
a Silver Bells story

 I’m tired. The bar was slammed last night and I didn’t get home 
until after four. I slept in my jeans. But Brooke called, she wants to have 
breakfast, and how many more times am I going to get a call like this 
from her? In two months she’ll be married. I won’t be her go-to guy 
anymore. At least, not if she gets her way.
 If I get mine, though…
 When I get to The Daily Grind she’s sitting alone at a two-top 
by the corner window, dressed in the black leggings, oversized t-shirt 
and high-top sneakers that tell me she’s going straight to her studio after 
breakfast. 

“Nutcracker rehearsal starts this weekend,” she explains once I 
sit down. Then she laughs. “I must be crazy. Putting on The Nutcracker 
and getting married? What the hell’s wrong with me?”

Nothing’s wrong with her. If anything she’s just a little too 
naïve. Too trusting. She hasn’t seen all the horrible things people do to 
each other because, just like I promised, I’ve done a pretty good job of 
keeping it from her. Up until now, anyway. 

I never saw Will Hurley coming, and I hate myself for that.
“You’re not crazy,” I assure her. “No more than the rest of us, 

anyway.” Says the guy who spent his college years bouncing from 
shrink to shrink, trying to exorcise his demons. And failing.

She makes a face at that, screwing up her nose at me, and I 
can see her as the little girl she used to be. The one that used to follow 
me and my friends around when we were trying to sneak off to drink 
my dad’s beer. The one that would wait until I settled down with my 
guitar and a free hour to insist on showing me the turn she’d learned in 
ballet class that week, the A she’d gotten on a book report, the weird 
bug she’d caught out by the pool and put into one of the mason jars my 
mom used for canning. The little girl that sat in the open rear doors of 
an ambulance, soot on her face, bare feet and a dirty nightgown on her 



gawky nine-year-old body while the medical examiner carried the charred remains of her parents away.
The one I’d promised right then and there to protect at all costs. The one I might end up failing.
“Did you get anything to eat?” I ask.
“Not yet. I was waiting for you.”
“What do you want?”
“An egg white omelet. With spinach and mushrooms. And asparagus.”
Christ. If that’s what she wanted, she could have come to my house and I could have stayed in my 

sweatpants. I make a way better omelet than the blobs of rubber this place serves. They have good coffee, 
though.

I order a large for me and a pumpkin latte for her – she’ll allow herself that much. As long as it’s 
sugar free, non-fat, no whipped cream. And after a quick glance at the chalkboard menu I order a bacon, egg 
and cheese for myself. Brooke will yell at me, things about cholesterol and saturated fat and processed meats 
causing cancer, things that go in one ear and out the other. I’m only thirty-two. There’s plenty of time to worry 
about my arteries. And anyway I think I might actually want her to yell at me. It’d be a nice change from 
wanting to yell at her, to take her by her bony little shoulders and shake some sense into her.

Will Hurley is a gold-digger. Why am I the only one who can see it?
Is it because I’ve been there before? I know better than anyone how people can fool you. How they can 

make you think they love you for you and not for your bank account. I wasted two years of my life and even 
bought a ring for someone who swore she’d love me if I was panhandling in front of Wawa for change to buy 
a coffee and a Sizzli. Until she started dropping hints – or, if I want to be more accurate, banging me over the 
head with them. She worked for an interior design firm and needed a more professional wardrobe for meeting 
with clients. Then she needed money to butter them up at nice restaurants. Then she needed a BMW so they’d 
think she was “farther ahead in her career” than she really was and would be more inclined to hire her. Then she 
needed a hundred thousand dollars to start her own firm.

Last I heard, she’s still an associate at the original firm. I took the ring back to the jeweler. And I hate 
what I let her do to my house.

The floppy-haired barista hands me two coffee cups and a receipt with a number on it. I’m barely at 
our table by the time he’s calling it. This is why the omelets have the texture of Silly Putty – they’re premade. 
Probably frozen. I circle back to the counter, pick up our food, and sit down across from my sister. She uses her 
fork to cut off a chunk and puts it in her mouth. Chews. She doesn’t look too impressed.

“Yours are better,” she says after swallowing.
“I know.”
We eat in silence for a while. That’s one of the cool things about Brooke and me – we don’t need to 

babble at each other to feel like we’re getting something out of each other’s company. For a brother and sister, 
we’re tight. Especially considering the age difference between us. Sometimes she feels more like my daughter 
than my sister, but we’re always best friends. And I can almost always tell what she’s thinking. For instance, 
right now she wants to tell me something and just can’t seem to work up the nerve.

I just hope it’s not a favor. I already agreed to be the best man. I don’t have much more generosity of 
spirit in me.

“So,” she finally says once she’s eaten half her omelet. “I called the wedding planner. I have an 



appointment on Monday.”
The last bite of sandwich catches in my throat. I swallow scalding hot coffee to dislodge it.
“Are you serious?” The words scrape past the burned flesh of my larynx. “Why?”
She rolls her eyes. “Because, Ev, I’m getting married in two months. I’m going to need some help.”
“Not if you postpone it,” I say.
Her eyes narrow and her jaw tightens. Crap. I might have gone too far. Already. That might be a record.
“We’ve been over this,” she says. “It has to be Christmas Eve. It would mean everything to Jan.”
I don’t get it. I don’t get how she cares so much about a woman she hasn’t even met. A woman who 

might not even exist.
 “Okay.” I wipe my hands on my napkin. “But you know, there are other wedding planners around. Lots 

of them. We’re fifteen minutes from one of the biggest cities in the country. And I’m sure anyone would want 
your business.” Not to mention her money. “Why do you have your heart set on her?”

“Because Christmas weddings are her specialty.” 
“But–”
“I want her.” Brooke’s voice has taken on the stubborn quality I usually admire, but which sometimes – 

like now – can be completely infuriating. “And I want you to come to the appointment with me.”
“But Brooke.” I ball the napkin in my hand. “You know who she is.”
“I do.” She covers the remains of her omelet with her own napkin and pushes the plate away. “And I 

also know that she’s as much his victim as we are.”
That would make me laugh, if it didn’t piss me off so bad. Drew Emmons cheated on her. That’s a far 

cry from killing her parents, like he did to us.
I tell her that.
“You’re right,” Brooke says. “He didn’t kill her parents. But she was planning a life, and he took that 

away. It’s not any different. I want to do this for her, Ev.”
She’s going to keep arguing with me. I know her well enough to know it. 
Maybe I should just let it go. It’s only two months. If Noelle Silver thinks she can pull off a wedding 

worthy of my sister, who’s been Springhollow’s Sweetheart since the report of our parents’ deaths hit the 
eleven o’clock news fifteen years ago, more power to her. She’ll need it. And even though I can think of at least 
fifty different ways I’d rather spend the next eight and a half weeks than helping Drew Emmons’ ex-fiancée – 
probably a gold-digger herself – saddle my sister to a guy who’s going to drain her dry, maybe it’s lucky I’ll be 
there every step of the way. With my own ideas. What I have planned will be harder with a professional helper, 
but I can still do it. I will do it.

I failed Brooke once. I’ll be damned if I’m going to fail her again.
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