brett would be working with his father at their law firm. She quit her job, because Brett wanted a stay at home wife. He’d made a big production of her not renewing her birth control because he wanted them to start a family as soon as possible. Now she had less than a month before she would be out.

Anger boiled in her veins and poured out her heart like hot lava from a volcano. Brett had a lot of nerve to do this to her after everything she’d sacrificed for him. He professed to love her. But if this was his damn idea of love, she didn’t want any part of it.

“Weren’t Dan and Carl driving with him to the church?” Kelli asked, stepping away from the open doorway.

“When it became apparent that Brett wasn’t coming out, I signaled to Carl to check on him. When he came back out without Brett, Carl pulled me to the side and said that Brett was acting funny this morning and had decided he wanted to drive to the church alone. Said he needed time to think. Carl said Brett seemed fine while they were waiting in the minister’s office, but that Brett told them to go out first and start the wedding that he would be right out. He said that when he went back there to check on him, Brett was gone. When he looked out Father Riley’s window, Brett’s car was gone as well.” Patricia grabbed her hand and squeezed as she finished talking.

Carl was one of the groomsmen, as well as Patricia’s husband of four and a half years. They had met and married shortly after their college graduation. Unlike her and Brett who had decided to wait until after Brett graduated from law school and passed the bar exam. Now, to have this happen after years of her patience, it felt like a slap in the face. “I’ve heard of the runaway bride, but the groom...” Kelli could feel her throat become thick with emotions. She knew soon she would be in tears. “...this is a first.”

“What are you going to do, Kelli?” Letting her hand go, Patricia moved to a side table in the foyer area and grabbed a tissue and handed it to her.

She wasn’t going to cry. No way she would allow herself to break down in the church where she was supposed to be promising her future husband she would love, honor, and obey.
What a big joke
. Kelli figured she looked like she was about to cry. Swallowing hard and taking a deep breath, she shook her head, letting Patricia know she didn’t want the tissue.

“I don’t know.” Turning Kelli marched back to the dressing room she and Patricia had used to change into their wedding attire. She tossed clothes and other items around until she located her purse. “Where are my keys?”

“In my purse. Why?” Patricia sounded unsure of giving her the information. “Kelli, what are you doing? Why do you need the keys?”

Her eyes were beginning to burn as she clutched at pants, tops, and shoes, throwing them over the back of the couch.
I am not going to cry
. When Kelli finally located her friend’s purse on the cushion of a couch, she dug inside. She heard Patricia’s voice waver with caution.

“Kel, you can’t leave.”

Swinging around, she looked at her friend who stood beside the open door. Kelli could hear the notes of
Richard Wagner
’s
Lohengrin
begin to play from the main sanctuary. Something else she had caved in, her entry song. Brett’s mother had said that using a love song was trashy and it was best to stay traditional. She wondered if Brett’s Aunt Gloria was deaf, dumb, and blind not to see what was going on around her. Over the wedding music murmurs and whispers were beginning to echo through the guests. “The hell if I can’t, the groom didn’t see an issue with doing it.”

Gathering a handful of her dress in one hand and her purse and keys in the other, she brushed past Patricia.

Kelli felt the quick grip of her friend’s hand as she halted her exit.

“Who’s going to tell the guests what’s going on?”

A bark of laughter erupted from her chest as Kelli looked at Patricia and said, “Tricia, if they haven’t figured out by now that the wedding is off, not going to happen, then they’re not as smart as I am.” With that she pulled her arm away from Patricia and ran toward the door.

“Where does she think she’s going?” Kelli heard Mrs. Cardwell, Brett’s mom’s commanding voice call out to Patricia in her wake. “She needs to talk to the guests.”

Kelli shook her head at the woman’s audacity and continued racing down the steps of one of the oldest cathedrals in Charlotte, North Carolina. Mrs. Cardwell wanted someone to speak to the people then she needed to locate her damn son.

Pushing all thoughts of Brett and his overbearing mother out of her mind, she sprinted by the black limo decorated with white ribbons and bows and a large sign that said “Just Married” on the back bumper. In an hour it would have been taking them to the reception. But not anymore. Arriving at her Carolina blue convertible Mazda MX-5 Miata with its soft top, she unlocked the door. Shoving the bulk material of the skirt of her wedding dress into the car, she closed the door, not caring if any of it got trapped in the frame. She would never wear this dress again.

Starting the car, she pulled out of the parking spot and shifted into drive as she pressed the control to make the hard top retract.

“Kelli!” Mrs. Cardwell bellowed, her face noticeably beet red even from the distance. “You get back here this instant!”

Ignoring her, Kelli drove away as the wind pulled her wedding veil from her head, signaling her departure. She watched her rearview mirror as the pearl headpiece that landed in the middle of the road and Brett’s mom both became specks.

The feeling of water streaming down her face as she traveled along the street drew her eyes to her face in the mirror.
Damn, I’m crying
.

 

****

 

Will walked into the
Early
Girl
as he did every Saturday. Most weekends he was in the office working on something, so he always treated himself with a down home southern style breakfast. His family lived hours away in Raleigh and he couldn’t go home to get his mother’s cooking every weekend, so he was happy when he’d located this place a few months after he took residency in Asheville. He was looking forward to some time off. This week with Mayor Tiffany Braxton on summer vacation with her family he was considering visiting his mother and father, whom he hadn’t seen since Easter weekend.

The restaurant was filled with families and couples of all ages enjoying the food and atmosphere of the place. Seeing a table available next to the window, he headed toward it. Something odd and out of place with the normal casual diners caught his attention. Looking toward the back of the restaurant at the last table in the corner, he spotted a woman in a wedding dress. A few of the other diners were giving her side glances as well, all probably wondering—as he was—who the woman was and what had happened to place her there instead of at an altar with the man of her dreams.

Will chuckled to himself. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe in love—no, he’d loved once and loved hard. But, he knew his feelings for the woman were futile and he would never find a place in the woman’s heart, so he had loved silently and from afar. Now, he was so consumed with his busy work schedule that he never found time to seriously date anyone outside of an occasional affair or two with women who wouldn’t ask for more. To be in a more serious relationship would require him to reveal everything about his private life, and he hadn’t met anyone he would be willing to share that level of trust with.

The woman’s head was down as she sipped from her hot beverage. Frosted blonde curls in a wild and very unattractive array swarmed around her head like an angry nest created by a blind bird. Will shook his head, wondering if the police had located the body of the hairdresser yet.

Arriving at his table, he pulled his chair out, preparing to sit down. His gaze was drawn once again to the mysterious bride. She lowered her cup and lifted her face, staring across the eatery with vacant eyes, not seeing anything or anyone. Will froze. The beautiful, sienna brown angelic face surrounded by that mess of a hairdo was one he would never forget. His body went on full alert. His muscles tensed, causing a bead of sweat to trickle down the center of his back, and his cock instantly began to harden. She was the only woman that had ever caused such an immediate jolt to his system. The hell of it was that he’d never even slept with her.

Taking a deep breath to calm his raging hormones, he rose and crossed the room to the woman dressed in what could only be described as a white cloud.
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